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People who own beautiful chess sets are often faced with a basic problem: How to display them. Ideally, 

they should be on boards or tables, but that takes space and space is often limited. Such a problem is 

not just a modern issue. In earlier centuries, it was impractical to dedicate a large area of the living 

quarters to chess. Many English households in the Georgian and Victorian eras solved this problem with 

a tilt-top chess table. It was a visual adornment that added elegance to any room, and stayed tucked 

away when not in use, yet could easily transform into a sturdy chessboard on a moment’s notice. 
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Tilt-top tables can almost be considered as an art form by themselves, as in the examples shown here, 

which are most likely from the first half of the 19th century. The edges of the tables are always 

beautifully decorated, and the squares are often elaborate designs made of mother-of-pearl (the shiny 

inner lining of oyster shells). 
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The following tilt-top tables have the same decorative-but-functional concept. 
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When in the ‘down’ or flat position, the chessboards are secured by a latch. In the 19th century, a game 

on one of these tables might have had an ivory chess set manufactured by William Lund of 24 Fleet 

Street, as in the following photograph: 
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Most tilt-top tables were not stamped with a manufacturer’s mark, but one tilt-top table in my 

collection was manufactured by Jennens & Bettridge, a well-known firm that specialized in furniture of 

papier-mâché, as in the example below. In those days, papier-mâché was produced commercially as a 

tough, durable material for furniture and other household goods. 

 



 
 

The Jennens & Bettridge stamp allows the table’s dating to be pinpointed with the London Directories, 

using the techniques described in last month’s column. Prior to 1841 they had not yet expanded to 

Birmingham, and after 1845 the firm was renamed Jennens, Bettridge, & Sons. 
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One table in my collection is decorated with depictions of four ancient abbeys with inlaid mother-of-

pearl. Here is the table, furnished with a 19th century Northern Upright (or Edinburgh Upright) pattern 

set. The Northern Upright design was a predecessor to the Staunton design, which inherited many of its 

features. 
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An overhead view of the tabletop provides a clearer view of the four abbeys as well as the chessboard 

squares, which have intricate patterns. 
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The names of two of the abbeys are inscribed: Melrose Abbey (Scotland) and Tintern Abbey (Wales), 

and they are quite recognizable, as is clear when comparing the rendering of Melrose Abbey with a 

photo of it. (I’ve artificially enhanced the name of the abbey so that it is easier to see.) 

 



 
Photo image courtesy of www.undiscoveredscotland.co.uk 

 

Interestingly, Melrose Abbey and Tintern Abbey were the subjects of paintings by J.M.W. Turner (1775-

1851), one of the greatest English painters. It is possible that the chess table depicts four abbeys painted 

by Turner, but so far I have not been able to identify the other two. 

http://www.undiscoveredscotland.co.uk/


 

Each of the dark squares of the table has a delicate pattern, as can be seen in the following close-up.  
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Having a different artistic motif on each side was a popular element on chess tables. Here is another 

example. It is made of walnut with metal foil squares and four still-life scenes. 
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The still-life scenes are competently hand-painted and add an attractive touch to the table. 
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The practice of combining two purposes (e.g. artistic motifs and chess-playing) into one item, for space-

saving purposes, was common. At times it could be taken to extremes. One unique item in my collection 

is a podium that gives no indication that it is anything other than a podium – until the platform is 

reversed, several latches are released, and voilà – a chess table magically appears! 
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Chess sets and chessboards were often mass-produced, but there was a much smaller commercial 

market for chess tables. Some top furniture makers therefore built chess tables to custom specifications. 

George Bullock was an important and influential furniture maker from Liverpool who migrated to 

London. In my collection is one of four surviving Bullock special-order chess tables. The table was part of 

a group of furniture made in 1816 and 1817 for Matthew Robinson Boulton of Great Tew Park, 

Oxfordshire. It was featured in Clive Wainwright’s 1998 book, George Bullock Cabinet Maker. 
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Antique chess tables from England are attractive and artistic, but France raises the bar. French chess 

tables were often quite ornate, with meticulous details. In my collection is a 19th century French table 

with chessboard squares made of ivory (white squares) and tortoise-shell (dark squares). Nowadays, 

both materials are banned due to the endangered status of elephants and tortoises. 
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The table’s side-decorations are also tortoise-shell. This complex form of marquetry, interleaving fancy 

metal designs with inlaid tortoise-shell, is known as Boulle-work (or in 19th century Britain, Buhl-work), 

named after André Charles Boulle (1642-1732), a French cabinet-maker who was considered to be the 

preeminent artist of the technique. 

 

Another French table in my collection, even fancier than the prior one, combines Boulle-work with the 

application of ormolu on the edges. Squares on the chessboard are made of brass and tortoise-shell. The 

table is displaying a nineteenth century ivory French “Field of the Cloth of Gold” set, with François I of 

France leading the white pieces and Henry VIII of England leading the black pieces. 
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Ormolu is a gold-colored alloy of copper and zinc, often gilded, and used especially in the 18th and 19th 

centuries for decorating furniture. Originally the application of ormolu required mercury-gilding, a 

process in which mercuric nitrate is applied to metal, followed by a mixture of gold and mercury. The 

item was then heated to very high temperatures until the mercury vaporized. Unfortunately, mercury 

fumes are extremely harmful, and according to Wikipedia, “most gilders did not survive beyond 40 years 

of age.” Eventually the mercury-based process was superseded by electroplating. 

 

A favorite table in my collection is a chess/gaming table made in Barcelona circa 1870-1880. The table is 

equipped with four candleholders – one at each corner – for nighttime play! 
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On the table is a British Chess Company (BCC) club-size ivory set and BCC chessboard, with an original 

Jaques timer, all circa 1890. I have played an all-night chess marathon on this table, lit only by 

candlelight, which proved to be fully sufficient for the occasion.  The manufacturer and/or retailer was 



Olivella hermanos y Cuspinera, at Fernando 37 y Aviño 5 (in the Old City in Barcelona), as indicated by a 

label on the bottom-side. 

 

Another type of antique chess table is called a marble specimen table, because its tabletop is made of 

different types of marble. This style was produced in various European countries, including Italy, 

England, and others, so the precise origin of this table is unknown.  
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Most antique specimen tables do not have embedded chessboards. Instead, they have colorful patterns 

made out of many – even hundreds – of different types and colors of marble. 

 

Penwork chessboards and tables in the 19th century were a genre in their own right. Sometimes one 

genre can cross over into another, as this next table demonstrates:  it appears to be a marble-topped 

table, but no, it is a penwork table, hand- drawn to resemble marble! 
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Tables appear infrequently in chess auctions because they are usually categorized as furniture, so a 

collector in search of a chess table needs to keep apprised of the furniture auctions at the major auction 

houses. In my database of over 14,000 chess auction items over the past 65 years, fewer than 100 

antique chess tables were offered. But of that small number of tables, fully one-third were of one special 

type: 19th century miniature tables of ivory and horn (sometimes ivory and tortoise-shell) from 

Vizagapatam, India. They were sold with miniature ivory chess sets of a classic Vizagapatam pattern. 
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Without an external frame of reference, one might assume that this table is of normal size – but in fact it 

is just over eight inches tall! The chess pieces are correspondingly tiny as well. Naturally, this is also the 

one type of chess table that does not use much space. 

 

Fortunately, not every full-size table takes up an inordinate amount of space. The chessboard on top of 

this 19th century Indian table, made of brass and hardwood, measures only 11 x 11 inches. 
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The table goes particularly well with an early-20th-century Muslim pattern wooden set, hand-painted 

with intricate flower decorations. 
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———————————————————— 

 

Photos of Mr. Crumiller’s collection are posted at chessantique.com and https://tinyurl.com/h76xvw6 

 


