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Figure 1 
Dressing Table, 1819-1824 

Isaac Vose and Son 
The St. Louis Art Museum, Decorative Arts Society Fund 

10:1975 
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The Collections 

The Furniture of 
Isaac Vose 
On September 9, 1819, the firm of Isaac Vose 
and Son, in Boston, advertised that "They 
manufacture and constantly have on hand a 
large assortment of ornamental rosewood and 
mahogany furniture . . .';1 The dressing table 
with the stenciled label of Isaac Vose and Son 
in The St. Louis Art Museum (Fig. 1) is an 
example of this "ornamental" furniture, which 
made the name Vose synonymous with good 
craftsmanship in early 19th century Boston. 
A large, competitive force of furniture makers 
was supported by Boston's steadily increasing 
population while Vose and Son were in 
business. In 1810 there were 70 cabinetmakers, 
turners, carvers, gilders, looking-glass makers 
and furniture dealers, in addition to thirteen 
chairmakers. By 1835 there were 50 chair- 
makers and 228 people involved in other kinds 
of furniture manufacture.2 
Even before the Industrial Revolution intro- 
duced new machines and sources of power, 
cabinetmakers had begun to take on 
characteristics of an industrialized trade. In his 
classic article on American shoemakers, 
John R. Commons outlined four stages in the 
industrialization of traditional crafts; between 
1810 and 1835 Boston's furniture trade moved 
from Commons' second stage, where the roles 
of master and journeyman craftsman are 
clearly separate, and the third stage, where the 
roles of merchant/capitalist, are further 
distinguished.3 
Proprietors of the city's new retail furniture 
shops were salesmen, not cabinetmakers, and 
auction houses flourished by offering 
inexpensive places in which furniture makers 
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Figure 2 
Sewing Table, 1805-181 6 
Vose and Coates 
The Henry Francis duPont Winterthur Museum 
57.983 
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might sell their products. Still, an occasional 
house managed to resist the trend towards 
mass production and continued making and 
selling furniture under one roof. 
The firm of Isaac Vose and Son was one such 
establishment, and the firm's preeminence is 
clear in contemporary newspaper accounts. 
The shop was occasionally used as a reference 
point in advertisements, e.g., "Furniture for 
sale - 2 doors above Isaac Vose and Son (on 
Washington St.)."4 In general, manufacturers' 
names were not mentioned in advertisements 
for second-hand furniture, but one auctioneer 
pointed out that the "1 set of Grecian Dining 
Tables on castors" he had for sale was by 
Vose.5 Similarly, there are frequent references 
to Vose in inventories of wealthy Bostonians.6 
Isaac Vose was born in Milton, Massachusetts, 
in 1767. At 21 he moved to Boston, where he 
was listed in the Boston Directory as a cabinet- 
maker on Orange Street. Vose married Mary 
Bemis at Watertown, Massachusetts, in 1792, 
and in 1805 went into partnership with Joshua 
Coates.7 At their shop on Washington Street, 
Vose and Coates made the painted sewing 
table now in the Winterthur Museum.8 (Fig. 2) 
Although the sewing table is very different in 
style from pieces made by Isaac Vose and Son, 
it nevertheless parallels the later examples in 
its extremely fine workmanship and detail. 
The table is delicately painted with shells, 
coral and seaweed, and decorated with inlay 
on the top, skirt and legs. 
When Vose's son, Isaac, Jr. (1794-1872), joined 
the firm in 1816, the business was known as 
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Vose, Coates, and Co. The younger Vose was 
probably not trained as a cabinetmaker, for, 
shortly after his father died, he left cabinet- 
making entirely. Vose, Coates and Co. 
advertised regularly in Boston newspapers, 
their stock including imported lamps, "fine 
toned piano fortes," and "Rosewood, 
mahogany and fancy japanned chairs." 
Furthermore they employed "2 experienced 
workmen" familiar with "the present 
European style."9 
After Joshua Coates died in 1819, the business 
continued as Isaac Vose and Son.10 Isaac Vose, 
Sr. died in November, 1823, and left an estate 
valued at $43,504.96, which evidenced his 
success in the cabinetmaking business.11 His 
establishment is described in a notice of the 
sale "of that valuable Cabinet manufactory 
#705 Washington Street, belonging to the 
estate of Thomas Emmons, cabinetmaker 
deceased, and formerly the well known 
establishment of Isaac Vose and Son . . ." The 
property consisted of 

upwards of 14,000 sq. ft; Buildings- 
warehouse in front, three stories high, com- 
modiously arranged for exhibiting of 
furniture,- three story wooden Dwelling 
House adjoining, in thorough repair, and 
very convenient, containing four rooms on 
the lower floor, and nine chambers with a 
good yard and out-buildings, and in the rear, 
very extensive workshops, with suitable 
fixtures, and a large space protected from 
the sun for seasoning mahogany.12 

Vose left his shop to his son, who continued 
the business by himself, retaining the name 
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Isaac Vose and Son. He was assisted by 
Thomas Seymour (1771-1848), the cabinet- 
maker whose Federal style furniture is well 
known. According to an advertisement in the 
Columbian Centinel of March 3, 1824: 

Isaac Vose and Son Have on hand, at their 
Ware-Rooms, in Washington-street, a large 
assortment of CABINET FURNITURE, 
manufactured in the most faithful manner, 
which they offer for sale on as favourable 
terms as can be purchased in the city. Their 
Cabinet Manufactory is under the direction 
of Mr. Thomas Seymour, and all orders for 
furniture will receive as good attention as 
heretofore . . . 

It is significant that Vose and Son should have 
employed a cabinetmaker of Seymour's repu- 
tation. John and Thomas Seymour were 
among Boston's most successful cabinetmakers 
between 1790 and 1810, while the Vose firm 
led the succeeding generation of furniture 
makers. By the time Seymour worked for Isaac 
Vose, Jr., he was 53 and perhaps beyond the 
creativity or the ambition of his youth. 
In January, 1925, young Vose announced his 
decision to close the cabinetmaking enterprise 
in order to devote himself to the "importing 
and selling of lamps." He advertised that he 
was offering 

for sale at reduced prices their stock of 
furniture being the most valuable assort- 
ment of elegant furniture in the City and 
which they warrant as well manufactured 
as any heretofore made by them. Also their 
who stock of Mahogany and other Woods. 

Also a large assortment of Cabinet Trim- 
mings for Furniture, imported by them, and 
of the 1st quality. 
They likewise offer on Lease their Cabinet 
Manufactory and Ware-Rooms, which, for 
the great patronage they always have, and 
still continue to receive, and the great 
convenience for an extensive establishment, 
are superior to any in Boston.13 

No one offered to buy the establishment; thus 
in February the cabinet woods and trimmings 
were sold at auction. This was followed by a 
sale of furniture in stock and, later that month, 
the household effects of Isaac Vose.14 In April, 
an Administrator's Sale was held "at the Saw 
Yard of Isaac Vose and Son on Front St." 
The Sale included: 

6-8000 ft. St. Domingo Mahogany, in plank 
and wide boards, thoroughly seasoned and 
the principal part of best quality. Also a 
small lot of rose wood and a quantity of 
very superior satin wood veneers . . .15 

Soon after he closed the cabinet shop, Isaac 
Vose, Jr., joined in partnership with his sister 
Anna's husband, Charles Bemis (1779-1874). 
The firm of Bemis and Vose, at 79 Market 
Street, sold "a Rich Stock of Lamps" and other 
decorative items such as tea trays and 
japanned work.16 
To date, four pieces of furniture with the 
Isaac Vose and Son label have been located. 
Two of the four are owned by The St. Louis 
Art Museum : the dressing table mentioned 
above and a pedestal-based card table. (Fig. 3) 
Both have characteristics typical of Boston 
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Figure 3 
Card Table, 1819-1824 
Isaac Vose and Son 
The St. Louis Art Museum, 
Gift of Mrs. Daniel K. Catlin 
127:1965 

furniture from 1815 to 1830 as well as features 
which distinguish Vose's work from that of 
other Boston cabinetmakers. 
Boston furniture generally relies on the natural 
quality of the wood for its ornament. The 
dressing table, for example, is veneered with 
carefully matched rosewood; the card table has 
richly-grained mahogany veneer. Further 
ornamentation typically includes brass 
stringing, capitals and collars and ormolu 
mounts. Many Boston case pieces rest on 
flattened ball feet, bisected by brass bands like 
those on the dressing table. (Fig. 4) 
The base of the Vose dressing table particularly 
relates to Boston pier tables such as the labeled 
Emmons and Archibald table in the Museum 
of Fine Arts, Boston. (Fig. 5) Made between 
1813 and 1825, the pier table (one of a pair) 
has similar brass and ormolu ornaments and is 
noteworthy for the virtuoso use of highly 
figured mahogany veneer. Coincidentally, 
Thomas Emmons dissolved his partnership 
with George Archibald in 1825 and moved to 
705 Washington Street, space previously 
occupied by Isaac Vose and Son.17 
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The Vose card table is among several similar 
examples, recently discovered. Although the 
St. Louis table is the only labeled example, 
most of the other card tables with trapezoid 
pedestals, scrolled feet and volutes under the 
tops have histories of Boston ownership. A 
card table from the Appleton family, for 
instance, is nearly identical to the labeled 
table,- it lacks only carved beading around the 
side of the base and an inset panel on the 
pedestal. Because of these similarities, one 
might assume that the latter was also made by 
Isaac Vose and Son. Not only are the 
decorative elements closely related, but the 
measurements and methods of construction 
are almost identical. 

Similarity of form does not necessarily mean, 
however, that the same cabinetmaker was 
responsible. For example, another tapered 
pedestal card table which superficially 
resembles the Vose table, was unquestionably 
executed by a different craftsman. Neither the 
quality of carving nor the proportions of the 
piece are as fine as on the labeled Vose 
example. 
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The Vose dressing table and card table both 
reflect the relationship between Boston furni- 
ture and contemporary European design 
sources. Curiously, however, the dressing table 
is the result of French influences while the 
card table draws on English Regency models. 
Boston cabinetmakers, like their contempo- 
raries in other large cities, did not depend 
solely on either French or English precedents 
for their designs.18 In most cases, form 

determined source; in other words Boston pier 
tables and the Vose dressing table reflect the 
style of French "Empire" tables, while small 
work and gaming tables made in Boston 
usually resemble English examples.19 
Because of similarities between French and 
English furniture of the early 19th century, it 
is often difficult to determine which designs 
did, in fact, most directly influence the motifs 
common in Boston furniture. Furthermore, the 

Figure 4 
Detail of Figure 1, Dressing Table 

Figure 5 
Pier Table 

Emmons and Archibald 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston 

1972.652 
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Figure 6 
Coiffeuse, ca. 1815 
Mobilier de la Reine Hortense 
Musée National de Malmaison 

frequent absence of secondary woods in 
Boston furniture (mahogany is often used 
throughout) makes it possible to confuse 
Boston and European furniture of this period. 
These complications make labeled furniture 
all the more valuable. 
In his periodical, Collection de Meubles et 
Objects de Gout, French designer Pierre la 
Mésangère illustrated several pieces of furni- 
ture which are similar to the St. Louis dressing 
table. The "toilette" features the same concave 
base and apron as well as round pillars at the 
top and bottom. The same flattened ball feet 
are found on a chiffonier also designed by 
Mésangère ca. 1816. 

According to Serge Grandjean, curator of 
decorative arts at the Louvre, dressing tables 
were "in wide use among the well-to-do upper 
class under the Empire" and continued "in 
favour, although in more massive form, during 
the Bourbon Restoration."20 One such toilette, 
owned by Queen Hortense, was inherited by 
Empress Eugenie. (Fig. 6) In a recent letter to 
the author, Grandjean stated that it is rare for 
an Empire dressing table to have a rectangular 
mirror such as the one on the Vose table,- more 
typical are oval, or less frequently, octagonal 
mirrors.21 Mésangère does illustrate a bonheur 
du jour with a rectangular mirror, but all other 
similar case pieces have oval or arched mirrors. 

Equally close to French sources is a small, 
jewel-like secretary, made by Isaac Vose and 
Son, in the Smithsonian Institution (Fig. 7) 
Whereas French secrétaires à abattant were 
often decorated with inlays of wood or brass, 
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the Vose piece relies almost entirely on the 
decorative quality of the richly veneered 
surfaces for its ornamentation. 
As remarkable as the careful matching of 
veneers is the precise method of interior 
construction. On all four known Vose pieces, 
the drawers have extremely small dovetails, 
front and back. Most drawer bottoms are 
carefully beveled into the sides. No labor was 
spared, even in areas where workmanship 
would not be seen. The rear of the dressing 
table, for instance, was constructed of 
fielded panels of baywood; and the base, of 
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Figure 7 
Secrétaire à Abattant, 1819-1924 
Isaac Vose and Son 
Smithsonian Institution Furnishings Collection 

chestnut veneered with rosewood, is carefully 
dovetailed on the back. 
There are other examples which substantiate 
Vose and Son's having drawn much of their 
inspiration and specific decorative vocabulary 
from foreign sources. As important as these 
examples, however, is the lack of exact proto- 
types in published sources for Boston furniture. 
Frequently, Boston cabinetmakers such as Vose 
picked specific elements from French or 
English designs and combined them in a fresh 
and often simplified way. 

Even as Isaac Vose and his son were making 
Regency and Empire furniture, they continued 
to make furniture in the Sheraton style. A 
washstand in a private collection, bearing the 
same stenciled label as the other three Vose 
pieces, resembles the previous examples in its 
reliance on crotched veneers for ornamen- 
tation. The overall form and the turned legs 
recall examples described in Sheraton's 
Drawing Book of 1 793 and listed in the New- 
York Revised Prices for Manufacturing 
Cabinet and Chair Work for 1810.22 An 
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Figure 8 
Washstand, 1819-1824 
Isaac Vose and Son 
Private collection 

explanation for the retardetaire nature of the 
washstand concerns the form itself. (Fig. 8) 
Washstands were not pictured in European 
design books of the early 19th century, so 
Isaac Vose and Son had to look to earlier 
examples. 
Few examples of labeled Boston furniture from 
the period are known today. Frequently 
furniture which is labeled has lost its 
provenance over the years and cannot be 
traced to its original owners. The St. Louis 
dressing table is all the more important, there- 
fore, because it is known to have descended in 
the Coolidge family, prominent in Boston 
through the 19th century. The Vose secretary 
in the Smithsonian was also owned by the 
Coolidges. As more furniture by this firm is 
discovered, it will be possible to study further 
the Vose clientele. Although the elder Vose 
may not have made all the work that bears his 
label (in 1820 five other men worked in his 
shop),23 the craftsman's close supervision of 
his workers is implicit in the choice of woods, 

the quality of workmanship and the overall 
design of furniture labeled "Isaac Vose and 
Son." It is already apparent that Isaac Vose and 
Son catered to the most discriminating 
affluent members of Boston society. 
Page Talbott 
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Appendix 
Data concerning the Vose furniture discussed in this 
paper 

Sewing Table, 1805-1816 
Inscribed "Vose and Coates" in ink on bottom of tray 
Height 73.3 cm., width 48.3 cm., depth 38.1 cm. 
Basswood (tilia), nyssa, aspen,- sewing bag, brown silk 

brocaded in a floral pattern; French, Louis XV 
The Henry Francis du Pont Winterthur Museum 57.983 

Dressing Table, 1819-1824 
Stenciled label of ISAAC VOSE & SON/ Cabinet, Chair 

^/Furniture Warehouse/ Washington St./BOSTON 
Height 163.8 cm., width 106.7 cm., depth 50.5 cm. 
Rosewood, mahogany, baywood, chestnut; die stamped 

beading, ormolu mounts 
The St. Louis Art Museum, Decorative Arts Society Fund 
10:1975 

Card Table, 1819-1824 
Stenciled label, same as above 
Height 74.0 cm., width 82.6 cm., depth 45.7 cm. 
Mahogany veneers on hardwood 
The St. Louis Art Museum, Gift of Mrs. Daniel K. Catlin 
127:1965 

Secrétaire à abattant, 1819-1824 
Stenciled label, same as above 
Height 142.2 cm., width 97.2 cm., depth 48.3 cm. 
Mahogany veneer on mahogany 
Smithsonian Institution Furnishings Collection, Gift of 
Mr. and Mrs. Joseph R. Coolidge 

Washstand, 1819-1824 
Stenciled label, same as above 
Height 87.6 cm., width 45.7 (open, 91.4 cm.), 

depth 41.9 cm. 
Mahogany veneer on mahogany and tulip 
Private collection 
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