
Identifying  American  Antique 

Furniture: A Visual Encyclopedia

Introduction

This  comprehensive  guide  to  American  antique 

furniture  takes  you  on  a  journey  through  the  rich 

history  and diverse  styles  of  this  enduring  art  form. 

From the earliest colonial pieces to the elegant designs 

of the Victorian era, you'll discover the stories behind 

the furniture, the techniques used to create it, and the 

factors that determine its value.

Whether  you're  a  seasoned  collector,  a  novice 

enthusiast,  or  simply  someone  who  appreciates  the 

beauty of fine craftsmanship, this book offers a wealth 

of knowledge and inspiration. With over 1700 superb 

drawings, you'll find it easy to identify and understand 
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the  key  features  of  different  furniture  styles  and 

periods.

Inside,  you'll  find  chapters  dedicated  to  identifying 

wood  types,  construction  techniques,  hardware  and 

embellishments,  upholstery  and  textiles,  furniture 

forms  and  functions,  caring  for  and  preserving 

antiques,  appraising  and evaluating  antiques,  buying 

and  selling  antiques,  and  collecting  antiques  as  an 

investment.

With its engaging writing style and expert insights, this 

book is the perfect companion for anyone interested in 

American antique furniture. It's a must-have resource 

for  collectors,  dealers,  appraisers,  and  anyone  who 

wants to learn more about this fascinating subject.
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Book Description

Discover  the  captivating  world  of  American  antique 

furniture in this comprehensive and visually stunning 

guide.  With  over  1700  superb  drawings,  this  book 

offers a unique visual system for identifying the style of 

virtually  any  piece  of  American  antique  furniture. 

From the earliest colonial pieces to the elegant designs 

of  the  Victorian  era,  you'll  embark  on  a  journey 

through  the  rich  history  and  diverse  styles  of  this 

enduring art form.

Inside,  you'll  find  chapters  dedicated  to  identifying 

wood  types,  construction  techniques,  hardware  and 

embellishments,  upholstery  and  textiles,  furniture 

forms  and  functions,  caring  for  and  preserving 

antiques,  appraising  and evaluating  antiques,  buying 

and  selling  antiques,  and  collecting  antiques  as  an 

investment. With its engaging writing style and expert 

insights, this book is the perfect companion for anyone 

interested in American antique furniture.
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Whether  you're  a  seasoned  collector,  a  novice 

enthusiast,  or  simply  someone  who  appreciates  the 

beauty of fine craftsmanship, this book offers a wealth 

of knowledge and inspiration. It's a must-have resource 

for  collectors,  dealers,  appraisers,  and  anyone  who 

wants to learn more about this fascinating subject.

Uncover  the  stories  behind  the  furniture,  the 

techniques  used  to  create  it,  and  the  factors  that 

determine its value. Explore the evolution of furniture 

design, from the simplicity of early American pieces to 

the  elaborate  ornamentation  of  the  Victorian  era. 

Learn  how  to  identify  different  types  of  wood, 

construction methods, hardware, and upholstery, and 

how to assess their quality and condition.

With this book as your guide, you'll gain the knowledge 

and  confidence  to  make  informed  decisions  about 

buying,  selling,  and  caring  for  American  antique 

furniture.  Whether  you're  looking  to  add  a  unique 

piece to your home or start a collection, this book will 
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help  you  navigate  the  world  of  American  antique 

furniture with ease.
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Chapter 1: Styles and Periods

Identifying Antique Furniture Styles

Initially, identifying antique furniture styles can seem 

like  a  daunting  challenge.  But  with  a  keen  eye  and 

familiarity  with  the  salient  features  of  different 

periods,  you can unlock the secrets held within each 

piece.

The journey through American antique furniture styles 

begins  with  the  colonial  era,  a  period  marked  by 

simplicity, functionality, and a blend of European and 

American  influences.  Identifying  furniture  from  this 

time  often  involves  scrutinizing  the  construction 

techniques, hardware, and ornamentation.

Next,  the  Federal  period  introduced  a  more  refined 

aesthetic,  with  pieces  showcasing  graceful  lines, 

delicate  carvings,  and  intricate  veneer  work. 

Recognizing  Federal  furniture  requires  attention  to 
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details such as the use of mahogany, serpentine drawer 

fronts, and brass hardware.

The  Victorian  era,  with  its  eclectic  mix  of  styles, 

presents a broader spectrum of furniture designs. From 

the ornate Rococo Revival to the somber Eastlake, each 

sub-style  bears  unique  characteristics.  Identifying 

Victorian  furniture  involves  understanding  the 

interplay between form and ornamentation.

The Arts and Crafts movement, a reaction against the 

excesses  of  Victorian  design,  emphasized  simplicity, 

functionality,  and  the  beauty  of  natural  materials. 

Recognizing  Arts  and  Crafts  furniture  often  involves 

looking for clean lines, exposed joinery, and the use of 

oak, cherry, or maple.

Finally,  the  20th  century  witnessed  a  multitude  of 

styles, from the sleek Art Deco to the retro Mid-Century 

Modern.  Identifying  20th-century  furniture  requires 

familiarity with the materials, construction techniques, 

and design elements that define each era.
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With practice and a discerning eye, you can master the 

art  of  identifying  antique  furniture  styles  and 

appreciate the craftsmanship and design that went into 

each piece.
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Chapter 1: Styles and Periods

Tracing the Evolution of Furniture Design

Furniture  design,  like  all  other  forms  of  art,  has 

evolved over time,  reflecting the cultural,  social,  and 

economic  changes  of  each  era.  In  the  context  of 

American  antique  furniture,  this  evolution  can  be 

traced  through  distinct  periods,  each  with  its  own 

unique characteristics and influences.

Colonial Period (1620-1780):

The earliest American furniture was heavily influenced 

by  European  design  traditions,  particularly  those  of 

England and France. Simple, functional pieces crafted 

from local woods such as pine, maple,  and oak were 

common. Chests, tables, chairs, and beds were essential 

furnishings,  often  featuring  turned  legs,  simple 

carvings, and minimal ornamentation.
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Federal Period (1780-1820):

The  Federal  period  marked  a  shift  towards  a  more 

refined and elegant style,  inspired by classical  Greek 

and Roman motifs. Furniture became more elaborate, 

featuring delicate carvings, inlaid woods, and intricate 

brass  hardware.  Sideboards,  secretaries,  and  sofas 

were popular additions to homes of the wealthy, while 

Windsor chairs and Shaker furniture gained popularity 

for their simple yet functional designs.

Empire Period (1820-1840):

The  Empire  period  witnessed  a  continuation  of  the 

classical revival style, but with a heavier emphasis on 

grandeur  and  opulence.  Furniture  pieces  were  often 

massive  and  imposing,  made  from  mahogany, 

rosewood, and other exotic woods. Elaborate carvings, 

gilded accents, and intricate marquetry were common 

decorative elements.
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Victorian Period (1840-1900):

The Victorian period was a time of great eclecticism in 

furniture  design,  with  various  styles  coexisting  and 

influencing one another.  Gothic,  Rococo Revival,  and 

Eastlake  styles  were  popular  during  this  period. 

Furniture became more ornate and heavily decorated, 

featuring  intricate  carvings,  turned  spindles,  and 

upholstery fabrics in vibrant colors and patterns.

Arts and Crafts Movement (1880-1920):

A reaction to the excesses of Victorian design, the Arts 

and Crafts Movement championed simplicity, honesty, 

and functionality  in furniture.  Furniture pieces  were 

typically  handcrafted from natural  materials  such as 

oak, maple, and cherry. Simple lines, clean shapes, and 

minimal ornamentation characterized this style.

This brief  overview highlights the key periods in the 

evolution of American antique furniture design. Each 

period  had its  own distinct  characteristics,  reflecting 
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the  cultural,  social,  and  economic  influences  of  the 

time.  Understanding these periods and their defining 

features  is  essential  for  identifying  and  appreciating 

the beauty and value of American antique furniture.
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Chapter 1: Styles and Periods

Distinguishing  Key  Features  of  Different 

Periods

American  antique  furniture  has  a  rich  and  varied 

history, spanning from the colonial era to the Victorian 

period. Each period is characterized by its own unique 

styles, techniques, and materials. By understanding the 

key  features  of  different  periods,  collectors  and 

enthusiasts can accurately identify and appreciate the 

beauty and value of antique furniture.

Colonial Period (1620-1780)

The colonial period marked the beginning of American 

furniture  making.  Early  colonists  brought  with  them 

their own furniture traditions, which they adapted to 

the new environment. Colonial furniture was typically 

made of pine, maple, or oak and was often decorated 

with  simple  carvings  or  turnings.  Common furniture 

forms included chests, tables, chairs, and beds.
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Federal Period (1780-1820)

The  federal  period  was  a  time  of  great  change  and 

prosperity  in  America.  This  was  reflected  in  the 

furniture of the period, which became more elaborate 

and sophisticated. Federal furniture was often made of 

mahogany or satinwood and was often decorated with 

intricate  carvings,  inlay,  and  gilding.  Common 

furniture forms included sideboards,  secretaries,  and 

sofas.

Empire Period (1820-1840)

The empire period was a time of renewed interest in 

classical art and architecture. This was reflected in the 

furniture of  the period,  which was often inspired by 

ancient  Greek  and  Roman  designs.  Empire  furniture 

was typically made of mahogany or rosewood and was 

often  decorated  with  heavy  carvings,  columns,  and 

lion's heads.  Common furniture forms included beds, 

chairs, and tables.
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Victorian Period (1840-1900)

The Victorian period was a time of great eclecticism in 

American furniture. Victorian furniture was influenced 

by  a  wide  variety  of  styles,  including  Gothic, 

Renaissance,  and  Rococo.  Victorian  furniture  was 

typically made of walnut, mahogany, or oak and was 

often  decorated  with  elaborate  carvings,  upholstery, 

and  fringe.  Common  furniture  forms  included  sofas, 

chairs, tables, and beds.

Edwardian Period (1901-1910)

The  Edwardian  period  was  a  time  of  transition  in 

American furniture. The heavy, ornate furniture of the 

Victorian period began to give way to simpler,  more 

streamlined designs. Edwardian furniture was typically 

made  of  mahogany,  oak,  or  walnut  and  was  often 

decorated  with  simple  carvings  or  inlay.  Common 

furniture forms included chairs, tables, and beds.
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By understanding the key features of different periods, 

collectors and enthusiasts can accurately identify and 

appreciate the beauty and value of antique furniture.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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