
 

 

 
 

 
 

Wainscoting originated in northern Europe during the late Middle Ages, particularly in England 
and the low countries. Wainscot originally referred to high quality oak imported from the Baltic 
region, and the word "wainscot" has its roots in Middle English and Middle Dutch and derives from 
the Dutch word waeghe-schot (later wanschot), which roughly translates to "wall partition" or 
"wooden paneling." This word is a combination of "waeghe," meaning "wall," and "schot," meaning 
"partition" or "barrier." 
 
In the 15th and 16th centuries, wainscoting served practical purposes rather than decorative ones. 
Stone and brick buildings were cold and damp, and wood paneling installed along the lower 
portion of interior walls helped insulate rooms, protect plaster from damage, and create a barrier 
against moisture. Over time this functional feature became associated with craftsmanship and 
status. By the 17th century, especially in Tudor and Jacobean interiors, paneled walls with carved 
detailing became fashionable in wealthy homes and wainscoting evolved into a decorative 
architectural element. 

http://www.thefinishcarpenter.ca/finish-carpentry-blog/the-history-and-meaning-behind-wainscoting?srsltid=AfmBOoqaAiiB4DsrBMuZMB1zhVUeY28zZaKO27RXuvCL6fdSs0A1A2RT
http://www.thefinishcarpenter.ca/finish-carpentry-blog/the-history-and-meaning-behind-wainscoting?srsltid=AfmBOoqaAiiB4DsrBMuZMB1zhVUeY28zZaKO27RXuvCL6fdSs0A1A2RT
http://www.dauerhaft.co.nz/post/the-history-of-wainscoting-from-castles-to-contemporary-homes
http://www.dauerhaft.co.nz/post/the-history-of-wainscoting-from-castles-to-contemporary-homes


 
During the 18th century, particularly in the Georgian period in Britain and colonial America, 
wainscoting took on the form that is still widely recognized today. Instead of covering entire walls, 
paneling was typically installed along the lower third of the wall and capped with a chair rail, 
creating balanced proportions and a refined appearance. Also, during this time, raised panel 
designs became popularized. The combination of baseboards, panels, and molding created a 
layered wall treatment that conveyed craftsmanship and permanence. 
 
In the 19th century, advances in industrial manufacturing made decorative millwork more 
accessible. Victorian homes frequently incorporated wainscoting in hallways, staircases, dining 
rooms, and libraries. Styles such as beadboard and elaborately carved panels became common 
in middle class houses throughout Europe and the United States. 

 

 
 

http://www.metmuseum.org/essays/american-georgian-interiors-mid-eighteenth-century-period-rooms
http://www.wainscotsolutions.com/raised-panel-wainscoting/
http://www.wainscotsolutions.com/raised-panel-wainscoting/
http://www.pinterest.com/ideas/wainscoting-victorian/893509006970/
http://www.pinterest.com/ideas/wainscoting-victorian/893509006970/


 

 
 
 



 
 

From the Listing: This majestic turn-of-the-century mansion was built for the New York 
Industrialist George Gale in 1905 by H.B. Moore, a disciple of famed architect Stanford White, 
inspired by White’s seminal design of the Atlantic Yacht Club in Seagate. The Gale Mansion is 
featured in the American Institute of Architects Guide to New York City, a rare distinction for a 
single-family house. It has appeared in numerous feature films and television shows, and is one 
of the most iconic homes in Brooklyn. See floor plan and full details here. 
 
Wainscoting began appearing in American apartment buildings in the late 19th century as urban 
housing evolved to accommodate wealthy residents who had previously lived in private homes 
and townhouses. Early upscale apartment houses sought to replicate the elegance of private 
homes, and the quality of their architectural detailing and level of craftsmanship were key in 
conveying a home's gravitas. 
 
In New York City, landmarked buildings such as The Dakota, completed in 1884, and The 
Ansonia, completed in 1904, incorporated extensive wood paneling in lobbies, corridors, and 
common spaces to evoke the grandeur of European residential architecture. 
 
As apartment construction expanded during New York's prewar building boom from about 1900 
to 1940, wainscoting became one of the defining design features of upscale apartments. Entry 
foyers, dining rooms, and hallways frequently featured raised panel woodwork paired with crown 
molding, built in cabinetry, and decorative fireplaces. 
 
These interiors were influenced by Beaux Arts, Georgian Revival, and Renaissance Revival 
architecture. The paneling reinforced the idea that apartment living could offer the same 
architectural richness as a townhouse. Because of this association with luxury and craftsmanship, 
wainscoting became closely tied to the identity of classic prewar New York apartments. Buildings 
along Park Avenue, Fifth Avenue, and Central Park West often included paneled entrance 
galleries and formal dining rooms that created interiors that felt stately yet domestic. 
 
Even when painted rather than left as natural wood, the paneling adds depth to otherwise simple 
plaster walls. By the 1930s, wainscoting and other decorative millwork were must-haves within 
high-end New York residences. 

https://cityrealty.com/n/I3259199
https://www.cityrealty.com/nyc/central-park-west/the-dakota-1-west-72nd-street/4930
https://www.cityrealty.com/nyc/broadway-corridor/the-ansonia-2109-broadway/4139
https://www.cityrealty.com/nyc/broadway-corridor/the-ansonia-2109-broadway/4139
https://www.cityrealty.com/nyc/market-insight/features/great-listings/in-honor-bastille-day-see-nyc039s-grandest-beaux-arts-french-renaissance-style-buildings/45121
https://www.cityrealty.com/nyc/market-insight/features/great-listings/top-10-park-avenue-buildings-beautiful-listings-new-york039s-greatest-residential-boulevard/39861
https://www.cityrealty.com/nyc/market-insight/features/future-nyc/top-10-fifth-avenue-buildings-see-central-park-facing-apartments-prestigious-addresses/48681
https://www.cityrealty.com/nyc/market-insight/features/future-nyc/top-10-central-park-west-condos-co-ops-great-new-listings-beside-new-york039s-backyard/68704


 
 

 
 



From the Listing: A Once-in-a-Generation Offering: Prestigious Dakota Residence in Mint 
condition with Sweeping Central Park Views. Welcome to residence 74 at The Dakota, a 
sprawling four bedroom plus library home where grand prewar architecture meets an impeccable 
renovation. From the moment you enter the gracious gallery, the home reveals a rare blend of 
old-world craftsmanship and contemporary luxury across this beautifully designed space. Soaring 
ceilings, millwork, and intricate inlaid flooring set an elegant tone that continues throughout every 
room. The enormous living room offers double exposures directly overlooking Central Park with 
spectacular views. See floor plan and full details here. 
 
The popularity of wainscoting declined after World War II as modernist architectural styles began 
to dominate residential construction. Mid-century design emphasized minimalism, clean surfaces, 
and the removal of ornamentation. Large postwar apartment developments focused on efficiency 
and cost savings. Traditional paneling largely disappeared from buildings constructed between 
the 1950s and the 1980s, replaced by plain drywall interiors with little decorative detailing. 
 
The revival of wainscoting began in the 1990s as developers and interior designers noticed the 
appeal of prewar architecture and it details to buyers, who increasingly valued the historic 
character and craftsmanship of earlier apartments. 
 

 
 

https://cityrealty.com/n/I3127754


New residential developments began incorporating traditional millwork to evoke a prewar 
atmosphere. However, contemporary versions of wainscotting are often simpler and may use 
picture frame molding or flat panels applied directly to drywall. 
 
In new condo developments today such as the Waldorf Astoria Residences New York, 720 West 
End Avenue, and Claremont Hall, wainscoting often appears in entry galleries, hallways, dining 
areas, lobbies, and common areas as a way to create a sense of timeless elegance. Even when 
newly installed, some designers and brokers describe these details as heritage millwork or classic 
paneling. 
 

 
Adding or restoring wainscoting in a New York City apartment can vary widely depending on 
materials and craftsmanship. Basic picture frame molding applied to drywall may cost roughly $20 
to $40 per square foot installed, while more traditional raised panel millwork can range from $50 
to $150 per square foot or more when custom carpentry is involved. 
 
For a typical room, homeowners might spend $3,000 to $10,000 for simpler decorative paneling, 
while historically accurate restoration in a prewar apartment using custom woodwork could cost 
$15,000 to $40,000 or more, especially if matching original millwork profiles. The value 
wainscotting adds to room or apartment may vary, and the refined look may not be suitable for 
all layouts, proportions, and the taste of buyers in a particular market. For instance, the value of 
wainscotting in a Long Island City or Williamsburg condo is likely different than in same layout in 
Carnegie Hill. 
 
For those who value this refined look, find below two dozen active listings around the city with 
wainscotting installed. 
 

 
https://www.cityrealty.com/nyc/market-insight/features/future-nyc/from-medieval-insulation-

prewar-elegance-the-history-wainscoting-nyc-listings-wall-paneling-159k/71426  

https://www.cityrealty.com/nyc/midtown-east/waldorf-astoria-residences-new-york-305-park-avenue/46011
https://cityrealty.com/nyc/riverside-dr-west-end-ave/720-west-end-avenue/74331
https://cityrealty.com/nyc/riverside-dr-west-end-ave/720-west-end-avenue/74331
https://www.cityrealty.com/nyc/morningside-heights/claremont-hall-100-claremont-avenue/172671
http://contractorplus.app/resources/construction-costs/install-wainscoting/new-york-ny
http://contractorplus.app/resources/construction-costs/install-wainscoting/new-york-ny
https://www.cityrealty.com/nyc/market-insight/features/future-nyc/from-medieval-insulation-prewar-elegance-the-history-wainscoting-nyc-listings-wall-paneling-159k/71426
https://www.cityrealty.com/nyc/market-insight/features/future-nyc/from-medieval-insulation-prewar-elegance-the-history-wainscoting-nyc-listings-wall-paneling-159k/71426

