(later found to be poisonous)—relied on the
cheaper, synthetic pigments developed earlier
in the century. These were very different from
the grayed-down palette that people desired by
the early 1880s, when the Comstocks were
building their house. These colors, too, were
made possible by developments in paint tech-
nology as well as in color theory. By the 1870s
paints were manufactured with premixed pig-
ments, allowing for precise colors in values from
light to dark. With the introduction of shade
cards, consumers could see the effects of com-

bining different colors before actually painting.
Tertiary colors such as olive green, russet, terra
cotta, citron, peacock blue, plum, and claret
were particularly popular. Some designers rec-
ommended decorative schemes for intricately
carved cornices that contained up to 10 differ-
ent hues, each reflecting a color used elsewhere
in the room’s ornamentation. !9

In his 1880 decorating guide, tastemaker
Clarence Cook observed: “Most of us, whether
we have plenty of money, or only a moderate
portion to lay out in making our rooms hand-
some with furniture and ornaments, find our-
selves nonplussed when, in the process of fitting
up and furnishing our houses, we come to the
question, ‘What shall we do with our walls?’”
Wallpaper was the answer that Cook advocated.
It was easy to apply and easy to renew. At a time
when the American population was highly
mobile, what better way to clean and freshen a
new dwelling than to paper the walls and paint
the woodwork? He pointed out that tastes
change from year to year, that smoke and soot
from interior heating and lighting dirtied walls,
and that health and sanitary concerns also dic-
tated the need to apply new paper.20

For formal, public rooms Cook and many
other design critics recommended a three-part
treatment: a three-foot dado or wainscoting at
the bottom and a fill paper in the middle,
topped with a wide frieze or a narrower border.
Many times this was combined with patterned
ceiling paper. He cautioned that for this treat-
ment to be appropriate, there must be elegant
or rich furniture in the room. In plainly fur-
nished rooms or bedrooms, critics recommend-
ed a plainer treatment of fill paper, perhaps
topped with a narrow border at the ceiling or
above the picture molding.

Minnesota interior photographs from the
period reveal that the full tripartite treatment
rarely occurred in private homes. Most middle-
and upper-middle-class homes in the state sim-
ply used the narrow border or wider frieze
papers, whether in elaborately Victorian parlors
or simple bedrooms. Perhaps because most
Minnesota houses were minted in the later
Victorian period, they did not have adequate
ceiling heights to allow for the proper propor-
tions. The two nineteenth-century photographs
of the Comstock House show no borders at all.

As for pattern and design, most American

19 Lynn, Wallpaper, 317-18; Gail C. Winkler and Roger W. Moss, Victorian Interior Decoration: American Interiors,
1830-1900 (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 1986), 124, 128-31.
20 Clarence Cook, What Shall We Do With Our Walls? (New York: Warren, Fuller, and Co., 1881), 1.
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Comstock library photograph, about 1900, which provided visual clues to the home’s original decor

critics by the 1880s were rejecting what they
called “French” wallpaper—three-dimensional,
realistically shaded scenic prints, trompe I’oeil
statuary, architectural elements, and multicol-
ored cabbage roses that had been hand-printed
in France since early in the century. American
manufacturers had adapted these designs for
machine printing by 1850 and offered inexpen-
sive copies that dominated the American mar-
ket. In the 1860s in England, however, the
Reform Movement began rejecting cheaply
made, mass-produced, overly ornate designs in
all types of household furnishings, particularly
those designs most closely associated with the
rococo revival. The theories of English design
reformers such as John Ruskin, William Morris,
and Charles Eastlake called for a return to hon-
est workmanship based on simple designs and
quality materials. They favored forms inspired

by medieval art and geometric shapes with two-
dimensional, abstracted patterns. Such flat-
tened and nonrealistic forms, although still
drawn heavily from nature, did not intend to
fool the eye. The Philadelphia Centennial
Exposition in 1876 helped to popularize this
reform aesthetic in America, and many wall-
papers of the period reflected the change.2!
Also introduced at the 1876 centennial were
exhibits from far-away countries in the Middle
and Far East. Japanese and Turkish wares in par-
ticular caught the public’s fancy. These styles
soon found their way onto wallpaper designs,
upholstery and curtain fabrics, and many
decorative and functional household furnish-
ings. In the Comstock house, the Oriental
influence was everywhere. From the silk embroi-
dered folding screen in the parlor to the large
Chinese porcelain garden seat in the entry hall,

21 Winkler and Moss, Victorian Interior Decoration, 252, 319; Charles L. Eastlake, Hints on Household Taste in
Furniture, Upholstery and Other Details (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1868).
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the Comstocks’ interior reflected this penchant
for the exotic.2?

ith all this research firmly in mind, I

began the wallpaper projects in the

Comstock dining room, entryway
and stairwell, upstairs hallway, and two bed-
rooms. My goal was to write a furnishings plan
for all the rooms needing paper, keeping in
mind how one room flows into another, and
then purchase the wallpaper fairly quickly.
Today’s wallpaper market is mercurial. Patterns
can be discontinued without notice, which can
have a domino effect on a furnishings plan.
With many of the images of wallpaper from the
historic photographs and books in mind, I
turned to a helpful resource, Wallpapers for
Historic Buildings, for information on locating
appropriate reproductions.23

Lacking specific documentation for most of
the rooms in the house, selections had to be
based on an interpretation of all the research
assembled. For the entryway and stairway, I
chose a Japanesque paper named “Jonesboro.”
Printed in tertiary tones of russet, gray-green,
golden yellow, and black on an olive ground,
the design features an asymmetrical pattern of
circles, triangles, and squares. When combined
with an eightinch matching border of flowers
and leaves over a narrow band of repeating sin-
gle flowers, the papered room was clearly
Victorian with a Japanese influence.

For the adjacent parlor and library, I took
cues from the 1880s photograph of the parlor.
The camera had picked up a subtle but indis-
cernible pattern on the walls, so I opted for a
low-contrast, pinkish-beige tone-on-tone paper
with a two-dimensional swirled effect reminis-
cent of 1880s designs. In photographs, this
paper takes on a mottled appearance similar to
that in the historic photograph.

With the wallpaper projects completed, I
next turned to upholstery. The 1880s photo-
graph of the Comstock parlor clearly shows
Turkish influence in two overstuffed, uphol-

stered chairs, part of a parlor suite consisting of
four chairs and a settee. In her seminal work,
Culture and Comfort: People, Parlors, and Uphol-
stery, Katherine Grier defined the Turkish style,
with its “elaborate and complete upholstery,” in
detail. Chairs, larger in scale than the norm,
were set on low legs often covered by fabric or
deep fringe. Upholstery was “buttoned or
pleated and included an extra roll of stuffing
around the top of the arms and back [that]
could be manipulated in attractive ways by
upholsterers.”24 The two chairs visible in the
Comstock photograph fit this description.

The Turkish parlor suite suggests that, like
many in the middle class, the Comstocks con-
sidered themselves worldly, comfortable, and
cultured. According to Grier, the style appealed
to the American middle class because it “both
expressed a cosmopolitan grasp of the world
and fitted neatly into new visions of domestic
coziness.”

ometimes exactly what you need is in

plain view, but you’ve never noticed.

Both site manager Loeffler and I
thought that the tufted and fringed Turkish
chairs shown in the photograph were no longer
in existence. I assumed that they had been
replaced by the set then in the parlor—a multi-
colored tapestry-covered suite of five pieces with
large, modern, moss-green velvet buttons at
intervals along the skirt. While studying the
1890s photograph of the parlor for the hun-
dredth time, I suddenly realized that the furni-
ture in the room was the same Turkish set seen
in the photograph. I was flabbergasted.

The 1920s reupholstering had totally trans-
formed the pieces. Gone were the deep tufts of
cut and voided velvet and the nine-inch-long
bullion fringe. The overstuffed profile had
been replaced by a sofa and four chairs that
were slimmed down and flattened out. Now, it
was as if someone had walked in and given the
site back its original furniture. Well, almost.
Little did I know that this was the beginning

22 Robert C. Post, ed., A Treatise Upon Selected Aspects of the Great International Exhibition Held in Philadelphia on the
Occasion of Our Nation’s One-Hundredth Birthday (Washington, D.C.: Museum of History and Technology, 1976),

13-21, 176-87.

23 Richard C. Nylander, Wallpapers for Historic Buildings: A Guide to Selecting Reproduction Wallpapers (New York:
John Wiley and Sons, 1992). Other guides in this series include Helene Von Rosenstiel and Gail C. Winkler, Floor
Coverings for Historic Buildings (1988); Jane C. Nylander, Fabrics for Historic Buildings (1990); and Roger W. Moss,

Lighting for Historic Houses (1988).

24 Here and below, Katherine C. Grier, Culture and Comfort: People, Parlors, and Upholstery, 1850-1930

(Rochester, N.Y.: Strong Museum, 1988), 183-84, 193.
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of a six-year odyssey into the restoration twi-
light zone.

In hopes of finding the original fiber con-
tent and color, we sent two chairs to an uphol-
sterer in Moorhead to dissect. Luckily, he found
a minuscule fragment under the head of a tack.
That was all we needed. The MHS conservation
lab tested the tiny sample and concluded that
the burgundy red weft fibers were wool and the
white warp fibers were cotton, proving that the
fabric was not synthetic and therefore could be
from the 1880s period. We were in business.

I first hoped to find a matching fabric avail-
able on the market, without the expense of cus-
tom reproduction. Although I located several
companies selling 100-percent wool-plush
upholstery fabric in a similar color, I was told
there was a minimum order of 35 yards for
embossing. I needed only seven yards, and it
was difficult enough to justify the cost of the
plain fabric at $200 per yard. We were in no
position to purchase 28 extra yards just to get
the fabric embossed.

It was obvious from the 1885 photograph,
however, that only an embossed floral pattern
would do. There had to be a company that
could help us. I worked with one vendor for
more than 15 months, trying to piggyback onto
someone else’s order to attain the minimum
yardage. In the meantime, Loeffler had a site to
run, and I had 17 other sites and many other
projects. We both became frustrated with the
upholstery problem. All the while, the parlor
was without two chairs that were stripped and
awaiting their new Victorian garb.

Through a museum colleague I learned of
Classic Revivals, Inc., of Boston, to whom I
explained our dilemma. That firm recommend-
ed a company in France that would emboss a
10-yard minimum. Eventually we received a
beautiful sample of 100-percent wool plush in
the color “rouge scarlett” and copies of 35 dif-
ferent embossing patterns. The price: less than
half of others we had considered. We thought
that the project’s end was in sight.

It happened to be a very busy year for the
upholsterer, and our project was more labor
intensive than estimated. We, in turn, had to be
patient, both in fairness to the company and
because we did not want to rush the job. Quality
was more important than time. The chairs were
brought back in stages, with the settee arriving

last, all minus their bullion fringe.

Originally made of metallic threads for use
on the padded shoulders of military uniforms,
bullion fringe of combinations of silk, cotton,
or wool was ubiquitous on Victorian uphol-
stered furniture and elaborate window treat-
ments.?> Finding a suitable reproduction fringe
was in some ways more difficult than locating
the upholstery fabric. National sources suggest-
ed several leads, none of which panned out.
Through another project, however, I learned
about a Minneapolis woman who could possibly
make a custom reproduction. After an initial
meeting, we decided to ask her to produce a
strike-off, a one-yard sample, so that we could
all be sure of the final product. I then had to
find the funding.

By the end of the year I had an arrangement
with the Minnesota Historical Society and the
Comstock Society to share the costs equally. The
fringe was a distinctive and important finish to
the overall look of the suite, and we were get-
ting 13.5 yards of custom-made, hand-dyed silk-
wool blend to our exact specifications for
almost half the price of commercially available
fringe made from historically inaccurate rayon.

As with the upholstery, each step of produc-
tion took longer than expected, but again, qual-
ity was our goal. I picked up the completed
fringe and delivered it to the Comstock House,
and Loeffler made arrangements for a nearby
upholsterer to sew it on. With the project finally
completed, the six-year odyssey concluded with
spectacular results for the Comstock House and
with a real education for me. In addition to
doing careful research and having an overall
plan, I learned that successful restoration re-
quires clear specifications, historically accurate
techniques, and ample time.

ubsequent restoration projects at the
Comstock House were easier and less
time consuming. The most recent was
the replacement of the 1930s diamond-shaped
floral-bouquet carpet in the entry hall and the
threadbare gold carpet in the upstairs hallway.
At the same time, we added a runner with bor-
ders on the stairs, returning the stairway to the
appearance Ada Comstock Notestein described
in her reminiscences.
Working with the bold Japanesque olive-

25 Isabel B. Wingate, Fairchild’s Dictionary of Textiles (New York: Fairchild Publications, 1979), 88-89; Grier,

Culture and Comfort, 302.
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green, gold, and russet wallpaper, we needed a
calming effect in the carpet. Most of MHS’s
photographs of entryways, as with most
Victorian rooms, contained pattern upon pat-
tern on walls, floors, ceilings, upholstery,
portieres, and draperies. Often, decorative
schemes changed from room to room, whether
or not there was a clear view from one to the
other. The challenge for us was to add a pat-
terned carpet without overwhelming the space.

I turned to a well-known supplier of repro-
duction carpets, John Burrows of J. R. Burrows,
Ltd., in Rockland, Massachusetts, who repre-
sents Woodward Grosvenor and Company in
the United Kingdom. In continuous production
for more than 100 years, the firm still weaves
carpets on nineteenth-century looms with the
original jacquard cards. Its archives contain
thousands of patterns that are available in origi-
nal or modern color combinations.

Burrows sent samples of several less obtru-
sive patterns dating from about 1890. When I
inquired about a Wilton or cut-pile weave
named Froxfield, he gave us some very good
news. If we were willing to place the order with-
in the month, we could go in with another
order he had for a residence in Boston, which
would save us money. This was too good to pass
up. We placed our order.

Loeffler meanwhile located a carpet installer
in nearby Fargo who knew the art of hand
sewing 27-inch strips of carpet together, as all
early power-loomed carpet required before the
invention of wider, room-sized machines. The
carpet arrived from the mill in England in
record time, and the installation went smoothly
and quickly. The visual results transformed the
space.

The completion of the stair-runner and car-
pet project leaves only one remaining major
restoration project on our long-range plan.
With the diligent assistance of John Burrows, we
recently located carpeting for the Comstock par-
lor and library. From the same mill in England,
it bears a remarkable resemblance to the small-
scale floral pattern seen in the 1880s photo-
graph. The colors of the mill’s mid-1880s design
are from the same tertiary color palette found
throughout the Comstock House: olive, brown,
gold, russet, gray-green, and peacock blue.

Once we have the funds to purchase this car-

pet for the parlor and adjoining library and
continue the Froxfield pattern from the entry-
way into the back parlor, the furnishings plan
that we started almost 10 years ago will be com-
plete. Every project has been both a true learn-
ing experience for me and a labor of love. I
hope that readers will visit the house and see
the results of our restoration odyssey. While we
probably will never know exactly how the origi-
nal interior looked, I think Sarah and Solomon
Comstock would feel at home.

The picture on p. 27 is courtesy the Clay County Historical Society; p. 33 is from the Comstock House; and those on p. 23—26
are in the MHS museum collections department. All others are in the MHS library.
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