166

LIVING WITH EARLY OAK

How Much Is Too Much?

Of course, a piece in original condi-
tion is always preferable to one that
has been restored. Restoration is al-
ways a negative, but not all restorations
are equally detrimental. There is no
one-sizefits-all formula to distinguish
between acceptable and unacceptable
restoration, but there are a few guide-
lines to help you decide.

Rule of thumb #1: Rarity outweighs
restoration. One helpful criterion is
what we might call the fitime-till-the-
bettero principal: How long will it take
you to find an equivalent in better
condition? There is no point in buy-
ing a coffer with a replaced lid because
youill only have to walk down the street
to the next dealer to find two or three
whose lids are original. No point, that
is, except the price & which should be
low, very low. On the other hand, you
may find a wainscot chair with rare
and distinctive carving and a replaced
front stretcher. If you have been look-
ing for five years to find carving that
catches your eye in the way that this
does, donit let another five go by with
a void in your house, your heart, and
your collection. Buy the chair, enjoy
the wonderful carving, and rest your
feet on the stretcher.



Rule of thumb #2: Frequency is a
good excuse. You should also consider
how common the restoration is. If the
normal history of a piece frequently
produces the need for restoration, the
restoration becomes almost mainte-
nance and is not too serious a draw-
back. For instance, the rear feet of
case pieces have often been fitipped,0
fiended out,0 or fipiecedo (you will
come across all these terms). This is
because the back feet stood against the
wall on the dampest part of the stone
floor where they rotted: their normal
history frequently produces the need
for ending out. The rear feet of back-
stools, too, have often been tipped
because they have taken most of the
weight. Restoration to the rear feet of
these pieces is not significant and may
almost be considered maintenance.
On the front feet, however, the in-
crease in visibility and the decrease in
frequency makes the equivalent resto-
ration considerably more significant.

Rule of thumb #3: Significance in-
creases with the distinctiveness of
the restored part. The components
of a piece of furniture are not equally
important to its identity. The most
distinctive feature of a court cupboard
may be its gadrooned cup-and-cover
supports: restoring or replacing them
is far more significant than replacing
the top boards & nobody buys a court
cupboard because they love its top
boards. The element that first attracts
your eye is the one that, above all oth-
ers, should be original. Elements that
make one piece stand out from others
should always be original. If a distinc-
tive feature has come from the hand
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of the restorer, it may be an enhance-
ment, not a restoration. Beware.

Rule of thumb #4: Quality counts.
The skill of the restorer should ap-
proximate as far as possible that of the
original maker. If the carving on a re-
stored part is stiff and mechanical, it
will offend you more and more as time
goes by (a possible exception to this
rule is a farmhouse repair whose crudi-
ty may have a charm of its own). Good
restoration is not only technically skill-
ful; it is sympathetic with the original.
Assessing the quality of the restoration
is similar to, and as important as, as-
sessing the quality of the original.

Rule of thumb #5: Aim high (most
of the time). Always buy the best you
can afford and occasionally the best
that you canit! The anxiety of writing
a check that is larger than you had
planned will fade quickly: the plea-
sure of a great antique will last forever.
Weive lost count of the number of
times that a customer has told us, fil
paid more than léd planned to for it,
but Iim so glad that | did!o Or, more
sadly, fil had the chance to buy one a
few years ago, but it was more than
| could afford at the time.0 Equally
common is the lament on the other
side of the coin: fil bought it because
it was cheap, and live regretted it ever
since.0 As dealers, we, too, have to
remind ourselves to buy the best that
we can afford, and sometimes need
to screw up our courage with the old
adage: iGood stuff ainit cheap, and
cheap stuff ainit good.0

If you think that you may turn
into a serious collector, set your stan-






