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The post-Revolutionary years to the mid 1840's was the heyday for New England wall stenciling. Imported French wallpaper had become high fashion for affluent families, but what became the art of wall stenciling filled the void for those of more meager means. Intricate and fancy French designs were copied by some, but the most popular and lasting stencils of the period were the simple, yet elegant patterns of Moses Eaton and his son Moses, Jr., which have become the standard for wall stencilers today. 

Moses Eaton moved from Massachusetts to Hancock, NH in 1792, where Moses, Jr. was born four years later. Young Moses apprenticed to his father as a youth, and it is recorded that the two worked together on at least one home in Bradford, NH. They appear to have used many of the same patterns and colors, so it often is difficult to determine whether father or son actually did the work. By 1814, young Moses was an accomplished stenciler. At age 18, when young men usually left home, Moses began his itinerant years traveling around New England and the northeast where he prolifically plied his trade for the next quarter century. His penchant for repeating simple designs such as swag and pendants representing the liberty bell in post Revolutionary America, the oak leaf representing strength and loyalty, the willow representing everlasting life, the pineapple representing hospitality, and hearts representing love and happiness became widely popular then and are still reproduced today. 

Young Moses had the eye of a fanner with a sense of color and design. He liked vivid hues, and it is believed dark green was his favorite color. His patterns sometimes were stenciled on natural plaster or whitewashed walls, but more often were placed on his characteristic muted background shades of raspberry, dove gray, and sunny or ochre yellow. 

When Moses was 24 he joined ranks with Rufus Porter, the now renowned mural painter, also from the same area of New Hampshire, for a short period of time, and the two painted rooms for clients, purportedly for $10 per room. Rufus Porter is known to have painted murals in the Dimond house at 207 Main Street across from the Town Hall in Danville, now owned by the Howlands. 

Sometime between 1814 and the mid 1830's Moses Eaton visited Hawke (Danville), and stenciled several rooms in the house at 202 Sandown Road, then owned by the Elisha Batchelder family, and now owned by Charles Coffin and Vallance Wickens. Section 7 of the book, Early American Wall Stencils In Color by Alice Bancroft Fjelstul and Patricia Brown with Barbara Marhoefer, E.F. Dutton, 1982, reads as follows... 

"Mid Eighteenth Century Farmhouse, Danville, New Hampshire" 

"The stenciling in this large farmhouse on a twisting country lane in southeast New Hampshire had been hidden by layers of wallpaper until it was discovered in the mid 1950's by a new owner.” (the Newins? Ed.) 

"Three rooms had been stenciled, and the patterns are shown here. The front hall was painted gray and stenciled in green and red; the patterns are illustrated here in creamy apricot and light brown. The parlor was painted ochre and stenciled in green and red.   A bedroom was painted with a raspberry wash and stenciled in green and red. Two willows were stenciled over a mantel, and they alternated with baskets of flowers.” 

Mr. Coffin reports that more stenciling was discovered later in another front room, now used as a kitchen. 

Many years after his death in 1882, Moses Eaton's stencil kit with all of his patterns was discovered in his daughter's attic in Dublin, NH. It was eagerly acquired by an avid New England stencil advocate, and now is the property of the Society for the Preservation of New England Antiquities in Boston. The patterns have been extensively copied and reproduced. 

New England stenciling became a desirable and widely executed art form of its day, epitomized by the work of its most prolific master. Its popularity endures in no small way as a tribute to Moses Eaton. 

