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 The Empire styled sofa ca. 1835 – 1845 was acquired by Historic Deerfield in 2013 from 

the Connecticut Historical Society.  The object analysis of the piece will be explained through 

the categories prescribed from E. McClung Feming’s article entitled “Artifact Study A Proposed 

Model.”  These categories consist of the following: identification, evaluation, cultural analysis, 

and interpretation.  

Identification 

 To begin, we can identify the piece as a clear example of an Empire styled sofa.  

Evidence of this Empire style will be explained in greater detail when addressing the cultural 

analysis of the sofa.  This sofa has been dated by professionals Josh Lane of Historic Deerfield 

and Robert Trent of the Connecticut Historical Society.  They have both provided an educated 

assumption that the date of the sofa is between the years 1835 and 1845.  The sofa measures 89” 

in length, 22” in depth, and has a seat height of 18”.  The sofa’s prime materials consist of pine, 

mahogany, mahogany veneer, horsehair, brass, linen, flax, tow, straw, iron nails, jute (or twine), 

and iron springs.  

Evaluation 

 The sofa is largely constructed of mortise and tenon joinery.  The mortise and tenon 

construction can be seen on the primary connections of the sofa.  These primary connections are 

located where the front seat rail meets the arm supports.  The back frame members of the sofa 

also show evidence of mortise and tenon joinery.  Through inspection of the sofa, the other 

primary connections not joined by mortise and tenon were the connections of the individual claw 

foot legs.  The claw foot legs were attached to both the front rail and back panel with large iron 

bed bolts.  Additionally, iron brackets and wood glue were used in different areas of the back 

frame for additional support and connective security.  
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The exposed back of the sofa shows the original linen webbing.  This webbing is very 

thin, providing evidence of it being original.  Linen backing holds the stuffing.  The stuffing 

looks to be a mixture of straw, flax, and possibly tow.  The seat is constructed of coiled springs 

with thicker webbing seen from the bottom of the sofa.  

The sofa is upholstered with black horse hair.  Individual horse hairs found wedged 

between wood and old nails provide samples of what is assumed to be the original horse hair 

fabric.  Robert Trent of the Connecticut Historical Society has explained the sofa’s horse hair to 

be original.  According to Robert Trent, the only new additions to the sofa are the thick bottom 

seat webbing and nails under the arms of the sofa.  Additionally, there is evidence of new brass 

pins which were replaced over time.  

Two circular bolsters rest on each side of the sofa.  These bolsters, typical of sofas in the 

early to mid-19th century, are made of black horse hair.  They both have stamped brass 

medallions centered on each end.  There are three matching brass medallions in total.  However, 

one bolster has a different type of medallion on it made of wood.  This questions whether the 

stamped brass or wood medallions are the originals.  Due in part to the fact that the wood 

medallion shows wear and age, it is possible that the wood medallion is much older and therefore 

possibly original.  

Cultural Analysis 

In the early to mid-19th century years in America, we see a rising shift in furniture design.  

This style shift in furniture design is known as the Empire style.  Within this neoclassical form in 

style, there is clear emphasis on Greek and Roman influence.  According to Patrick L. Stewart, 

“the original form of American expression lay in a fresh reordering of the articles and virtues of 

ancient Greece and Rome.”1   While many assume the post-Revolutionary years in American 
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furniture design to be inspired by Napoleonic influence, there is a much broader context 

understood in the form of  what Thomas Jefferson calls the “Empire of Liberty”2   In this Empire 

of Liberty, a movement of original American design is established.  While we do look to the 

French and English for ideas related to neoclassical designs, there is a more defined and original 

styling seen in America.  This styling serves to provide a sense of ownership and national pride 

seen in the years after the war of 1812.  “The increased austerity, heaviness, and proportions of 

American furniture in the 1820s alludes to a sense of national aggressiveness”3   This 

aggressiveness in furniture design leads to elements such as cornucopias, fruit, and eagles carved 

in the wood to symbolize America’s strength and abundance.3   While this sofa shows evidence of 

carved cornucopias, fruit, leaves, lions claws, acorns, and foliage, we can attribute it to the mid-

19th century Empire style.  In comparison to other sofas of this period, we can use the examples 

of sofas made by Duncan Pyfe of New York.  On his 19th century sofas, we see examples of 

horsehair upholstery, mahogany veneers, carved elements of American symbolism as mentioned 

above, and similar construction methods of mortise and tenon.  

Interpretation 

 Due to the fact that this particular Empire Sofa has no evidence of a maker or 

provenance, a more unique approach in the sofa’s interpretation was implemented.  After 

inspecting this Empire sofa, Josh Lane, curator of furniture at Historic Deerfield, suggested the 

sofa required further investigation with its use of coiled springs in the upholstery.  Surprisingly, 

the investigation of the sofa’s coiled springs lead to a rich interpretation.  While it was noted that 

the springs were probably original by Robert Trent, there was still reason to research and confirm 

their originality.  Found evidence in research suggest the springs were in fact original.  “In the 

late 1820’s the use of the coiled spring in upholstery had been patented [and was used in 
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upholstery beginning as early as the 1830’s].”4   According to Edward Cooke Jr. and Andrew 

Passeri in their book Upholstery in American & Europe from the Seventeenth Century to World 

War I, the earlier spring coils used in upholstery were made of softer iron.5   The use of soft iron 

would contribute to the sofa seat losing its shape over time and becoming lumpy.6   Due to the 

fact that the Empire sofa has a somewhat uneven surface on the top seat cushion and springs 

coils that appear to be made of a softer iron, there is a very strong indication that the sofa has its 

original coiled springs intact.  

 Looking past the physical factors of the coiled springs, there lies a strong interpretation of 

material culture in these springs.  In her article entitled “Lincoln's Pursuit of "Egalitarian 

Refinement": Evidence from His Mahogany Sofa”, Erika Nunamaker explains how “[Abraham] 

Lincoln's purchase and use of [an 1837 Empire style] sofa illustrates its owner's careful dance 

with gentility [and refinement].”7   The purchase of a sofa in 1837 was a quite a luxury.  At this 

point in his life and career, Abraham Lincoln was a young attorney at law working hard to 

provide the bare necessities for himself.  With the little money he had, Lincoln commissioned a 

sofa from Daniel and Jacob Ruckel from Springfield, IL.  According to Nunamaker, “the sofa 

represents a kind of professional victory for Lincoln.”8   While Lincoln remained a humble 

human being due to the rural lifestyle he knew as a boy, he gained the desire to make something 

of himself in the world.  The purchase of the sofa with coiled springs in its upholstery was one of 

the first steps Lincoln makes toward a path of egalitarian refinement.  Because coiled springs had 

recently been introduced in upholstery in the early 1830’s, society considered the ownership of a 

sofa with coiled springs to be quite sophisticated.  “Spring-seat upholstery spoke to the very 

notions of progress and improvement that Lincoln's Whig party espoused on a national scale.”9   
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 It is surprising that one small element of an Empire sofa’s construction could serve as 

such a symbolic representation of one’s self determination and status in society.  Not only did the 

coiled springs in Lincoln’s sofa symbolize his ability to construct himself as a prominent 

attorney, but it also symbolized his development to be become a refined individual who valued a 

free society.   

 From this example in the interpretation of coiled springs found within the construction of 

an Empire sofa, we can begin to appreciate and value how objects such as these reflect the mere 

shaping of societies and individuals of our history.  One might look past such details as these, but 

in this, they not only miss untold stories, but they miss an entire lesson in material culture.  
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Exhibition Possibilities for the Empire Sofa ca. 1835-1845 

1. An exhibition dedicated to the use of the coiled springs in 19th century furniture.  Their 

significance as a small element of upholstery construction.  A material culture 

exploration of how minor details such as spring coils in furniture can serve as the 

symbolism behind social hierarchy and ideals in 19th century America.  The exhibition 

would highlight the construction, uses, and development of upholstery in the 19th century.  

2. An exhibition about the use of natural animal textiles upholstered on furniture.  The sofa 

would serve as the example of a horsehair artifact.  This exhibition could serve to educate 

the public on the extensive use of animals’ furs, skins, and hair products for the 

production and manufacturing of furniture and clothing.  An emphasis on trade and 

durability in natural animal textiles would be addressed.  

3. An exhibition interpreting the interior setting of a Greek revival period room from the 

mid-19th century.  The sofa would simply serve as a common example of the typical sofa 

seen in this type of period room.  

4. An exhibition expressing the significance of 19th century Empire furniture design and its 

symbolism of American ideals and originality.  The use of the phrase “Empire of 

Freedom” by Thomas Jefferson in regards to furniture design of the 19th century would 

play as a key component of the exhibition.  Furthermore, symbolisms in wood carvings of 

the 19th century would reflect America’s strength as a nation and abundance of wealth.  
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Exhibition Title: 

 A Century of Cushioned Culture  

Big Idea:  

Explore the history of 19th century upholstery and its development, construction, and techniques.  

Label:  

“The spring upon which you sit” 

This Empire (Grecian) sofa ca. 1835-1845 is an early example of a 19th century sofa with an 

original coiled spring-seat.  Coiled springs began to be used in upholstery in the late 1820’s.  The 

invention of coiled spring-seats were a major advancement in American furniture production.  

 

Coiled springs were expensive and highly valued in upholstery.  When an individual owned a 

coiled spring-seat sofa, they were considered by society to be quite refined and accomplished.  

Abraham Lincoln himself, purchased a coiled spring-seat sofa in 1837.  As a young attorney at 

the time, Abraham Lincoln was working to establish himself as an accomplished individual who 

possessed the qualities of gentility and refinement.  His coil spring-seat sofa served to symbolize 

his determination to become a successful individual within society.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


