
The Shakers:



In 1787, a handful of Believers “gathered 
into order” on the mountain overlooking 
New Lebanon, New York, to create a heaven 
on earth. Believing that perfection was  
possible, members of this religious community 
were determined to establish their holy city 
and to live their lives in purity, apart from 
the common course of the world.

As the United States grew and took shape, 
the Shakers stood apart, holding up a 
model of what was possible – a healthy  
society that eschewed war, practiced  
equality among men and women, supported 
equality among races, and lived communal 
lives of shared work and their Christian 
faith. Led by their Central Ministry at 
Mount Lebanon until 1933, and, still  
practicing their faith today at Sabbathday 
Lake, in New Gloucester, Maine, the  
Shakers are America’s largest and longest-
lived experiment in communal Utopianism.
 
Many of the things the Shakers created— 
their objects, village buildings and land-
scape, and their writings—have been seen 
as expressions of their remarkable dedication 

to this set of ideals. Although this idea has 
been brought into question in recent years, 
indeed by the Shakers themselves at  
Sabbathday Lake, there is little doubt that 
the Shakers have in various ways influenced 
the subsequent history of American design, 
religion, and social reform. From Mount 
Lebanon to the World:  The Shakers explores 
their many creations, with special emphasis 
on the important role of Mount Lebanon, 
the spiritual and administrative center of 
the Shaker world. In addition, it explores 
how the Shakers’ material culture was a 
fundamental component of their interac-
tions with the outside world, in developing 
means of living and working in community 
as well as in the ways in which they purveyed 
their wares as a means of promoting their 
existence and assuring their communities’ 
survival. The exhibition will also reveal to a 
largely unaware public that the Shakers are 
still with us, seeking new ways to maintain 
their community in today’s world.  

The collection at the Shaker Museum| 
Mount Lebanon in Old Chatham, New 
York, is the largest, broadest, deepest and 
arguably the best collection of Shaker  
material in the world, with more than 
60,000 objects spanning more than 200 
years of Shaker history. Founded in 1950 
as the first museum in the world devoted 
to the Shakers, it evolved from museum 
founder John S. Williams’ relationship with 
members of the Mount Lebanon, Canterbury, 
Hancock and Sabbathday Lake communities 
and his dedication to preserving the  
Shakers’ legacy. His collection formed the 
basis of The Shaker Museum|Mount Lebanon, 
which has grown significantly since. While 
objects from its collection have been lent  
to numerous exhibitions, this is the first 
major undertaking to focus on pieces from 
the Mount Lebanon community.  

The Shaker Museum’s 2004 purchase of the 
North Family portion of the Mount Lebanon
site expanded the museum’s holdings and 

Stove with Super Heater, 
c.1840 Maker Unknown
Pleasant Hill, Kentucky
Cast iron, wood 
27 ⅛" x 14 ⅝" x 35”        
Collection of the Shaker 
Museum| Mount Lebanon, 
New Lebanon, New York, 
1957.9523.1
Photo by Michael Fredericks

Painted bucket with handle 
(miniature), c.1880                                                                                   
Brother Rufus Crossman 
(1799-1891) Mount 
Lebanon, New York, North 
Family 2 ⅞" x 4 ⅛" 
Collection of the Shaker 
Museum| Mount Lebanon, 
New Lebanon, New York, 
4159                                          
Photo by Alan LaValle

Brethrens’ Meeting  
Uniform, c.1870 Elder Otis 
Sawyer (1815-1884) with 
shirt of Brother Ransom 
Gillman (1819-1886)
Wool hat, coat, vest, pants; 
suede and wool boots;  
cotton shirt; wood and  
ivory walking stick
Collection of the United 
Society of Shakers,  
Sabbathday Lake, Inc.
Photo by Alan LaValle
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mission to include the preservation of this 
National Historic Landmark, which has 
been recognized by the World Monuments 
Fund in 2004 and 2006 as one of the 
world’s 100 most significant endangered 
sites. The museum is currently undertaking 
a major stabilization and restoration project 
at the North Family, which will include the 
construction of a new museum and storage 
facility. As a result, the museum is currently 
closed and its collections are available for 
loan.  Its extraordinary holdings are being 
made available to a wider public, in part to 
bring attention to its comprehensive plans at 
Mount Lebanon, arguably the most important 
of all Shaker sites across the United States.  

The breadth and depth of this collection 
allows for a comprehensive exploration of 
the Shakers’ rich material culture. There are 
outstanding examples of Shaker furniture: 
chairs, chests, cupboards, and tables, but 
with a specific emphasis on their purpose.  
Many large-scale chests, for example, were 
as large as they were because they were 
made to store the belongings of the multiple 
occupants of a given dwelling, a natural 
result of living communally. Other pieces, 
such as tailor’s counters, were constructed to 
allow women members of the community 
to make and repair clothing for their Shaker 
brothers and sisters. Other pieces reflect 
the ingenuity of Shaker furniture makers 
to create pieces for specific needs, such as a 
rocking armchair adapted as a wheelchair.  
Other objects similarly reflect the communal 
context for which they were made. Wooden 
bowls, both turned and carved, were made 
in large numbers for food preparation and 
for serving at communal meals. Baskets 
were made in all sizes and shapes to perform  
a wide variety of functions in Shaker 
villages that grew their own food, raised 
livestock, made and laundered their own 
clothes, and carried things of all kinds from 
one spot to another.  

These physical manifestations of providing 
for the community were governed by the 
need to do so in as efficient a manner as 
possible. It is sometimes easy to over- 
look the fact that Shaker villages, most of 
which were founded as the effects of the 
Industrial Revolution were increasingly 
felt across America, took on the character 
of industrial enterprises. Growing crops, 
making textiles, logging, splitting firewood, 
milling lumber, and diverting and damming 
streams to provide water power for mills on 



Shaker sites that typically encompassed 
thousands of acres were done to enable 
growing communities to survive and 
indeed thrive.  

One tangible result of this industriousness 
was the Shakers’ construction of various 
tools and machines that made their tasks 
easier, including a cobbler’s bench, shoe and 
hat molds, a laundry press, an auger, and a 
mortising machine. Their industriousness 
extended even to the design and construction  
in 1822 of a horse-drawn fire engine, a 
piece of equipment vital to the protection  
of the Shaker community, but also used  
by the Shakers in the case of fire at  
nearby communities. 

This interaction with “world,” as the Shakers 
called it, extended not only to the embrace of 
technologies that increased their efficiency 
and thus simplified their own lives, but also 
to the production of goods sold to the out-
side world. Most notable among them were, 
of course, their chairs, sold by catalogue by 
the mid-nineteenth century and which  
appeared at the 1876 Centennial Exhibition 
in Philadelphia. Mops and brooms were 
also made for sale, both at Mount Lebanon 
and other Shaker sites, including Sabbathday 
Lake, and through the Shakers’ own travels 
to outside communities. The Shaker seed 
and herbal medicine businesses were 
expanded by their members’ selling trips 
during the summer months. The Shaker 
Museum|Mount Lebanon collection 
includes outstanding samples from each of 
these enterprises, including a broomcorn 
sorting bin, a broom-making table, and 
examples of the many types of brooms and 
mops made at Mount Lebanon.

As a result, From Mount Lebanon to the 
World  demonstrates the diverse activities  
in which the Shakers were involved, and 
the diversity of their material culture—to 
a degree de-aestheticizing their material 
culture in favor of considering the  
fundamental challenges of seeking to be 
a self-sustaining community governed by 
specific religious tenets. These tenets are 
featured in several key texts written and 
published by the Shakers themselves, most 
notably their so-called Millennial Laws, 
first printed in 1823 and revised twice more 
in the nineteenth century. These and other 

books written, printed, and published by 
the Shakers elucidate their beliefs and the 
rules that governed their everyday lives.

The Farnsworth’s pursuit of this project is 
directly related to its mission – established 
more than sixty years ago shortly after its 
founding in 1948 – to celebrate Maine’s  
role in American art. The Shakers founded 
communities at Alfred and Sabbathday 
Lake, Maine, in 1793, and another short-
lived one in Gorham in 1807. Many visitors 
will be surprised to learn the Shakers are 
still with us–three Shakers live at Sabbathday 
Lake, the last surviving Shaker community 
in the world. Their presence there, living 
and working in what is also a publicly  
accessible historic site known as Sabbathday 
Lake Shaker Village, a National Historic 
Landmark, has provided the Farnsworth 
with a unique opportunity to celebrate the 
state’s Shaker heritage. While the Maine 
Shaker villages were colloquially referred 
to as “the least in the east” due to their 
relatively small numbers and the challenges 
of creating self-sustaining communities in 
the harsh climate and soils of rural interior 
Maine, they gradually became among the 
most prosperous of Shaker sites in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  
As the Shaker communities elsewhere 
declined in number and resources, those in 
Maine, consolidated eventually at Alfred 
and Sabbathday Lake, continued.  

One reason was the resourcefulness of 
Shaker members and Shaker leadership at 
the two villages, exemplified in their  
ability to make and sell goods for the 
outside world. Their so-called “fancy goods,” 

poplar boxes and containers among them, 
as well as the better known oval boxes, were 
peddled by the Shakers to the growing 
number of summer residents and resorts, 
including the Samoset in Rockland and, 
literally down the road from Sabbathday 
Lake, at the Poland Springs resort.  

Another significant aspect of the Shakers in 
Maine has to do with their furniture design.  
During the late nineteenth century Shaker 
brothers at Sabbathday Lake designed and 
built furniture that, like their predecessors 
at other Shaker communities in the early 
nineteenth century, generally followed but 
diverted from then current American 
furniture design. Hence the works from 
both the museum and the Shaker community 
at Sabbathday Lake exemplify Victorian 
design as adapted in innovative fashion by 
the Shakers in Maine. This material has 
been vastly underappreciated by a Shaker 
literature and marketplace which values  
so-called Shaker “Classic Period” pieces 
that emphasize notions of simplicity that 
correspond to both actual and perceived  
tenets of Shaker beliefs. The Sabbathday 
Lake Shakers’ later nineteenth-century 
furniture is firmly rooted, however, in a 
long-standing progressive Shaker tradition 
of adapting their needs to current trends 
and technologies. Another example of this 
are the photographs of the Sabbathday 
Lake community taken by Shaker Brother 
Delmer Wilson in the early decades of 
the twentieth century. They reveal a keen 
aesthetic sense as well as an obvious  
understanding of the prevailing aesthetics 
of contemporary pictorialist photography 
– another demonstration of the Shakers’ 
separation from and willingness to interact 
with the “world.”  

An important and exciting aspect of this 
section of the exhibition, Sabbathday  
Lake and the Shakers in Maine, is that  
the Farnsworth is collaborating with the  
community at Sabbathday Lake in the 
selection of works from its 10,000-object 
collection, participation in educational 
programming, and preparation of the  
catalogue. Rarely, if ever, have the  
Shakers assumed such a role in a project  
of this scope to tell their own story.  

A Word of Notice, Love & 
Blessing from Abraham 
of Old, March 2, 1845                                                                               
Sister Polly Ann Reed 
(1818-1881) Mount 
Lebanon, New York                                                                                                                       
Ink on green paper
8 ⅛" x 4 ⅛" 
Collection of the United 
Society of Shakers,  
Sabbathday Lake, Inc.                                                    
Photo by Alan LaValle

(L-R) Shaving shovel, wood, 
metal, 52 ⅜" x 14 ⅝" x 3 ⅓", 
1950.3485.                                                                
Snow Shovel, pine, maple, 
iron, 56 ½" x 15 ⅜" x 5 ⅛" 
1950.3355.1  
Spading Fork, wood, metal, 
42 ¾" x 8 ⅞" x 3 ⅜",  
1950.3201.1                                                                  
Shovel, Oak, iron, 42 ⅜" x  
16 ⅝" x 1 ⅞", 1952.4656.1
Collection of the Shaker 
Museum| Mount Lebanon, 
New Lebanon, New York                                
Photo by Alan LaValle 

“Shakers Seeds” boxes, 1861
Maker Unknown
Mount Lebanon, New York                                                                                                                                             
Wood, wire, string, leather, 
metal. Collection of the 
Shaker Museum| Mount 
Lebanon, New Lebanon, 
New York 
Photo by Alan LaValle

Writing Desk, 1883
Elder Henry Green  
(1844-1931)Alfred, Maine                                                         
Butternut, maple; varnish 
finish 32" x 15 ¾" x 62"                                                                                                                                          
Collection of the United  
Society of Shakers,  
Sabbathday Lake.                       
Photo by Alan LaValle

Opening Lecture  
for Exhibition  
Brother Arnold Hadd 
of the Sabbathday 
Lake Shaker Village
will speak on  
Saturday, June 14 
in the Farnsworth 
Auditorium.
See page 25 for  
this and other  
great educational  
programming.
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The exhibition has been organized in cooperation with our colleagues David Stocks, President, and Jerry V. Grant,  
Director of Collections and Research, at the Shaker Museum|Mount Lebanon; Michael S. Graham, Director,  
Sabbathday Lake Shaker Museum; Leonard Brooks, former director, Sabbathday Lake Shaker Museum; and  
Brother Arnold Hadd and Sister Frances Carr from Sabbathday Lake. The show will be accompanied by a book  
entitled The Shakers: From Mount Lebanon the the World, published in cooperation with Skira Rizzoli.The fully  
illustrated publication contains essays by Stephen J. Stein, one of America’s foremost scholars of American religious  
history; Michael S. Graham; Farnsworth Chief Curator Michael K. Komanecky; and interviews with Brother  
Arnold and Sister Frances by Komanecky and Farnsworth Registrar Angela Waldron, respectively. Komanecky  
and Waldron were responsible for organizing the exhibition.
Lead sponsors for the exhibition are Henry Luce Foundation; Davis Family Foundation and Anonymous. Additional exhibition  
sponsors include Allen Insurance and Financial; Lie-Nielsen Toolworks; The Grasshopper Shop of Rockland; and Windsor Chairmakers.

Mortising Machine, 1842
Attributed to Brother Orren 
Haskins (1815-1892) 
Mount Lebanon, New 
York, Church Family                                                                                                                                           
Wood, metal                                                                                        
80 ½" x 58" x 48 ½"
Collection of the Shaker 
Museum| Mount Lebanon, 
New Lebanon, New York, 
1961.12843.1 
Photo by Paul Rocheleau

Rocking Armchair Adapted 
to a Wheelchair, 1810-1830 
Maker Unknown 
Watervliet/New Lebanon, 
New York
Birch, maple, beech, ash 
splint, chestnut, walnut, 
brass, iron, steel
47 ½" x 26" x 31 ¾"                                                  
Collection of the Shaker 
Museum| Mount Lebanon, 
New Lebanon, New York, 
1957.8417.1
Photo by Alan LaValle
                                                                                                                                             
Wooden Bowl
Watervliet, New York
Wood, blue paint
5" x 17 ⅞" diameter
Collection of the Shaker 
Museum| Mount Lebanon, 
New Lebanon, New York, 
1984.6.1
Photo by Alan LaValle

Woven Plush Rag Rug with 
Woven “Peacock Fringe” 
Border, 1890 Sister Ada S. 
Cummings (1862-1926)
Sabbathday Lake, Maine                                                                                           
Cotton, plush 28" x 61"                                                                                
Collection of the United 
Society of Shakers,  
Sabbathday Lake, Inc., 86-117
Photo by Alan LaValle

Bench, c.1855 Maker  
Unknown, Enfield or  
Canterbury, New Hampshire, 
Wood 31 ½" x 13'–6 ½  x 15½"
Collection of the Shaker  
Museum| Mount Lebanon, 
New Lebanon, New York, 
19181
Photo by Michael Fredericks
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