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The Sutton-Peirson House at its original locatiar8@ Aborn St., early 2bcentury.

In March of 2009, the Peabody Historical Sociatgared a property of historic and architectural
significance when it purchased the Sutton-Peirgarsé. The house at 83 Aborn Street was built ard8dd@
on one of the oldest streets in Peabody. A fixaméborn Street for over a century, the house h#ldrf into
disrepair upon the death of its last owner anddahe threat of demolition. Recognizing the oppuoitiuto
preserve a part of Peabody’s past, the Peabodgritiat Society purchased the house and moved tityan
halves, onto the Historical Society’s property & fdocks away on Washington Street.

The Sutton-Peirson house was built for Galnéfilliam Sutton, a
former militia commander, state senator, and pnaspewool
merchant, as a wedding present for his daughtealdith upon her
marriage to Abel Peirson. The paired gables, \myged details with
trefoil motifs, and the lancet window on the thilabr, make the
house a prime example of the nascent Gothic Rewigalement in
American architecture in the mid-1@entury. But while the exterior
remains forever frozen in neo-Gothic splendor,itiberior of the
Sutton-Peirson house has seen many decorative styfee and go
during the past one-hundred and sixty-two yearsviNwe is this
more apparent than in the wallpaper that coveredwls of the
house.

The use of wallpaper has been recorded dsafzdc as the late 15
century, and gained popularity in Europe duringRemaissance. At
General William Sutton  that time, it was a luxury reserved for the rictoacould afford the
large sheets of paper that were painstakingly @ditly hand, one repeat at a time, from wooden block
But wallpaper production and, consequently, congiompchanged in the ¥&entury.The invention of
the steam-powered printing press in England in 188ved wallpaper to be mass-produced, making
wallpaper affordable to the middle classes. Duthgindustrial Revolution, further improvements wer
made in the mass production of wallpaper, mosthipta 1841 when the English firm of Potters of
Darwin developed a steam machine with an improvethod of printing paper. Earlier machines used
cylinders with the designs engraved into the serfacprint paper in the same manner as textiles wer
printed. Potters’ machine, by contrast, used raiesigns on a cylinder, which were more effective i
printing on paper. This machine transformed thelpction of machine-printed wallpaper in Englandj an
subsequently in the United States when, in 184AHbwell Factory of Philadelphia imported the first
English steam-powered wallpaper printing machinArterica. These improvements in production led to a



vogue for wallpaper that reached its height dutivegVictorian era, which became known as the “Golde
Age of Wallpaper.”

In keeping with this vogue for wall decorationgeyroom in the Sutton-Peirson house was
covered in wallpaper. At the time the Peabody Histb Society acquired the house, all of the roovese
still covered with wallpaper, albeit contemporafpwever, renovations undertaken by the Peabody
Historical Society have revealed in many of thememlder wallpapers that were hidden for years ane
the contemporary ones. Some rooms reveal tracas iwiany as four layers of wallpaper spanning severa
decades. Peeling back these layers of wallpapiéeipeeling back the layers of history as toldtigh the
decorative styles of the past 162 years.

Most of the rooms on the first two floors of thett®n-Peirson house are covered in modern wallpaper.
But when small sections of these papers were pesleg, previous layers of wallpapers were revealed.
Areas where crown molding was removed also revealdel wallpaper. While most of these papers date
to the nineteenth and early twentieth centuriesy tire rather unremarkable: geometric repeat pattar
saccharine florals that could date from any timerduthe Victorian era. But the Sutton-Peirson lehas
yielded a few surprises in the form of stunninglpeagbers that truly reflect the periods in whichytheere
first hung.

The modern wallpapers on the first and secoratdloeflect the decorative tastes of the house’s
most recent occupants, but the third floor attioctams reminders of the house’s first occupantzabkth
and Abel Peirson. This is apparent even beforereaehes the attic in the imitation parquetry fldottc
covering the steps of the staircase leading upddttird floor. Floorcloths were canvas oilclothattwere
printed to mimic parquet flooring, tile, or marblehey were used as a popular and cheaper altegrtativ
carpeting in the 18and 19' centuries. Climbing up the narrow, winding stasréike stepping back in
time. Tiny attic bedrooms are still decorated witim-of-the-twentieth century wallpapers in the Art
Nouveau style. But the third-floor hallway revetis oldest wallpapers in the house — four wallhree
different papers spanning six decades — refle¢lingconstantly changing tastes in wall adornmenindu
the 19" century.

It was common practice during the nineteenth agrttuuse leftover wallpaper to insulate the attic
walls. While older wallpaper would have been rentbivethe living areas of a Victoria house to makeyw
for newer wallpaper, any spare wallpaper would Haeen pasted over the older wallpaper in the &ttie.
attic of the Sutton-Peirson house reveals threertagf wallpaper. The first layer, which remains
uncovered on one part of the attic wall, is theestdvallpaper in the house and dates from thelBd@s.
Like the exterior of the house, it is in the GotRievival style. It features a Neo-Gothic desigm of
medieval tower with trefoil motifs against a baakgnd of bright green. The discovery of synthetic
pigments during the {9century led to a greater palette of colors in palers. One of these chemically-
derived colors was a bright emerald green likegifeeen in the Sutton-Peirson wallpaper, which has
remained surprisingly vibrant due to the paper&atmn on a back wall of the attic away from direct
sunlight. While beautiful, this shade of green dopifove hazardous, even deadly. The emerald gaen c
used in many mid-1®century wallpapers was derived from copper arseaithemical compound
containing arsenic. Papers containing copper deseruld release arsine gas, which, when inhalethéy
people who lived within the walls that were papenith it, would sicken them. Indeed, this is how th
color known as “poison green” got its name. Onlgroiical analysis can determine if the paper in the
Sutton-Peirson house is an “arsenical” paper.ninewvent, Elizabeth and Abel Peirson may not haenb
aware that the paper in their attic was potentiakyc. It was never removed, merely papered ovar —
change probably borne more out of the fickle tastd&ctorian home decoration than out of any safet
concerns.



Oldest wallpaper in the Sutton-Peirson house, &g 1840s. The Gothic Revival motifs reflect the-Ne
Gothic exterior of the house

By the 1850s, French tastes in wallpaper lsupped the English-inspired
Gothic style. Inexpensive copies of French Secamgiee wallpapers
adorned American walls during the third quartethef 19" century. The
second layer of wallpaper in the attic stairwedlttees acanthus leaves in C-
and-S scrolls, features of the French Rococo styfilar in decorative arts
during the 18 century and most notably associated with the refgrouis
XV. These elements were resuscitated in the mitieEtury as the Rococo
Revival. This Rococo Revival wallpaper was pasteectly over the Neo-
Gothic wallpaper, indicating the homeowners’ tagtelsome decoration
shifting along with that of the nation’s from Ergflito French wallpapers.
But by the last quarter of the L @entury, taste in wallpapers again
fluctuated back to the English styles.

In the 1880s, the fussy florals and overbl®erolls of the French styles
of wallpaper again gave way to English styles. Heaveduring this period
Rococo Revival wallpaper, c. 1860s English decorative arts were undergoing a reforonafl he Arts and Crafts

. N '"_Movement, led by William Morris, and the Aesthalovement,

pasted over the Gothic Revival paper as ; . :
tastes changed from English to I:renchchamploneq by John Ru_skln, heralded a move away fmachine-produced

styles. g_oods dev0|d_of or|g|.naI|ty and_gogd taste and_ mmandicra.fted,

visually pleasing design. Starting in the 18604)i&¥h Morris himself

designed wallpaper that was produced in Engladdsabsequently
sold in America. His style is easily recognizalésturing large, curvilinear flowers and leavesiaturally
derived pigmentsThe Centennial Exhibition of 1876 in Philadelphidnibited many of the new styles of
English wallpapers, further popularizing the AntelaCrafts and Aesthetic movements in America. But
authentic Arts and Crafts wallpapers and other gamere expensive because they were painstakingly
made by hand. In America, they were even more esiperbecause they were imported from England. By
the 1880s, many American wallpaper manufacturerg wmulating Morris’s designs through mass-
produced, inexpensive wallpaper. These mass-prddieevatives of the Arts and Crafts goods ultirate
led to the downfall of the Arts and Crafts movemeatause they were so inexpensive. The third wadipa
over the attic stairway of the Sutton-Peirson haikted and embossed designs. The border papeeabov
this wallpaper and over one doorway is indicatif/éhe trend in decorative border papers that slartehe
mid-19" century. This border paper is also gilded, wittydized leafy pattern that compliments the floral
motif of the main wallpaper. This paper and bomrddlect the deviatioof mass-produced design the
farther removed it is from its original source. Tuse of gilding with a William Morris-inspired desi is a
stylistic oxymoron: the Arts and Crafts movemenindohave eschewed the sumptuousness of gilt irrfavo
of pastoral simplicity.



Arts & Crafts-style wallpaper, c. 1880s-1890s

The house at 83 Aborn Street remained in thes@eifamily until 1903, when Elizabeth and
Abel’'s daughter Mary sold the house to Mary A. Bmgwho lived in the house with her parents, Mary E
and Samuel Dukelow. The Dukelows had emigratedn@rca from Ireland in 1882. Their purchase of a
home in Peabody reflects the changing demograjgiiite town, as more immigrants moved to the area
and worked in the leather industries. Mary Drapesd in the house until 1944. The attic bedroonfigbf
the third floor staircase still look as they muavé when Mary Draper and her family first livedréheArt-
Nouveau-style papers still adorn the walls, a défife one for each room. Art Nouveau was a style of
decorative arts that is characterized by organghh stylized, curvilinear forms found in natusjch as
flowers and plants. It was a reaction td"t@ntury “academic art’” movements such as Neociassiand
Romanticism, and reached its height of popularibyf 1890 to 1905. In one room which served as the
servant’s bedroom, the servant’s bell is still
attached to the wall, though it is no longer
functional. The small wooden bed in which its last
occupant slept is still in its original locationaagst
one wall. A large, leafy Art Nouveau wallpaper
decorates this room. The wallpaper itself is of a
relatively basic design. Rather it is what
“decorates” this wallpaper that makes this room the
most fascinating of all the rooms in the Sutton-
Peirson house. The person who last occupied this
room had pasted on every wall clippings from
magazines. Patriotic images of military generals,
ships, and an image of Emanuel Leutze’s
Washington Crossing the Delawadecorate the
two long walls of the room, perhaps a reflection of ) ) . o )
patriotismduring World War One. But on the wall Detail of wallpaper with magazine clippings in
over the bed this occupant lived a vicarious life, the servant's attic bedroom.
one decidedly more glamorous than a daily routfngdoonestic servitude. Pasted on the wallpaper theer
bed’s headboard are several pictures of unidedtifien and women. They all have the same quality to
them, like publicity photographs of early starst#ge and screen, clipped from magazines and pasted
the bed where they could be seen first thing imtleening and last thing at night. For an existetet
may have been meager or dull, it was the occupantal but meaningful way of personalizing his er h
surroundings. It is in this room that one gets aujge sense of the human element of the housendéamg;
us today of the people who not only occupied it lived in it over the past 162 years.



