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PREFACE

urniture in History 3000 B.C.—2000 A.D. is a new approach to a very old subject. The
premise is that some time periods require closer study, and the focus is on innova-
tion and change. Duration of a style does not necessarily warrant duration of study.
Analysis of details and variants within one style or period may not be as rewarding as
the recognition of key moments and connections in the evolution of style.

The traditional periods and styles are covered first, with emphasis on accessibil-
ity —summaries, chronologies, key terms, designer contributions, reading lists, and
illustrations with detailed captions in each chapter. Extensive margin notes of historical
highlights and personalities place each topic in its historical context, without distracting
from the focus on furniture. But this interpretation of history only begins with the stan-
dard material; it offers a fresh look at the subject of furniture by also investigating the
later, modern movements and milestones.

The quickened pace, greater number of changes, and the complexity of these later
periods have not yet been properly acknowledged in most histories of furniture. Yet, this
recent material, some of which has only begun to unfold, is as relevant to the student
of architecture and design as it is to the historian. Perhaps this change of focus, away
from an emphasis on more stable early styles, will encourage others to investigate, write
about, and illustrate a more recent and dynamic past as well.

The first third, Chapters 1 through 5, present the origins of the traditional styles of West-
ern furniture, from ancient times through the eighteenth century. The next third, Chapters 6
through 10, take the reader through the nineteenth century, with its complex array of historic
revivals, reform, and concurrent attempts toward modernism, into the twentieth century
(changes rarely coincide with century marks). Finally, Chapters 11 through 15 explore many
of the innovations and developments of the twentieth century, with photographs of modern
classics, many of which are still in production. In an electronic world, where change is rapid
and expected, this approach and examination of its effects on furniture in history should
prove to be both timely and thought provoking. Familiarity with both traditional material plus
previously overlooked modern contributions and contributors will help students and profes-
sionals make more educated choices today for better design tomorrow.
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INTRODUCTION

istories of Western culture usually begin in a past as remote as the material evidence
permits. Pyramids, sun-bleached marble columns, blackened bronzes, and slip-painted
pottery have yielded tidbits of information about past cultures to patient archaeologists
and other scientists and historians. Yet for every gem of information uncovered, another
remained secret. For every monumental ruin or royal tomb that has become as familiar
as any icon of popular culture, countless undiscovered clues were silent.

These lost artifacts might have been destroyed by enemies or invaders—histories
often focus on military and political conquests and events. Perhaps they were recycled—
valuable materials were recarved or melted and recast to form more fashionable, or more
practical, or more politically correct objects. Another possibility is that artifacts (stuff)
wore out or broke from use. This least glamorous and probably most likely end for the
majority of past material culture was the great historic rubbish heap and subsequent
return to the earth from whence it came. Broken pots, abandoned houses, or homemade
ornamental trinkets, if saved, might have answered even more questions than rare elitist
items. “The sun is mirrored even in a coffee spoon.” (Giedion 3). Yet, even if the com-
mon things that did not wear out held minimal value to their own makers and consumers,
what chance would they have had of being preserved through the centuries?

The question then arises —if the majority of our material culture has not survived, then
how can we be certain of our historical interpretations? The answer, of course, is that we
cannot. Between the tall temples and the deep tombs was once the stuff of whole popula-
tions. Now that most common goods have vanished, historians have had to fill in enormous
gaps with speculation based on both logic and fantasy. Material, and even written, culture
has limits to what it can reveal, beyond which, later generations can only guess.

One class of items that is noticeably rare or even absent from remote classical civili-
zations, such as Egypt, Greece, or Rome, is furniture. Although there are a few precious
ancient examples that time has preserved, most of the artistic and architectural styles are
known through art forms made of more durable materials than wood. Since neither mate-
rial evidence nor the written word indicate that ordinary functional furniture was particu-
larly significant to the general populations of ancient times, it would seem sensible to
acknowledge this. Even if furniture was once abundant in classical cultures, the present
material evidence simply does not exist.

In our discussion of furniture, it may seem presumptuous to spend relatively little
time exploring a period of more than four thousand years in the development of Western
civilization. On the contrary, it is out of respect for cultures that are so rich in factual
(or at least well-documented and interpreted) history so that it would be a travesty to
cover them badly. And my intent is not to invent history, but to report from what is pres-
ently knowable. In other words, there is simply not enough early furniture to look at. It
becomes a quantitative, and not necessarily a qualitative, issue. That leaves less than 500
years in which to focus the story. In addition, the non-Western world, or everywhere out-
side of Western Europe and the English colonies, recently called the United States, will
also be largely excluded. Except for stylistic borrowing and curious imitations of sophis-
ticated oriental and Islamic art, this discussion will exclude about as great a chunk of the
populated land mass as it will of recorded history.

So the title Furniture in History must be qualified in both time and space. The focus
of this history will be from about 1500 A.D. to the present, and the geographic focus will
be on Western Europe, England, and its offspring, the United States. Even these rela-
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tively narrow parameters indicate breadth that is far more ambitious than one text should
attempt to cover. What I do hope to introduce is a sample of significant changes along
with the individuals responsible for these innovations and fashions. I will not stretch
more words and pictures onto styles of longer duration. On the contrary, if a style was
conservative and changed little over time, there will be proportionately less to say and to
show. On the other hand, if during a period of a few years there were numerous complex
design issues, then more needs to be said about them.

Faster pace, greater number of changes, and relatively more complex time periods
require more explanation and illustration. This is the premise that I am operating on—
innovation and change rather than duration and stability will determine the amount of
coverage presented. Practically speaking, for design students using this book, Jacobean
is Jacobean, but nuances of Modernism in the twentieth century may each be distinct and
significant. Whether a change occurred over a span of one hundred years or one hundred
days is not at issue. What we will be looking at are a series of complex events dependent
upon technology, materials, fashion, aesthetics, societal context, and human needs. These
events, new furniture styles, will necessarily depend upon other events, or styles, from
the past or other geographic areas.

Design influences are often easy to identify but difficult to prove. Besides the obvi-
ous borrowing that designers necessarily do, there is always the possibility that more
than one designer came up with the same idea. After all, each benefited from similar
abilities, views of nature, exposure to other designs, and goals. When one considers the
possibilities, it is not surprising that there is so much variety throughout the history of
furniture, but so little.

But the human form has remained about the same, and there has always been a need
to sit and 1o recline. How comfortably, how ergonomically we have sat, has depended
on design, and to a lesser extent, on materials. Upholstery was the first major histori-
cal change, especially by the eighteenth century. Technology and totally new materials
has been the next major (ongoing) change, previewed in the early twentieth century and
developed significantly by mid-century.

The pace quickened. Wood, the historic material of choice for the great majority of
all furniture, has been replaced by other materials for a good deal of nonresidential fur-
niture, as well as an increasing number of modern residential items. Yet function, practi-
cality, and change are not universal priorities, and large segments of the population and
many manufacturers continue to choose traditional styles made of traditional materials.
At the opening of a new millennium, it is all available-—from the authentic antique, to a
range of good and bad reproductions and adaptations, to the most high-tech and innova-
tive modern forms. It is important for design students to understand the similarities, the
differences, and the reasons. Familiarity with furniture in history will help them to make
better choices today for better design tomorrow.
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