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A major challenge was to make a 17th century 

table design look and feel 17th century.
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The benefits of a classical training are many. And combined 
with all the contemporary information out there on 

technical aspects like double taper laminations, vacuum 
veneering, loose tenon joinery and developing your own 
personal design aesthetic, the chances for a successful business 
model just increased 100%.

I am a strong believer in being able to diversify, to be 
able to offer your skills on more than one platform. To be 
flexible in what you do and to still maintain the highest level 
of craftsmanship and aesthetic integrity. With that in mind, 
there is almost no reason a well prepared craftsman/shop 
should be short on work.

The opportunity to do an extra-ordinary table came to me 
through my website a few years ago. This new client had a 
collection of 17th century European furniture, yet there was 
a void to fill—an empty foyer was crying for a center table. 
Off to the side in this space was an elaborate, formal, carved, 
marble top pier table.

The question posed to me was, “Can you make a round 
center table to match?” 

“Sure” was my response.
Capturing the essence and using the existing details sounds 

easy enough and rather straight forward. What could be so 
hard about that? All the information is right there—right? 
True, to an extent but…

The biggest challenge in transforming the design of a tall 
rectangular four legged table into a six legged shorter circular 
table is trying to maintain a proportional relationship between 
the two. There is a vast difference in form, size and function 
that meant many challenges ahead for my pencil and drawing 
tools. My calculator was working overtime.

The other primary aspect of this job was that a 17th century 
table design needs to look and feel 17th century. Time included. 

Anything less (allowing it to look brand new) would feel 
out of place and look kind-of close but not close enough 
like something was missing. To accomplish this I teamed up 
with my friend and frequent collaborator, R. Mark Adams 
from Lempster, NH to create 400 years of time and effect. 
And no, its not as simple as beating with a chain, dragging it 
behind your pick-up or throwing it in the compost pile. This 
artistic aspect is very thoughtful and creative in all of its facets. 
Things need to make sense and tell a story that is logical to the 
eye and relates to its surroundings.

To accomplish the task of making a table that meets all 
these demands, it needed to be made completely by hand, 
at least the exposed surfaces. So thorough documentation 
of the old pier table was a good guide. The following series 
of photographs shows some of the steps taken to make a 
successful table. 

Our new table is looking pretty sweet. Old, a little dingy but not crumbling. The finish work was done to be very substantial.
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Apron

Old Work

A clay model was made. Then after a very careful layout of 
all the design elements a prototype apron part was made. 
Piercing was done with a hand drill and coping saw to 
remove waste and traditional carving tools for shaping.

Notice the way the gesso work draped and in some cases almost obliterates the 
carved detail. Gesso is a very light plaster that is painted on the carving in many 
thin layers. This is then filed or re-carved to maintain the detail. All of this work was 
done by Mark Adams.

Applying the beading to the 
apron. The beading piece 
was continuous between 

legs and was kerfed to allow 
for the bend. Each bead was 

carved individually.
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Legs

Leg flowers were first turned on the lathe faceplate then 
carved and split off ready to be applied to the leg square. 

Again white birch. A joy to carve.

Panel

The panel composition for the opposing bird panels on the apron 
were made as a single piece with the birds to be applied. This panel 
was made as a curved piece to fit the radius of the apron.
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The goal of the finish process was to replicate to a large 
extent the paint scheme on the original table. The 

surfaces appeared soiled and distressed—they were genuine 
and not “antiqued.” In some areas the paint had been chipped 
revealing the wood substrate. The client wanted the new table 
to have a similar appearance and therefore the finish materials, 
sequence and methodology had to be carefully selected.

Upon examining the antique table’s finish surfaces it was 
evident that it had originally been gessoed at least once in its 
history. It was also evident that subsequent coats of paint and 
gesso were alternated leaving the carving with the appearance 
of the paint being draped leaving no evidence of tool marks. 
This is typical of gessoed surfaces. 

Historically gesso was used as a ground prior to painting 
on a range of objects from paintings to frames and on occasion, 
furniture. It is traditionally a ground for water gilding as well. 
It has a chalky appearance but is quite hard. The advantages 
of traditional gesso are that by multiple applications, it can 
build quite rapidly, is stable, can be carved and detailed, and 
is repairable. We chose to use gesso also. 

For our finishing sequence we first raised the grain of the 
surfaces that would be gessoed, then lightly sanded. Over that, 
a size of rabbit skin glue was applied as a primer for the gesso 
which was also lightly sanded.

The gesso formula that we used is custom made in the 
studio and comprised of rabbit skin glue and bologna chalk. 
It is applied hot and in multiple coats in a fairly short period 
of time—approximately 12-15 coats were applied. Following 
that process the surfaces were sanded and detailed.

Finally a last application of gesso was applied to finalize 
the draped appearance of the original. It was then ready for 
the paint coats. 

An excellent tutorial on the history and uses for gesso can be found at woodweb.com/knowledge_base/A_Little_about_Gesso.html [ed.]

Gesso
by Mark Adams

At Mark Adams’ shop early in the gesso work. At this point it needs to be 
understood that the work is not about the wood or beauty thereof, but rather 
the form and the best way to prepare and present the vision for presentation.

This is early in the process too. Gesso but then a few coats of paint and testing gilt work.

Legs

Panel


