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With so many issues and 

causes in the world today, 

the DH folks ponder, 

òWho cares about the wall-

paper?ó  In fact they posed 

a slightly different version 

of the question, òWhy is 

the DHõs wallpaper im-

portant,ó to members of 

the Museum community 

and received some incisive 

comments.  See the re-

sponses within.   

The questions weighed 

heavy on the Museum dur-

ing the past year because 

the masonry patterned wall-

paper (marble ashlar is the 

term used for the design) 

installed in 2002 was com-

ing off of the walls in the 

DHõs iconic stair hall.  Af-

ter a series of repairs over 

the years, wallpaper experts 

offered no alternative other 

than to remove the paper, 

repair the surface of the 

wall and put up new paper.   

The marble ashlar paper 

should have lasted 40 years, 

yet in eleven years it was 

not sticking and could not 

be made to adhere in visi-

ble exhibit areas.  There 

were several causes includ-

ing the high velocity air 

conditioning system (new 

in 2002) blasting air onto 

the paper as well as the 

humid environment in 

which we live in the Low-

country.  However, the 

truest determined  causes 

were insufficient prep work 

and a òbad layer of paint.ó  

Wallpaper expert Jesse 

Coopersmith concluded, 

òThe failures are caused by 

poor adherence of the oil 

primer layer, which when 

split, separated from the 

wall.  If oil paint had not 

been used, 

and a 

resin 

type pri-

mer 

would 

have 

been 

used in-

stead, the 

failure would have been far 

less likely.  If a lining paper 

had been used as well, this 

type of failure might have 

been avoided.ó   

Because the DHõs stand-

ards had been set so high in 

the 2002 restoration ð hir-

ing the most prominent 

expert on Savannah interi-

ors, using nationally recog-

nized paint analysis expert 

and utilizing only hand-

blocked wallpapers created 

using historical methods ð 

this latest wallpaper issue 

proved a challenge, particu-

larly with regard to money, 

time and finding the best 

people to do the job.  

Thankfully, the DH En-

dowment Directors saw the 

DH Wal lpaper  Project:    
From Marble Ashlar to Ribbon Trellis  
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projectõs value, òIt had to be 

fixed,ó and agreed to use a por-

tion of the funds available to 

correct the problem.   This of 

course meant/means that the 

Museum must shoulder funding 

of operations primarily through 

earned income since Endow-

ment funds were committed to 

the project.  The next concern 

was timing, since the Museum 

makes much of its òlivingó 

through admissions, the work 

had to be scheduled so as not to 

conflict with visitation.  As DH 

director Jamie Credle said, òThe 

only good time for this project 

was the second week of Janu-

ary!ó   

Thankfully the Museum knew 

the best people to produce and 

to hang new wallpaper.  In 2009 

the Museum hired Alan Cooper-

smith to assist with the adher-

ence problem.  His son, Jesse, 

who took over the business fol-

lowing his fatherõs untimely 

death, was the one the DH 

looked to hang new paper.  Get-

ting new paper offered an op-

portunity to address what had 

become one of the Museumõs 

biggest interpretive challenges.  

òPeople pretty much hated the 

marble ashlar paper.  Visitors in 

person and on social media 

were vocal and often harsh in 

their disdain for the design even 

with assurance that it was in-

deed appropriate and authen-

tic.ó  The DH acquired the pa-

per from Adelphi Wallpapers in 

2002.  The firm is highly regard-

ed, and as wallpaper expert 

Mary Ellen Higginbotham says, 

òThey are the only company 

making quality papers these 

days.ó  And as luck would have 

it the marble ashlar was no long-

er available.   

The question then became, 

òWhat pattern would be appro-

priate for the Museumõs most 

important vista ð the Entrance 

Hall and Stairs.  Should it 

choose another masonry pat-

tern?  Prominent wallpaper con-

sultants were adamant that ma-

sonry patterns were òthe most 

compellingó patterns for early 

19th century hallways in Ameri-

ca.  

This is where timing comes in.  

In April of last year, Steve Lar-

son from Adelphi Wallhangings 

sent staff photos of five layers 

of wallpaper from an unknown 

house in Savannah that was òto 

become a bank.ó  He said two 

of the patterns were appropriate 

to the DHõs time period and 

would be right for the Entrance 

Hall. As the Museum was grap-

pling with what to do, the Major 

John Berrien House, which had 

been derelict for decades, was 

undergoing an astonishing 

transformation both inside and 

out just one block from the 

DH.  Through the commitment 

of Berrien descendant Andrew 

Jones, his ancestral home was 

receiving state-of-the-art preser-

vation.  Passersby could see 

what was happening on the out-

side, but learning about what 

was happening on the inside 

²éÁġ ìě ìāĔĈėġÁĂġ ÁÎĈĥġ  
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DANIEL  CAREY, PRESIDENT  AND  CEO, 

H ISTORIC SAVANNAH  FOUNDATION  

This is far more than just about wallpa-

per.  This is about research, analysis and exe-

cution.  So when people visit the Davenport 

House Museum, they can be confident of our 

commitment to upholding the highest stand-

ards of good scholarship and stewardship.   

 

DAVID  BLOOMQUIST , MEMBER  OF THE  

DAVENPORT  H OUSE ENDOWMENT   

DIRECTORS 

Having walls covered in decorative paper, at 

the time, was an important indication of taste 

and means.  Selecting the right paper is as 

important as selecting the right tie or neck-

lace. When done well it not only completes 

but complements oneõs proper appearance, 

which in turn is the best outward indicator of 

oneõs station on life. 

 

KATHY  H ORNE , CHAIRMAN  OF THE  

BOARD OF H ISTORIC SAVANNAH   

FOUNDATION  

DH always makes every effort to see that 

history is accurately represented; thus it is 

important that where possible, all facets of 

the house are authentic.  We were extremely 

fortunate to have the opportunity to confirm 

that our new wallpaper is an accurate repre-

sentation of wall coverings from the period 

when the residence was home to the Daven-

port family.   

 

H OWARD ZAR, EXECUTIVE  DIRECTOR , 

LYNDHURST /NTP, T ARRYTOWN, NY 

This ain't just wallpaper. This is the visual 

representation of how independence and de-

mocracy led to widespread affluence and the 

ability to express individual taste that finan-

cial and political freedom allow. 

 

Visitors to the U.S. during the period de-

scribed how Americans were out making 

money and had the types of possessions that 

were only common to aristocrats in Europe. 

This sense of our homes and possessions 

Continued on next page 



was left up to speculation by 

the curious.   

Preservationists in Savannah 

had long known that upstairs 

in the Berrien House was 

òan intact ballroomó and 

that there were òlayers and 

layers of wallpaper.ó  In fact 

the corroborating evidence 

for the marble ashlar paper 

for the DH hallway was 

from a fragment of paper 

taken from the Berrien 

House in 2003.   Unable to 

find anything other than a 

photocopy of this paper, 

staff asked workers at the 

Berrien House if they could 

enter the house to see for 

themselves what wallpaper 

was there.  Drew Glenn, 

Structural Engineer with J.T. 

Turner Construction, was 

accommodating and said 

when originally contacted 

that òI feel like I work in a 

wallpaper store!ó  He escort-

ed staff on a hard-hat tour 

and on what turned out to 

be a revelation.  There be-

fore them were layers and 

layers of wallpaper ð all the 

wallpapers sent from 

Adelphi of the òunknown 

house in Savannah.ó  As they 

walked into the parlor level 

space the first layer of wall-

paper ð the òyoungestó layer 

ð was the masonry paper the 

DH has mistakenly said for 

years was from the 1820s.  

Being òthe youngestó paper 

it certainly could not have 

been used in the Davenport 

House in the 1820s. 

Two patterns emerged as 

appropriate ð one a diaper 

pattern (meaning all over 

geometric pattern) and one 

was ribbon pattern.  After 

much discussion, measuring 

and contemplation, a DH 

committee decided on what 

would become Berrien 

House Ribbon Trellis, a 

brand-new pattern created as 

an exact copy of what dates 

to1810-20 in the Berrien 

House.  The DH received a 

discount on the papers by 

going in half on the creation 

of the three blocks required 

to make the paper with 

Adelphi.  Berrien House 

project manager David Kel-

ley did further research into 

the papers found at the Ber-

rien House and discovered a 

border which coordinates 

with the diaper/Ribbon 

Trellis paper.   

Much communication was 

had between Adelphi and 

Jesse Coopersmith over the 

summer and fall, but the DH 

folk remained unknowing 

and unprepared for the cru-

cial missing step --- plaster 

work.  The job required so 

much more than pulling 

down the old paper and put-

ting new up.   They did not 

fully understand the original 

expressing who we are is very American and still part 

of our lives today. While it might have been the 

choice of wallpaper in the early 19th century, today 

it's our car and our kitchen appliances, but essentially, 

it's the same thing. 

 

JOHN  SOREL , DOCENT  AND  MEMBER  OF THE  

DAVENPORT  H OUSE COMMITTEE  

It is the very first impression for most of our visitors.  

It is what they see when they enter the fine entrance 

hall. It tells these visitors what we stand for -- preser-

vation in its finest form. We can share the story of 

how and why we chose the wallpaper pattern as an 

example of exemplary guardianship.   

 

MARYELLEN  H IGGINBOTHAM , INDEPENDENT  

SCHOLAR  

My research indicates that Georgians enjoyed 

"papered walls" throughout the nineteenth-century.  

The DH is a specific and an early example of this lit-

tle appreciated fact. 

 

M ILLS  MORRISON, JR., CHAIRMAN  OF  

DAVENPORT  H OUSE ENDOWMENT  DIRECTORS 

The job of interpreting historic houses is all about 

details, such as furnishings, decorating styles and wall-

paper, among other things.  Attention to the small 

details is what separates the authentic museum house 

from the rest. 

 

N ANCY WHITE , RETIRED  HISTORY  PROFESSOR AT 

ARMSTRONG STATE  UNIVERSITY  AND  MEMBER  

OF THE  DAVENPORT  H OUSE COMMITTEE  

The wallpaper, newly installed at the DH, like any 

other historical artifact and especially those of the 

decorative arts, is very important, because it tells us 

about the daily life - experience - the tastes, values, 

and points of view - of those who precede us; the 

voices from Savannah's past which helps us to better 

appreciate the present. 

 

STEVE  LARSON, CO-OWNER OF ADELPHI   

WALLHANGINGS , SHARON  SPRING , NY 

The wallpaper at the Isaiah Davenport House not 

only defines and unifies the structure of the hall and 

stairway but also personalizes the home; the playful 

yet bold pattern points to very specific and confident 

tastes of the owner and, by extension, the culture in 

general. Continued on next page 



problem.  After the old paper was taken down the 

plaster had to be repaired and the walls reskimmed 

to the paper hangerõs specifications in order for him 

to guarantee his work.  Preston Miller of Two 

Brothers handled the plaster work during nine days 

in January.  Following that, and for the next three 

weeks, working from 8 p.m. to 8 a.m., Jesse Cooper-

smith prepped the walls, applied a lining paper and 

then installed the new paper and border which now 

hangs in the Museumõs Entrance Hall.  On visiting 

the site in late January just as the paper was being 

applied former HSF Executive Director Mark 

McDonald said, òBoy, the new paper really warms 

up the hallway.ó  We hope you will agree.   

While we did not go for the most compelling wall-

paper, the DH choose and helped create a paper 

that we know for sure was used in a home across 

the street from the the Davenportsõ home on Co-

lumbia Square.  It is a paper they would have known 

and hopefully liked.  We hope you like it too!  Come 

see it! 

Continued:  Wallpaper 


