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ant members of the Society of Friends in greater London and Philadelphia during the eighteenth century, navigating
er plainness testimony involved material culture choices that might be viewed by non-Quakers as concealing motives of
or blurring class lines or as violating standards of decency and propriety. This was particularly true of coffins, which
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lture since Tolles have struggled to find
of objects with adequate provenance in or-
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akerism contains “a number of contradic-
es: equality and separateness; intellectual
sness and anti-intellectualism; an emphasis
llence and a focus on humility; and an ap-
on for high quality workmanship coupled
an on ostentation.”3 Clearly these contra-
complicate any discussion of the Quaker
ss testimony.
ker-owned coffins offer potential for re-
rs to understand Friends’ conceptions of
ss. At funerals, societal expectations for a
ny and accoutrements honoring the fa-
atus came into potential conflict with the
plainness testimony. The coffin drew atten-
m observers at eighteenth-century funeral
ions. As public artifacts, coffins were the
of contemporary comment, some evidence
h survives in archives today. In Quaker
s, both Susan Garfinkel and Bernard L.
emphasized the fact that the plain object

be viewed apart from the context of its pro-

and use.4 Coffins tend to have provenance,
in terms of place. This provenance in turn
inked to practices that could vary from one
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y objects provide good material evidence
modation to Friends’ testimonies.

sider, for example, the letter written by
ooper, an overseer and elder of Woodbury
Meeting, on the occasion of a child’s burial
eeting house in New Jersey on February 16,
e was so concerned about indecorous be-
hat he wrote to scold the child’s parents even
bereavement. Cooper was shocked to see
ale bearers in the funeral procession, only
hom was a Quaker, dressed in white with
d hair and without bonnets. Friends avoided
ed hair as superfluous, and Quaker women
pected to cover their heads modestly.
h non-Friends wore white if the deceased
ung, unmarried girl, Quakers avoided it
contemporary fashion and as specific

ng attire.5 He went on to say:

d Friends,—I attended the burial of your inno-
d on Sixth-day last, and was much affected, as I
very solid Friend present also was, with the man-
rrying it to the grave; so different from the plain-
simplicity into which our principles lead. I need
nd you that we profess to be a plain self-denying
called to bear a testimony against the vain and
ashions of the world. These never appear more
inexcusable than at funerals, when our minds
be impressed with a most solemn and awful

our own mortality, and the sense of uncertainty
we exist. This would leave us carefully to avoid
like pride, pomp or show on these occasions. I
the occasion called for some remarks of this sort

ave, but was fearful it could not well be borne. As
it is a subject of conversation among Friends, and
erhaps none may be kind enough in a proper
to acquaint you with, I thought both friendship
required it from me, and in this way, as verbal
tion is sometimes misapprehended.6

by ar
durin
ture
vide
the p
from
Dela
differ
denc
coffi
Frien
ways
gated
and s

A “D
and M

Durin
Midd
death
with
stood
had
tion
sion,
this e
all we
the o
been
tial to
ate. S
unde
a fam
depa
play
statu
essay presents archival evidence on what
ted a “decent” funeral among eighteenth-
British andMid-Atlantic Protestants, followed

was pre
Con

vate, giv
ful. For
Carolin
about th
“Yet the
she was
the man
olute, a
and eve
decent,
handles
his age

lis Cunnington and Catherine Lucas, Costume for Births,
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etings continued to warn against pride in the form of
constituent meetings. “The Minutes of the Yearly Meet-
men friends held at Philadelphia ye 24th of ye 7th Month
s the desire of this Meeting that our Epistle in 1726
ide be frequently Read in our Severall Monthly & Quar-
ings of Women friends & all friends are desired Carefully
in the Testimony of our Ancient friends Against Wareing
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“Notices of David Cooper,” Friends’ Review 15, no. 45
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larly published the memoirs and writings of exemplary
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ival and archaeological evidence on coffins
this time period. The organizational struc-
d beliefs of the Society of Friends pro-
necessary background for understanding

inness testimony. Further documentation
aker coffins made in the London area and
e Valley demonstrates how Friends’ coffins
from those of other Protestants. The ten-

or London-area Friends to select polished
with few fittings and for Delaware Valley
to select gable-lidded coffins shows two

Winterthur Portfolio 49:1
he potential conflicts between plainness
us.

nt Funeral”: Eighteenth-Century British
d-Atlantic Protestant Funerals

the eighteenth century in England and its
Atlantic colonies, the final journey from
d to grave was structured and correlated
ss and status. The collective ritual as under-
y Protestants on both sides of the Atlantic
eral distinct elements, including prepara-
the body in the home, the funeral proces-
religious service, and interment. Although
y deals primarily with the second element,
essential to a so-called decent funeral. While
ins of the symbolic aspects of the ritual had
ng forgotten, they were nonetheless essen-
hat was perceived as proper and appropri-
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tood by all in the wider community, and
was judged by its ability to do right by its
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nything less was shameful; anything more
tentious and prideful.
temporary sources, both published and pri-
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example, in 1797 in Charleston, South
a, theCity Gazettepublished a cautionary tale
e poor widow of a day laborer in England.
worst thing they had to say of her, was that
proud; which they said, was manifested by
ner in which she buried her husband. Res-
s she owned she was, to have the funeral,
ry thing that related to it, what she called

nothing could dissuade her from having
to his coffin, and a plate on it, mentioning
.”7 In 1807 Philadelphia diarist Elizabeth
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e usual Presents of Gloves, to prevent a
s Expense to the Surviving Relatives.”11
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e turn of the eighteenth century in Great
nonheraldic funeral processions for middle-
glishmen were fairly standardized.With roots
ack to at least the sixteenth century, the street
on had evolved into a largely secular ritual.13

f the evidence for its form and practice may
d in the small woodcuts that are found on
funeral invitations during the late seven-
nd eighteenth centuries.14 But foreign vis-
o made reference to English custom. Henri
a Swiss traveler, described a typical middle-
glican procession:

ing being ready to move (it must be remem-
at I always speak of middling People, among
e Custom of a Nation are most truly to be
one or more Beadles march first, each carrying
aff, at the end of which is a great Apple or Knob
The Minister of the Parish, generally accompa-
ome other Minister, and attended by the Clerk,
xt; and the Body carry’d as I said before, come
him. The Relations in close Mourning, and all
s two by two,make up the rest of the Procession.15

dle, a parish official, invited friends and re-
to assemble at the house of the deceased;
ants wore customary mourning clothing.
fin was covered with a cloth called a pall.
or of clothing and coffin cover was deter-
by the age and marital status of the de-
Heralded by tolling bells, six to eight men
the coffin through the public streets and in-
hurch where services were held. A popular
print, The Repeal, or the Funeral Procession,
meric-Stamp, likely shows another Anglican
cavalcade (fig. 1).16 The child’s coffin rep-
he remains of the 1765 StampAct, repealed
an a year after antitaxation protests by Amer-
lonists. The Reverend “Mr. Anti-Sejanus”
nym used by Reverend W. Scott in letters
on’s Public Advertiser supporting the act)
e procession as officiating minister, fol-
y other supporters, including the attorney
and solicitor general bearing flags repre-

31
the stamp design.
e Anglican priest did not walk in the funeral
ion—a more common practice after the

an Litten, The English Way of Death: The Common Funeral
(London: R. Hale, 1991), 155.
re Gittings, Death, Burial, and the Individual in Early Mod-
d (London: Croom Helm, 1984), 131.
quoted in Litten, The English Way of Death, 143.
e artist Benjamin Wilson (1721–88) was commissioned
is print to convince Parliament to repeal the Stamp Act.
opular that other print makers pirated it. This copy is
ed.
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entatious grief, so prized by vulgar minds.
rage man or woman can claim public atten-
ly at marriage and burial, and on each of
casions a nonentity becomes the center of
n in a ceremonial procession to and from
rch.”20

estant funeral processions in the Middle
an colonies before and just after indepen-
llowedmuch the samepattern. In the poem
h,” published in New York’s Daily Advertiser
, its anonymous author referenced contem-
conventions in describing the missing ele-
n the funeral of a poor but honest man:

im no hearse with sorrow’s weeds was hung,
oach was hir’d, no parish bells were rung;
ultitude of mourners fill’d the road,
e sons alone sustain’d their lonely load!
hristian brethren ventur’d to convene,

. ( John Carter Brown Library, Brown University.)
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race the humble solitary scene;
urate came through hackney’d forms to rave,
arely got what must be had—a grave!
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in extreme circumstances such as epi-
coffins were always made to order until
teenth century. The traditional British cof-
made of English elm, which is waterproof
a grain not prone to split.27 Internal joints

aled with pitch, and the bottom filled with
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ocumented English types in the period
33
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alike.31 Between 1746 and 1747Carpender
ted with twenty-eight different craftsmen
plied gloves, cloth, coffin plate, nails, heral-
tings, sheet and manufactured lead and
ostrich feathers, engraving, and—with two
at the same time—coffins. The Earl of
’s estate paid Carpender over £60 for heral-
alone in the summer of 1747. Coffin plate
a wide variety of gilt, silvered, brass, or lead.

close
it—a
voice
from
Carp
dic fu
The b
In fac
was o

A
grou
years
types
Chur
Lond
furni
one
serve
cloth
(only
three
dle w
tive p
itself
dle f
cutch
occas
tive n
lid or
lid or
as se
“Alth
free
they
der offered single- or double-lidded con-
many including an additional case. Some
ncorporated a lead shell that was soldered

coffin w
Small ta
fore the
rative n
rows, sh
mately
the coff
monly w
status o
children

d., 99.
e Parish coffin of Easingwold in Yorkshire dates from
0 and is hexagonal in shape; its top is made up of two
t come together in the center forming a low gable (ibid.,
ntiquarian literature in England suggests that this form
persisted into the nineteenth century in parts of Devon-
in the north among the “farmers and poorer classes.” The
tiquary (reprint from The Stirling Sentinel ), vol. 2 (1888–
Stirling, Scotland: Cook & Wylie, 1900), 290. In Martin’s
New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1982), Ivor Noël Hume the-
t the use of the gabled lid in England may have been
intended to display the pall—with its heraldic imagery
r advantage, but Litten contends that it is most likely re-
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ive appearance.”100 Studs, one of the pri-
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n, were present in only a little over one-sixth
ocumented examples from Kingston.

for Quakers in the Delaware Valley

odation to the plainness testimony as evi-
in coffin design in theQuaker communities
elaware Valley differed from that in the
und London during the same period. In
hn Head debited the account of Quaker
Arman [Harmer] £2 for “his Sons Cofin
101 Six of his coffins were specifically de-
as ridged, which was one of Head’s most ex-
types. Of the six, members of the Society
ds commissioned at least five. This high
ntation of Quakers as purchasers of expen-
fins should not be viewed as atypical, be-
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bers of the Society of Friends. Names can be correlated
h the minutes of Philadelphia Monthly Meeting or
unt of the deceased Buried in the Buring [sic] ground
lphia, 1688–1807,” manuscript deposited in Friends
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fluence had begun to erode, and the num-
embers of the Society of Friends declined
nments increased.
784 Philadelphia joiner William Savery was
ducing walnut gable-topped coffins for
Quakers even as fashion changed.102 Savery
receipt for the estate of deceased Quaker
ith JosephRichardson: “ToMaking a walnut
ffin with tinned handles for said Richardson
.”103 Given the inflationary environment of
lphia in the period, direct comparison of
inconclusive; however, non-Quakers paid
88 for a mahogany coffin with inscription
d handles and £14 in 1792 for a cloth-
, lined coffin with inscription plate and
, based on David Evans’s account book.104

ral the costs appear comparable, but the
is small.105 By the mid-1780s the walnut ga-
ffin was certainly a much older style. Not all
Philadelphia Quakers chose gabled coffins
nd of the eighteenth century, but the ap-
e of a traditional yet expensive form in pub-
out a pall or other covering, would have
public statement, confirming family status
ficant outlay of funds but also conforming
stimony of plainness.
evout Friends, familial and societal respon-
extended to one’s servants and dependents.
ase of a monthly meeting, this would extend
tes of hospitals and almshouses under its di-
e. In 1775 Joseph Pemberton paid the same
or “a walnut Ridg’d Coffin Silver’d handles
Negro £3.0.0.”106 In 1785, Philadelphia
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illiam Savery was a member of Philadelphia Monthly
ho died in 1787 at the age of 65; his son, also named
avery, became a renowned Quaker minister. The Com-
Twelve contracted with a number of Quaker joiners for
the poor, but most of the receipts have not survived.

ple, 1785 accounts with Jacob Shoemaker, Treasurer,
they paid John Townsend £3 for a coffin for Rebecca
osts of caring for the poor—wood, board, and funeral
were drawn from designated funds and subscriptions.

eceipt, October 5, 1784, Richardson Family Papers,
Winterthur Library.
xcerpts from the Day-Books of David Evans,” 49–51.
muel H. Williamson, “Seven Ways to Compute the Rel-
e of a U.S. Dollar Amount, 1774 to present,” Measuring-
15), http://www.measuringworth.com/uscompare/.
count (copy), February 20, 1775, Savery Family Papers,
8, Winterthur Library.
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Haverford College Quaker Collection, Haverford, PA.
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lnut riged coffin with Best Silvered handles
Burdin” (fig. 17).108 BothDeal and Burdin
or Friends and were financially supported
eeting. The latter had been given the job
ing themeeting house; the former, a widow,
with S[amuel?] Shoemaker. Despite these
als’marginal economic status, both coffins
cognizably costly but not high style. As they
rried through the streets of Philadelphia to
ial ground, they demonstrated the concern
eeting to the end.
aniel Luff’s published journal provides a
insight into one Quaker’s decision-making
in respect to the choice of a coffin. Luff was
are physician who was raised as an Anglican
ame a member of the Society of Friends
. When his first wife, Elizabeth Fisher, died
, he chose a mahogany coffin but recalled
nts made by a Quaker elder at the burial
ven-year-old daughter in 1793:

a valuable woman, and I was willing to show a
to her memory. I directed a mahogany coffin,
my child died, it was intimated to me by a very

ry [sic] elder, Caleb Seal, and member of our
, that the polish on coffins appeared exception-
im, and that he should choose a particular kind
for his coffin, oak; it appeared reasonable that
sh and costly wood with large silver plate, and
ins taken to invite to funerals, has too much of
d pride, and that the love of the world and fear
liness often gives rise and continues us in these
.109

three-year-old son died in 1803, Luff again
d with his decision respecting the burial
er:

ere but few at the burial, being but few invita-
I felt a repugnance in my mind at parade in fu-
nd being somewhat exercised respecting the
coffins and ridging as things unnecessary, I re-
the cabinet maker to have the lid flat, and with-
h, reminding him, at the same time, that it did
eed from fancy, or a desire of being singular,
apprehended, from motives of duty. This same
de a cradle for this child, and I directed it to be
poplar or pine, not of walnut, and without a top,
ty customary;my reasons were, it would bemuch
nd easily moved about … [but] when it was
to my father-in-law’s [house] … he seemed of-

Winterthur Portfolio 49:1
and asked why we did not get a walnut one—or it
ve been painted he said; so that when this duty
d to be presented to my mind… that if [he] saw

iladelphiaMonthlyMeeting,MiscellaneousPapers, February
Haverford College Quaker Collection, Haverford, PA.
rnal of the Life of Nathaniel Luff, M.D., 46.
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without polish and ridging for his child he
ed his father-in-law and worried that his
f flat-topped coffin would be perceived as
. His internal dialogue echoed Woolman’s
at the singularity of wearing an undyed hat
could fuel pride and set him apart from the

’s journal entries imply that ridged coffins
mmon in his southern Delaware Quaker
nity. They also demonstrate that at least
Quakers in this country, the polished wood

by London Friends was exceptionable. But
s on both sides of the Atlantic mostly
d an external wooden case. The journal
am Adams, a Quaker schoolmaster from
own, New Jersey, described a typical burial
er used in his neighborhood at the end of
teenth century. “The coffin was made of
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’ burial sites in the Philadelphia region to
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e the hypothesis that eighteenth-century
s were more likely than the general popula-
hoose old-fashioned, gabled hexagonal cof-
t yet available.112Oneof themost extensively
nted Quaker archaeological sites in the
States is the burial ground in Alexandria,
. Many of the original members of theMeet-
migrated to the area from Bucks County,
vania, in the mid-eighteenth century, and
had served as a burial ground from 1784 un-
90s. Between 1993 and 1995 sixty-six inter-
ere excavated in preparation for an addition
arrett Library and reburied elsewhere on the
y. One-quarter (sixteen) of the coffins were
ned to have had gabled lids, and nine were
ly three of the former had hardware that
e dated to after 1850. It was not possible to
te the eighteenth-century interments from
f the nineteenth century. Nineteen of the
were enclosed within coffin boxes, but there
one iron coffin, dated after 1854.113

aeological and documentary sources indi-
t the gable-lid form evolved as a vernacular
o the first half of the nineteenth century in

verford College Quaker Collection.)
ng Quaker Plainness Testimony in the Eighteenth Century 51
om Pennsylvania and Virginia migrated to Columbiana
was used until 1843. Of the 118 coffins that were iden-
ast nineteen were gabled. See John Robert White, “The
ogical Exhumation of Damascus Friends Burying
17,” Ohio Archaeologist 53, no. 2 (Spring 2003): 26–31.
e use of lead liners did not appear to have been very
in Philadelphia, either, except when burial was delayed
iderable time. Elizabeth Drinker makes mention of the
ly once in connection with an acquaintance whose body
d to Philadelphia for interment. “My husband informs
ody of Mary de Brahm has arrived here from S[ou]th
n a lead coffin. … It was her desire to be buried by her
(Diary of Elizabeth Drinker, 1907).
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irginia, in about 1750, reported that in his
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round in New York City, also conducted by
did not discover any gable-lidded coffins
ite.116 These differences imply that the ver-
style was local to the Philadelphia area.
fact that the gable-lid coffin was consider-
-of-date by the late eighteenth century and
zably more expensive than other forms to
ct would have appealed to AmericanQuaker
rs. Here was a form that demonstrated the
adherence to the plainness testimony as
met familial and societal responsibilities
ide a decent funeral. By the middle of the
nth century it could in no way be ascribed
fashion.” It also deflected the perception

rial in one of Philadelphia’s Quaker burial
s, such as the one at Arch Street, had a penu-
otive (fig. 18). In writing about nonmembers
hed to be interred at Arch Street, diarist

illiam Savery, 1785. (Haverford College Quaker
Winterthur Portfolio 49:1
h Sandwith Drinker voiced a common sus-
namely, “some are desereous [sic] I believe
xpenses.”117 Even after theMeeting required

an Howson and Leonard G. Bianchi, “Coffins,” in New
an Burial Ground Archaeology Final Report, February
p. 10, 255, www.africanburialground.gov/FinalReports
logy/ABG_Ch10FEB.pdf.
ary of Elizabeth Drinker, 1120.
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ny and testimonies in general could vary
ide spectrum, from that of ministers and
o those whose connection to Friends was
. Among the former and the more obser-
akers the fundamental testimonies served
ge against the temptations of the larger so-
d also affirmed ties to family and meeting.
ng the plainness testimony to extremes—

eet Burial Ground, Philadelphia, ca.
.)
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an John Woolman lay on his deathbed in
in 1772, he asked, “What kind of coffins
tly used by Friends here? How the corpse
ally wrapped, &c. and the expense?”118

an had no expectation that customs were
e as in New Jersey, only a conviction that
akers of York had developed a standard
.
t exactly was a plain coffin in the eighteenth
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s could read Fox’s and Penn’s written in-
ns about how to conduct a Quaker funeral,
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hn Woolman and Amelia M. Gummere, The Journal and
hn Woolman (New York: Macmillan, 1922), 324–25. In-
d into the published Woolman journal is an extract of a
William Tuke referencing a conversation that he had

man prior to his decease in 1772: “What kind of coffins
y used by Friends here? How the corpse are usually
&c. and the expense? I told him Friends would be very
bear those charges, in case of his decease; but he was not
should, and therefore, after some consideration, or-
to write the inclosed [sic]: ‘An ash coffin made plain
y manner of superfluities, the corpse wrapped in cheap
e expense of which I leave my wearing clothes to defray,
digging of the grave.’ … He was not willing to have the

de of oak, because it is a wood more useful than ash for
poses.”
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ered coffins popular in the mid-eighteenth
. Thus, some London Quakers ordered po-
ood coffins from Richard Carpender orna-
only with moldings so as to demonstrate
herence to “exemplary plainness of habit,
and deportment, which distinguished our
ers.”120 These coffins were no cheaper than
olstered variety, however, thereby deflect-
icism that the choice was anything other
ligious expression. It did not conceal mo-
miserliness or lack of regard for “decent”
alues. In Philadelphia after 1760 the con-
use of a well-crafted older and no longer
able style—walnut coffins with gabled lids
ave achieved the same end. But the prefer-
a form that reflected the past alsomay have
ed a time whenQuakers dominated political
ial life in the Delaware Valley. And ridging—
h itmight seem superfluous to us in compar-
h a simple pine box—was relatively simple
dwith non-QuakerGeorgeRoss’s “Mahogany
inscription plate, handles & case.”121 In the
practice of the plainness testimony in the

nth century was more complex than merely

Winterthur Portfolio 49:1
ence of ornament, the simplicity of Truth
e of the grave.”
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