ANALYSIS OF BLOCK AND SHELL
SLANT FRONT DESK

This three shell block front slant lid desk is unique in my experience in the
analysis of Newport furniture. Its handsome grained block lid has three 12-
convex-lobed smooth carved shells. The center rosette designs have some
features in common with the early fleur-de-lis rosette designs of John Townsend
but on the whole are quite different. The convex shells are applied in the usual
Newport manner. The interior of the upper portion of the desk reveals three
carved shells each within a circumscribed arc. This form of interior is similar
to the Deitrich American Foundation Desk now at the State Department, the
signed Job Townsend desk at the Rhode Island School of Design and the E.J.
Nusrala desk illustrated in Mastercraftsmen, figure 4.1. In the Job Townsend
and Deitrich examples the blocking of the interior carries through the back
section of the document slide. In the John Goddard examples (figures 4.1 and
4.2 in Mastercraftsmen) the back edge of the document slide is straight, as it is
in your example, ’

The blocking on the feet in this example is closest to that of the Deitrich
example (figure 7.5 in Mastercraftsmen), but is, like the shells, somewhat
unique. The blocking on the return part of most Newport block feet carries
almost all the way to the bottom of the foot and often ends in the famous
Newport curlicue. In this example the blocking stops shortly after the start of
the vertical portion of the bracket. In this regard, it is more like a three
dimensional version of a standard Newport foot. It is this unusual occurrence
which first gave me some hesitancy as to the authenticity of these feet. My
first impression, before inspecting the piece, was that it was likely that the
lower part of the block feet may have been replaced due to some damage.
Since both feet are split in this lower area it tends to heighten this uncertainty.
However, upon close inspection of the feet it is my opinion that blocked feet
are almost completely intact and never had a descending portion nor a curlicue
terminus. These feet, I believe, are an early experiment in design which was a
continuation of the standard Newport bracket foot. Inspection of the base of
the case without the two front feet reveals, in my opinion, that these feet have
always been associated with this piece of furniture.



The interior carcass, i.e. drawer glides, drawer stops, seems to have had some
substantial replacements. The dovetailing of the desk is quite precise and may
indicate a somewhat later date (i.e. 1760's vs. 1740’s). Overall, I find the
general condition of this desk to be on a par with most Newport desks of this
period. There are few block and shell Newport desks known. This example is
of particularly handsome wood grain, with extremely well done shells. I
particularly like the sensuous flow of one lobe into the next. In my opinion,
this desk was not made by the John Townsend/Christopher Townsend side of
the famous Goddard/Townsend school of cabinet making. However, I feel that
it should be associated with the Job Townsend/John Goddard family of cabinet
makers.

Please be advised that the statements made in this analysis are an opinion based
on my experience. This statement cannot be construed nor relied upon as a

guarantee of authenticity.
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