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consider its excessiveness to be merely 
decoration for decorationôs sake,  
charging the carvers with horror vacui 
ð the fear of an empty space. But its 
fans think that its vigorous profusion 
reflects a vibrant society luxuriating in 
growth, prosperity and freedom. 

English mannerism was the sig-
nature style of Jacobethan England. 
Timothy Mowl encapsulates it beau-
tifully: ñéit is a prelapserian world, 
uninhibited and joyous because noth-
ing is forbidden. The style of Elizabeth 
and James was only elegant by acci-
dent: it was magnificent by designéò 
(1993:13).

ENGLISH CARVING

The English carvers were closer to folk 
artists than to the studio painters and 
architects of Italy. They learned their 
skills within a vernacular tradition 

that was rooted in the medieval gothic 
and was strong enough to absorb the 
foreign influence without being over-
whelmed by it. This resulted in man-
nerism with a strongly English accent. 
To many furniture historians, the man-
nerism of Jacobethan furniture is the 
most English of all furniture styles.

The decoration was necessar-
ily shaped by the structural forms 
of joined furniture. The rails and 
stiles were carved with bands of run-
ning motifs. The panels within them 
allowed the carver greater scope, and 
he filled every corner of them with 
designs ranging from architectural 
arches, through stylized flowers and 
foliage, to abstract, geometric patterns. 
Though there are some straight lines 
and angular patterns: the overall look 
of the style is profusely curvilinear. Its 
curves are of varying radii, sometimes 
traced by a compass, sometimes free-

Figure 3.3: A late Elizabethan coffer, c. 1590. The architectural roots of the 
design are still apparent: the four caryatids appear to support a pediment that 
is suggested by the visual separation of the top rail from the stiles. The molded 
design on the panels echoes that of many Elizabethan gardens (which were 
also designed by architects.) The deep molding is applied to the ÿat, sunk 
panels, and lies below the level of the frame. Edwards illustrates a chest by the 
same hand, and suggests that the dragons on the rail-pediment indicate a 
Welsh origin (Edwards, 1964:190-1). Courtesy Fiske & Freeman.




