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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

Statement of Problem

The preservation movement in the United States is on an upward
swing. The trend now includes the homeowner of old homes, whereas,
in the past, attempts primarily consisted of restoration and preserva-
tion of historical landmarks by various interest groups (Weinberg, 1979).
Suddenly realizing that their past was disappearing before them, indivi-
duals became involved in the movement, satisfying that underlying,
psychological need to hold on to the past (Lowenthal, 19871).

One group of buildings that has become a prime target for
preservationists is that of Victorian homes. Built roughly between
1840 and the turn of the century, these houses have spurred an increase
in historical and restoration literature written on the subject. One
facet of this restoratioﬁ work, which is experiencing a renaissance of
interest, includes the decorative technique of wall and ceiling sten-
ciling.

Amidst all the current literature, however, there exists few,
if any, comprehensive works on the topic. For a homeowner wishing to
authentically restore or implement the craft in his home, he must con-
sult several references to gain insights fo the appropriate style,
placement, color, motifs, technique, and restoration procedures. The
purpose of this report is to compile such a work, eliminating the home-

owner's need in spending many hours of research and legwork gathering
1



such information, thus, encouraging authentic restoration and reproduc-
tions. It will encompass various aspects of stenciling, including

the history, cultural influences, motifs, colors, dimensions, room
placement, past and present application techniques, tools and materials,
discovery and restoration work, extant examples of the period, and
resources and services available on the craft for the homeowner. Such

a report should provide the reader with background as well as practi-
cal information for the execution of Victorian stencilwork. (NOTE:

The terms "craft" and "art," when applied to stenciling, are used inter-
changeably within this report. In such instances, the words refer to

a2 technique where a conscious use of skill is employed in the produc-

tion of an aesthetic object.)

Limitations

Within the development of this report, several factors restric-
ted research. The lack of original nineteenth-century documentation--
photographs, actual stencilwork, home records--constituted a major limi-
tation. Stylebooks used in the 1800s are now in rare book collections
around the country, thus making them difficult to obtain for use. Fur-
thermore, information within these books on the technical aspects of
stenciling is limited, as they deal more with stylistic tastes of the
time.

Geographical confinements of residing in the Midwest also re-
stricted the study of actual stencilwork, since a larger number of ex-
tant work has been discovefed in the eastern United States. This was
due to a greater population density along the eastern coast in the
country's early history. Therefore, financial factors were also in-

volved in establishing boundaries for research, as traveling would



create added expenses. Likewise, the purchasing of visual aids such
as slides of actual work and Munsell color chips was affected by finan-
cial limitations.

Since this writing was classified as a historical report, no
field experience or original research was required. Therefore, the
scope of this work assumed the characteristics typical to a report
rather than research. Yet, it would be possible to draw upon this ma-
terial to devise research ideas, such as comparing the geographical

variations of stencil meotifs, home usage, etc.

Methodology

As mentioned above, this historical report required no original
research, but rather a compilation of information from many sources.

In addition to consulting the card catalogs at both public and
campus 1ibraries, inter-1ibrary loans were used extensively, especially
in the acquisition of what few, rare books were available. Other

sources within the library were also used: Art Index, Historical Ab-

stracts, Avery Index to Architectural Periodicals, Subject Guide to

Books in Print, America: History and Life, Arts and Humanities Citation

Index, The Architectural Index, Reader's Guide to Periodical Litera-

ture, Science Citation Index, Masters Abstracts, Dissertation Abstracts

International, Art and Archaeology Technical Abstracts, and the compu-

ter search. (A1l were consulted, but only a few proved helpful.) In
addition, bibliographies from books were utilized. Through leads in
researching the topic, numerous individuals, historical societies,
agencies, and museums around the country were contacted via letter or

telephone, from whence came additional references, brochures, and slides.



Chapter 2
HISTORY OF STENCILING

Stenciling is one of the earliest decorative forms known to man,

spanning many cultures and periods. The origin of the process is un-
known, due partly on the perishable nature of the early stencils. Most
1ikely, they were made from leaves or soft pelts or skin and have not
withstood the test of time.

Some contend the art dates back to the Egyptian era, ca.
2500 B.C., with decorating being stenciled on mummy cases. Arguments
on this theory arise, however, due to the lack of proof. Others believe
the process originated in China, even before 3000 B.C. Early explorers
on the Fiji Islands found coarse barkcloth beautifully decorated by a
stenciling process. Since the irreqular, angular cﬁts in the pattern
were always similar, although not always exactly the same, anthropolo-
gists have concluded that the islanders adopted the shapes from the
holes bored into banana and bamboo leaves by the larvae of a local in-
sect (Bishop, 1976). Evidence from North America found the craft ap-
plied oh American Indign ceramics dating to prehistoric times. It is
also known that early Greek and Etruscan civilizations used the process
with wax-based paints to adorn walls ana ceilings, and that Buddhist
artists applied the technique to decorative temples and monasteries
several thousand years ago (Laliberte, 1971).

The earliest known stencil-Tike patterns were found in the

Caves of the Thousand Buddhas, at Tunhuang, in western China, dating
4



between A.D. 500 and 1000 (Fobel, 1976). These patterns were created
-on a tough, treated paper with the design outlined by tiny pin pricks.
After charcoal was pounced through the holes, the outlines were colored
in by hand. Although this was not "stenciling" in the true sense of
the word, it provides a valuable link in stenciling's history.

Later, the Chinese developed a process called Derma, where an
acidic ink ate through paper when applied, creating a stencil design
(Bishqp, 1976). Early users were limited to religious subjects, but,
as secular artists began to appear, the art prospered greatly with
the rich silk trade between China and its neighbors. By A.D. 600,
fashionable, stenciled materials became the vogue for the clothing of
the wealthy.

Stenciling also appeared as early as A.D. 600 in Japan, where
it probably achieved its greatest degree of refinement. Designs here
reflected subjects from nature and became detailed artistic studies.
The sharp and intricate patterns resulted from the refined process of
producing the stencil. Paper made of pressed mulberry fiber and water-
proofed with persimmon juice allowed for clean and detailed cutting.
Two 1dentica1 designs were cut. One stencil was then covered with an
adhesive or varnish called éhiba, reinforced with a fine web or human
hair, pressed to the identical cutout and allowed to harden (Bishop,
1976).

Siam, India, and Persia also have shown proof of stenciling
about the same time, although subject matter varied. Siamese patterns
were similar to the Japanese motifs, but Persian artists turned to

sacred designs, while Indian craftsmen concentrated on geometrics

(Bishop, 1976).



Influenced by expanding trade routes, the art of stenciling was
carried into the West. It is believed that early Italian children were
taught their letters by stencils. Many unlettered monarchs of the
Middle Ages, such as the Roman Emperor Justinian (A.D. 483-565) and the
Ostrogoth King Theodoric (A.D. 454-526), used stenciled initials to
sign their names to important documents, rather than the proverbial X
(Bishop, 1976).

Beginning the Middle Ages, stenciling enjoyed a widespread and
varied use in France. The term "stencil,” in fact, was derived from the
01d French word estenceler (to sparkle) and the Latin word scintilla
(a spark) (Day, 1974). One of stenciling's broadest uses occurred in
the ornamentation of playing cards. Such large quantities were produced
that furtive card games posted a threat to the country's productivity,
resulting in the issuing of several stern edicts (Bishop 1976). Sten-
ciling was also used in the embellishment of book illustrations, tex-
tiles, and wallpapers. These wallcoverings were known as "flock papers.”
A sticky substance called size was applied to the paper through sten-
cil openings, and shredded wool was blown onto the design, simulating
brocade. Later, patterns were printed on the paper with wood blocks
and then colored with stencils (Weeks, 1978). Stenciling was so enor-
mously popular in France that one Frenchman, renowned for his stencil
designs, was exempted from paying taxes (Fobel, 1976).

The climax for European stenciling was achieved between the late
seventeenth and early nineteenth century. Although not many extant ex-
amples remain, stenciling was used in England and Germany to decorate
furniture, church walls, wallpaper, and textiles (Bishop, 1976).

With the migration of European pioneers, the craft of stencil-

ing was brought to America. In efforts to imitate the 01d World



carpeting, painted decorations began to cover wood floors or to create
borders around the floor's perimeter. This remained popular until almost
the Civil War period. Such work was done by the "professional" decorator
until floor cloths, a contemporary substitute for expensive carpeting,
allowed the homeowner to personally accomplish the handiwork. Touchup
work could be easily executed when the stencilwork faded, chipped, or
wore out on these floor coverings (Bishop, 1982).

These stenciled floor patterns were also employed as wall de-
signs for plaster walls. This application lacked expert craftsmanship at
first, but improved as time progressed. Most of this late eighteenth-
and early nineteenth-century work was executed by itinerate artists
who traveled from village to village, exchanging their handiwork for
room and board, goods and/or a small fee (Parry, 1977). Designs of
flowers, leaves, stars, birds, bells, fruit (especially the pineapple),
trees (most notably the willow tree), and patriotic motifs were used as
borders and allover field designs on walls. A few original examples of
these have been preserved, especially in the eastern portion of the Uni-
ted States. Individual stencilists have been identified, such as Moses
Eaton and Jared Jessop, by their distinctive style (Parry, 1977). Vari-
ous ethnic groups, such as the Pennsylvania Dutch, have also contri-
buted to stenciling's history by introducing their own traditional pat-
terns (Flaherty, January 1975). |

As wallpaper became more readily available, stenciling declined
somewhat in popularity as a wall treatment. When it was used, it imi-
tated the wallpaper motifs. But, by the 1800s, the craft had expanded
to the ornamentation of other household objects, such as furniture,
clocks, jewelry boxes, and trays. Most prominent among these artisians

was Lambert Hitchcock, who designed and implemented stenciled and gilded



decoration to painted chairs (Bishop, 1982).

After 1850, as wallpaper became widely used, the freely measured
and whimsically planned stencil decor of earlier times disappeared. A
contemporary style emerged which served as an accompaniment to wallpaper
Greek motifs of foliage and floral forms comprised border designs that
commonly ran around the top of a wall, next to the ceiling and above
the wallpaper. Ceilings were also stenciled to substitute for the
fading popularity of plasterwork (Anon, 1977). Concave moldings were
often treated with stencilwork since wallpaper would not have adhered
properly to a curved surface.

As the Arts and Crafts Movement gained popularity in the late
1800s (Cooper, 1976), stenciling experienced a révivaT since handiwork
was emphasized. William Morris, a leading figure in this movement, popu-
larized a new style of sweeping, floral designs, often touched with over-
lays of gold or copper pigments (Flaherty, April 1975).

0ddly enough, it was this period--the turn of the twentieth
century--that stenciling dropped out of favor with the middle class and
became a decorative tool of the upper class (Cooper, 1976). Art Nouveau
designers, such as Louis Comfort Tiffany and Louis Sullivan, Toved ela-
borate, opulent decoration, often adorning entire walls and rooms with
design (Parry, 1977, and Bishop, 1976). They developed a consciously
eclectic style, with forms and colors representing an international pot-
pourri of exotic sources. At this point, stenciling had reached its
technical peak as Tiffany's and Sullivan's designs evolved into a craft
of considerable precision and intricacy,-including the use of numerous
overlays in perfect synchronization.

By World War II, interiors became plainer and simpler, and sten-

cilwork was not in demand. It was not until the mid-1960s that an interest



in the art reappeared. Today, péop]e want some decorative form that is
unique and uncommercial, and stenciTing fills this need. Some devise
a2ew contemporary patterns, while others rely on patterns from the
nostalgic past.

As illustrated above, the history of stenciling is a history of
fragments found throughout time and space. Its evolution has experienced
varied alterations from the traditional limitations. However, the art
has proven so effective and broad in application that it is not sur-

prising that it has endured so well.



Chapter 3
THE VICTORIAN ERA

Before discussing actual Victorian stencilwork, a background
of the era should be reviewed to clarify the time span in reference
and to analyze events and design theories which were influential in the

decorative arts.

Periods of history with certain characteristics are referred to
as "Ages," and are often named for some ruler or government official dur-
ing whose term significant achievements were accomplished. The term
"Victorian" was marked with many scientific, industrial, and literary
advancements (Maass, 1957). In the United States, many elements of
this era were influenced by the English, as well as other foreign sources,

and events unique to this country.

Industrial Revolution

The American Victorian Period commenced around 1840. The Indus-
trial Revolution was gaining momentum with any and every possible thing
being mass-produced by the machine. This was the era when the tele-
graph, machine tools, farm equipment, petroleum, photography, the sewing
machine, the rotary printing press, gaslight, electricity, the telephone,
large corporations, and modern conveniences as heating and plumbing were
all introduced or invented (Maass, 1972). As technology was improved

and perfected, handicrafts disappeared from the scene.
10
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Transportation systems also experienced a growth. Steamships
brought the latest styles in decoration from England and France. The
rapid expansion of the American railroads spurred a westward movement,
allowing speculators to embark on new commercial ventureﬁ and provided
an economical method to transport goods (Bishop, 1982).

With this economic surge, fortunes were made almost overnight,
and an upper class emerged (Cooper, 1976). They now became the patrons
of the arts, spending large amounts of money on aesthetic objects of
which they had 1ittle background training. The interest of such objects
increased with international exhibitions, such as the Great Exposition
of 1851 in London. This affair inspired other similar showings of deco-
rative arts in the United States. In 1853, the World's Fair in New
York imitated London's gala event. Later, in 1876, the Philadelphia
Centennial Exposition created an enormous effect on the decorétive arts
of America (Bishop, 1982). This showcase of European cultures illustra-
ted scientific and industrial progress, but the decorative arts were
labeled "monstrosities." It marked a turning point in American design.
The era is often criticized for this unqualified endorsement of excessive
decoration, prdfessing a lack of taste.

The years fﬁ]]owing the Civil War experienced an even greater
acceleration of the above conditions. In the reconstruction of the
country, the nation looked to the future with optimism. Manufacturing

took a leap, wealth abounded, population grew, and the West expanded.

Evolution of Styles

As the nation plunged ahead with scientific, industrial, and

social triumphs, designers looked to the past for design elements.
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The panorama of Victorian building and furnishing styles was

dazzling and somewhat confusing. A variety of foreign influences co-
existed throughout the period (Savage, 1966). The Neoclassicism of the
early 1800s gave way to a Gothic revival along with some sprinklings of
Italianate influences. During mid-century, designers turned to the
French, employing Baroque and Rococo features. Later in the century,
especially after the Centennial Exposition in Phiiade]phia, evidences
of a classical revival were found. Egyptian and Pompeiian influences
surfaced as a result of exploration and documentation of these ancient
civilizations. The last two decades of the century experienced a flirta-
tion with the Orient, especially popularizing Japanese arts, but also
included Turkish and Moorish design. The turn of the century found

an even more eclecticism of styles, as Scottish, German, American Colo-
nial, and Georgian forms were displayed.

By the mid-1870s, those people in the design field were unani-
mously lamenting the state of decoration. Their standards of quality
and taste had been lost in the whirlwind of mass-production. Out of
a rebellion to the present state of the arts, the Aesthetic Movement was.
born, having originated in England (Flaherty, April 1975). Designers
such as John Ruskin (a British architect), William Morris (a superb
English craftsman), Charles Eastlake (an architect and furniture de-
signer), and Walter Crane (an artist and designer) led the movement, pro-
testing the factory system and the exploitation of the craftsman (Fla-
herty, April 1975). The movement was in essence a return to the arts
and crafts, acclaiming simpler forms of decorative arts and admiring
sophistication and complexity of workmanship. Style was not of primary

importance, but rather truth to function and individuality of conception.
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The Arts and Crafts Movement eventually merged in the late 1880s

with the French interpretation of this "new look." Documented as Art
Nouveau, this group supported the natural style and rejected the revi-
valism of historic styles (Whiton, 1974). Like the Arts and Crafts Move-
ment, they too looked to the artist for solutions to form and beauty pro-
blems created by the machine. Tiffany and Sullivan, designers and archi-
tects of the time, were instrumental in the period's development of de-
corative arts, promoting an even higher level of sophistication and com-
plexity of wbrkmanship than the previous period. This trend continued
into the twentieth century and was considered the finale for the Victo-

rian Age.

Views on Ornamentation

The Victorians held a special reverence for ornamentation, re-
garding "aesthetic pleasure as an essential ingredient" of the design
(Barnard, 1973). With emphasis on the visual impact of design, decora-
tion became an unifying factor, serving as a necessity rather than a
luxury. The importance of ornament was never underestimated, since it
held the power to express feelings and ideas of common 1ife experiences
(Dresser, 1862).

With conflicting loyalties to various styles, the earlier de-
cades' use of ornament was unregulated by any discipline or sense of
restraint. Ornamentation exemplified the Victorian maxim that "any-
thing worth doing is worth doing in excess" as ornament for its own
sake was immoderately indulged (Greenberg, 1981). With the development
of mass-production, deep undercuttings or visual reliefs accomplished
by shading and shadowing were often employed. This richness of design,

coupled with excessive use, became labeled as "aesthetic monstrosities,
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ornamental abominations." Evidence of this was seen at London's Great

Exhibition of 1851, where objects of practical utility were composed
entirely of natural imitations, using the imitations as design princi-
pals instead of mere accessory (Gloag, 1962). However, such ornamenta-
tion served as visible evidence of social status for the new rich and
prosperous middle classes, giving many people pleasure and a veil of
fantasy over the realities of life.

Surfaces were often made to look like something else. For ex-
ample, walls and floors would be painted to imitate marble or wood.
Flat, naturalistic ornament attempted to copy nature by employing sha-

dowing renditions, creating a three-dimensional effect.

Design Theories

This meaningless application of ornamentation and the consequent
degredation of form and function, which typlified this High Victorian
period (ca. 1870-1890), disturbed a few critics. Shortly after mid-
dentury, this reaction was evident in the publication of several books
written by designers. Wornum's, Eastlake's, Jones', and Dresser's works,
in addition to others, reiterated the same theory of design.

Flat, stylized design in two-dimensional illusionism was strong-
1y advocated, intending to preserve the character of the surface. There-
fore, the play of line was the main feature, and shading was obsolete.

In relation to wall treatments, Eastlake (1868) commented it was common
sense to decorate in a manner that would neither belie the surface's
flatness or solidity.

Any attempt to imitate other materials was criticized (East-
lake, 1868). MNatural forms were always treated stylistically or symbol-

ically, rather than realistically. The image was to represent perfection
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of the form--an idealized creation of the mind--and not an imitation

of nature (Dresser, 1862). Likewise, the copying of materials to simu-
late other materials was abandoned. This philosophy for the honest

use of materials also rejected veneered wood and glued-on ornament.
Decoration was to be part of the structure and never attached, emphasiz-
ing that form follows function. Church (1882) declared that ornament
was to heighten the general effect, giving character and beauty, not
simply piling one substance upon another.

In creating the ornamental form, several principles of design
were recommended. Dresser (1862) elaborated on the use and importance
of order, repitition, curves, proportion, alteration, and adaptation
when composing a design. Other designers supported these concepts in
various descriptive terms, such as harmony, durability, symmetry,
series and contrasts. In addition, several "rules" were suggested, such
as: consistent and proportional division of space by bands, spaces,
or interlacings; limited emphasis on secondary forms so primary forms
remain prominent; soft and delicate details so secondary forms are not
overpowered; utilization of all three Tines-straight, diagonal, and
curved--within a composition to produce a perfect form; discouragement
of excess attention to the ground; avoidance of foliage emerging from
both ends of a branch; forms suggesting humanistic or monster-like fea-
tures; and obvious starting points for the design component (Dresser,
1862). This theory of design persisted throughout the remaining Victo-

rian years.

Design Motifs

As mentioned previously, the Victorian era was glorified by

several coexisting styles and foreign influences. Therefore, Victorian
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decorative arts exemplified a variety of motifs, most of them with his-

toric origins (Jones, 1856). Their execution varied with the design
theory of current popularity, but the subject matter relied heavily
on nature or geometrics.

As the nineteenth century opened, Neoclassicism (Greek and Ro-
man influences) provided inspiration for design. Floral motifs such
as laurel, ivy, palmettes, acanthus leaves, and honeysuckle were uti-
lized along with geometric figures, including keys or frets, swastikas,
crosses, guilloches, zig zags, scrolls, and dots. With the populari-
zation of Gothic and Italianate styles around 1840, these classical
motifs decreased in frequency, but were later revived in the 70s and
80s.

The entrance of the Gothic and Italianate styles into the early
Victorian years (ca. 1840-1870) introduced a new varieﬁy of motifs.
Foliage was again typical, employing tendrils, lobed leaves, and focus-
ing on the oak branch and Ieaf; Lobed forms of the trefoil, quatrefoil,
and cinqufoil were derived from such leaf forms. The architectural
use of pointed arches, typical of Gothic structures, inspired ogival,
cusp an& tracery patterns in the decorative arts. Also, geometric
motifs such as frets, chevrons, zig zag, crenelations, and arabesques
were well suited for running ornament.

As the High Victorian Period developed during the mid-century,
the French influences encouraged the curved forms of past Baroque and
Rococo styles. Barogue scrolls (s and c curves) were especially popular,
along with bouquets, festoons, and garlands of natural flowers. Roses
(most notably the cabbage rose), peonies, and lilacs were commonly
seen. Feminine and romantic emblems such as ribbons, bows, and doves

often were intermingled with the design.
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It was about this point in the period (1870-1880) that the
excessiveness of design experienced negative reactions, and developed
into flat, surface decoration with a two-dimensional effect. Classi-
cal and Gothic elements were revived, along with the addition of new
influences, and they all prevailed simultaneously. The newly-intro-
duced Egyptian influence utilized conventional plant forms of the lotus,
1ily, papyrus, palmette, rosette and geometric patterns or stars, chev-
rons, frets, and cartouches. In the years following 1876, a vogue for
Oriental motifs emerged (Bishop, 1982). The Japanese, as did other
cultures, delighted in nature as can be seen in the incorporation of
bamboo, flowers, grasses, trailing plants, and cranes in their designs.
Diaper patterns and fans were also common motifs. Moorish arts included
horseshoe arches and geometric forms, along with floral elements. Simi-
larly, plants--especially the carnation and tulip--were components of
Turkish design and usually featured serrated edges. The ogive was of-
ten used as a contribution to the geometric repertoire.

With the rise of the Arts and Crafts Movement in the last three
decades of the nineteenth century, a fresh, new style emerged (Flaherty,
April 1975). "No longer were motifs derived primarily from historical
origins, but rather created from designers of the time. Typical to this
period are the sunflower, 1ily, peacock, cranes, fans, iris, cattail,
sunburst, and other geometric patterns.

Based on a primarily aesthetic cause, Art Nouveau followed with
a new kind of ornament based on the asymmetrical, flowing lines of plant
forms. This style, however, was just coming into fashion as the Victo-

rian Period came to a close.



Colars

Motifs were not complete without the addition of color. Like
the theory of ornamentation, rules were written in contemporary de-
corating manuals for the use of colors. Dresser was one such writer,
and his axioms, which were published by Shoppell (1883}, are foqnd in
Appendix B, page 70.

Color choices for decoration varied throughout the nineteenth
century, undergoing three major phases. The Early Victorian era (ca.
1840-1870) was definitely affected by the innovation of aniline dyes,
which brightened and broadened the range of colors (Lichten, 1950).
Prior to that, dyes were of vegetal origins and soft in tone. These
new colors were heavy and definite and included scarlets, vivid blues,
golds, green, rich browns, and purples.

As the era moved into the High Victorian Period (ca. 1870-1890),
colors began to warm and become subdued. This time was often known
as the "Brown Decades" because of the coloring scheme used, which was
created by adding umber to the color or to a glaze (Loring, 1978).
Dulled versions of the colors were used--rust, maroon, Venetian red,
ochre, citron, gold, olive, sage, mauve, liver brown, peacock blue,
umber--always avoiding the primary colors. Bronze, silver, and most
typically gold leaf was often applied for design emphasis (Reynolds,
1980). Because of these practices, the period was also referred to as
the "Gilded Age." Tiring of these dark colors that gave the period its
gloomy epitaph, the Victorians embarked on a lighter color scheme of

pastels around the turn of the twentieth century.
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