Decorative Arts of the Shenandoah Valley 

By Scott Hamilton Suter

The decorative arts of the Shenandoah Valley reflect the ethnic and traditional backgrounds of

those groups who settled in the region as well as popular culture influences from a variety of

time periods. High style arts, folk or traditional arts, and popular or vernacular arts all rub elbows in the Valley decorative arts canon.

One way to consider high style arts is to understand that they often exhibit design elements

which chiefly arose in European shops, eventually making their way to the colonies and later the

United States. Examples of these styles include Queen Anne (1725-1755), Chippendale

(1755-1780), and Empire (1820-1840) styles. Furniture by craftsmen such as James McCann of New Market and tall clocks by Jacob Fry of Woodstock reflect local artisanal talent brought to bear on fashionable designs from taste-making centers such as Philadelphia.

Folk art or traditional art has several defining characteristics. The piece must be utilitarian, and its design reflects prevailing ideas of the community that uses and produces it. Shenandoah Valley craftspeople have created many superior examples of these community-based arts. Perhaps the most famous are the painted pieces by Page County artist Johannes Spitler, but nineteenth-century potters, too, produced highly sought after ware with graceful forms and beautiful decorations. Andrew Coffman, John D. Heatwole, Emanuel Suter, and numerous others crafted useful, everyday art that continues to shed light on the decorative ideas of past Shenandoah Valley communities.

A Vernacular style arises when traditional design aspects are blended with high style and popular designs. Like folk arts, vernacular styles are often unique to a region, and the Valley has developed a distinctive style found in quilts, pottery, and furniture. Jeffrey S. Evans and the Museum of the Shenandoah Valley have produced a remarkable exhibition and catalogue detailing vernacular chairs from the region, using examples that reflect the many design influences, both local and national, on craftsmen from the Valley. 

Taken together these different styles form a composite of the minds of Shenandoah Valley craftspeople. Men turned pots, shaved wood into beautiful furniture, and painted imaginative yet traditional designs on crocks, chests, and chairs. Women, too, expressed their creative selves by working together on quilts or individually on samplers. Often the foods they prepared bore an artistic mark as they cut shapes into pie pastry or pressed a design on butter. The decorative arts of the Shenandoah Valley, both lasting and ephemeral, tell a story of those who have lived here and those who still call the region home.
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