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studio photos by bill truslow

This sideboard represents many 
departures from a “period” piece of 

furniture. It does, indeed, represent that 
same traditional aesthetic yet introduces 
a number of new thought processes and 
techniques. It would be easy to take any 
one of these aspects and develop an article 
on each of these, yet to give an overview 
on the entire project as a general “aesthetic 
vision” makes the most sense.

This sideboard is the third in a series 
of collaborations with our most recent 
NH Artist Laureate, James Aponovich. 
Soon after the completion of this piece I 
was notified of my nomination and the 

affirmative vote by Governor and Council 
to be the next NH Artist Laureate. What 
an honor! And what great recognition 
for an art-form that we all appreciate for 
not only its demanding technical and 
mechanical skills but for its artistic merits 
and challenges. Furnituremaking at this 
level is art in three dimensions. It needs to 
look good and it needs to function well.

With design, I think in terms of 
language. Post-modern is a different 
language than Shaker, which is different 
from Art Deco, and is different from 
Rococo etc., etc. There are common 
threads between all of these, yet they 

are clearly distinct from one another. To 
speak any of these languages demands a 
thorough knowledge. Being a professional 
furnituremaker for 30 years and in the 
trade for 37 years, I have developed such 
a knowledge, and I know the limits.

This sideboard is a case of using the 
language of neo-classical form. I am 
speaking the language, yet have developed 
a distinct dialect without breaking the 
rules of that language. I find this process 
challenging yet very exciting.

The main theme to this piece was to 
develop a visual design that reflects the 
lives of the patrons. These folks live in the 
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New York City area and vacation and 
have other roots in New Hampshire. 
Early on in the design development, 
it was decided that the painting and 
its framework would incorporate the 
NH theme. The Lake Sunapee/Mt. 
Kearsarge landscape is flanked by 
carved panels of NH wild flowers— 
trillium, lady slipper, jack-in-the-
pulpit and ferns. The immediate 
frame is carved in a woodbine motif 
to play off the morning glories in the 
painting.

The piece has two personalities. 
When closed it is a sideboard 
where the observer would have no 
idea what’s within. This position 
represents the formal, urban, high-
style of NYC. The hint that there is 
something more is in the small gilt 
and painted ellipse in the gallery. 
When raised the NH side of their 
lives comes to the fore, representing the informal, bucolic, natural aspect 
of their lives.

The daylily is predominant in the painting as a favorite garden flower of 
the owners. The daylily is also carved in two small tablets in the gallery. This 
flower is also utilized in an unusual way decorating the legs. The leaves and 
stems simulate the reeding and fluting on the legs. It is my understanding 
that historically reeding and fluting are decorative elements derived by 
the ancients from the technique of actually using river reeds to construct 
dwellings. This was later formalized in stone structures in architecture 
and then in formal furniture. I thought it would be fun to reverse the 
clock and use the plant form that was more representational of the plant 
itself. Yet where these stems and leaves emerge from the brass feet, they are 
reminiscent of the formal interpretation. Notable is that each leg is different 
from each other in its layout of flowers, leaves and stems, thus maintaining 
the natural representation.

The New Hampshire State Council on 

the Arts recommends several artists’ 

names to the Governor every two years. He 

then selects one to honor as Artist Laureate. 

David is New Hampshire’s fifth Artist Laureate. 

He will serve in this position through 

March 2012.

Born in New Hampshire, Lamb grew 

up at Canterbury Shaker Village, where 

he was apprenticed to Master European 

cabinetmaker Alejandro de la Cruz, who 

taught him that being a craftsman is a 

lifelong commitment. Throughout the years 

he has developed his craft, incorporating 

various period forms, Shaker sensibilities, 

classic re-interpretation and contemporary 

styles into his work.

Lamb hopes to use his position as Artist 

Laureate to promote New Hampshire’s 

fine arts and crafts industry, our legacy 

of craftsmanship and the supportive 

environment for self-employed artists in the 

state. “People talk about ‘the New Hampshire 

Advantage,” says Lamb. “The arts and crafts in 

New Hampshire are a huge part of that. New 

Hampshire is tradition; we hold on to what’s 

important. The U.S. looks to New England, 

and then to New Hampshire, for what’s 

important when it comes to traditional crafts.”

“David Lamb is a talented artist whose 

contributions have enriched the New 

Hampshire arts community,” commented 

Governor Lynch. “We are fortunate to have 

David serve as artist laureate where he will 

have the opportunity to enrich the lives of 

others both through his art and also as a 

mentor to our state’s emerging artists.” 

—New Hampshire State Council on the Arts

David is a long time member and supporter of 

the Guild [ed].
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Other significant design elements 
include the brass beading in the base and 
the overlaid molding at the top. Brass 
work like this is seldom seen yet appeared 
in classical designs occasionally in very 
formal applications. My use of brass detail 
utilizes a 3/16˝ rod. This was annealed with 
a torch so it could wrap around the legs 
(in a groove) and around the perimeter of 
the apron. Each corner was either mitered 
or coped using a hacksaw and files. This 
beading was secured to the piece through 
the front by drilling and countersinking 
holes and installing flat-head screws. The 
heads were then filed off—totally invisible, 
totally secure. Note that old pieces used 
brads that often worked loose. Glues are 
messy and often fail.

Another significant element is the top 
molded edge. This Gothic arch pattern is 
one I have been developing for a number 

of years as a carved or inlaid element. In 
this case it is an overlay of crotch birch 
and mahogany. Complete credit for the 
cutting, fitting and gluing of all these 
parts goes to my wife, Janet, who has 
a keen eye and patience for doing such 
demanding work. Patterns are used to cut 
out each part, yet to get a fit without a 
glue-line required a dedicated approach. 
The molding stock itself required curved 
moldings to be made to fit the convex 
and concave shapes of the serpentine 
front. Special shaper jigs to hold these 
laminations allowed for pattern shaping 
to be done. Once shaped, the overlay 
work could be completed. Layout was 
critical. Because the legs appear to pierce 
the top molding, the moldings were 
cope-fit to tightly fit around the legs. This 
required absolute control in the overlay 
pattern work. It also demanded precise 
control in the coping work. Proper fitting 
allowed no room for error. Once overlaid 
and coped, the molding could be glued 
to the case.

Special efforts went to the painting 
raising mechanism. This was not a catalog 
item! The client was clear they did want 
to be actively involved with the raising 
process. They did not want a motorized 
or pneumatic system. This clarification 
narrowed it down but still left several 

choices as to how the painting got raised. 
Because this was such a significant aspect 
to the piece, its design work was an early 
priority. It quickly got my friend Jon 
Siegel involved. Jon is an engineer by 
nature and can quickly see forth-coming 
issues and drawbacks.

Together we developed a cable system 
that involved a crank and chain drive 
to a shaft. The shaft has two winding 
drums that control the cable. Cables are 
used to raise the painting unit (16 lbs), 
to pull down the unit and to integrate 
a counterweight system so the unit can 
maintain any position it is placed into 
during the raising or lowering process. 

The special nature of this project 
meant many parts needed to be custom 
machined and made to pattern. In 
addition to the painting itself, all of this 
operates within a 23/4˝ deep space behind 
the false interior walls of the sideboard. 
In other words, there is no clue of 
what’s contained even when opening the 
cupboard doors. Needless to say, it was 
extremely challenging to fit all of this into 
such a tight space and a challenge to make 
everything operate cleanly and effectively. 
This is prototype engineering at its finest!

Once everything was worked out, 
the operation was quite satisfying and 
certainly a joy to reflect on—viewing the 
vision of the piece as a reality. 
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See more of David’s work at www.davidlambfurniture.com


