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P R E FA C E
T I M OT H Y P L AU T

In 1897, the Italian art dealer Michelangelo

Research into the genesis, commissioning, manu-

Guggenheim published a handsome series of plates

facture and range of Italian Renaissance frames,

illustrating 120 Italian frames of the ﬁfteenth and

overwhelmingly a German and Italian domain

1

sixteenth centuries. No collection, with the excep-

from the late nineteenth century until it became

tion of the stock of that magisterial Florentine

a broader pursuit in the course of the last few dec-

mercato, Stefano Bardini, within Italy or without,

ades, was able to identify two phenomena that

was more richly represented than that of the South

indicate the importance attributed to those picture

2

Kensington Museum. Whilst Guggenheim’s pub-

frames utilised for ﬁfteenth and sixteenth century

lication was not the ﬁrst presentation of illustra-

Italian sculpture and painting.6 The ﬁrst indication

tions of Renaissance frames, it proved to be easily

lies in the number of highly prominent painters –

the most comprehensive and the one that has, in

including Fra Angelico, Botticelli, Ghirlandaio,

more than the century since its appearance, been

Pontormo, Leonardo and Raphael – who designed

recognised as best representing that apogee of late

frames or painted upon frames for their own pan-

nineteenth and early twentieth century historicist

els or canvases. A second indication emerges from

interest in the decorative arts of the Renaissance as

the sheer number of frames either signed or in

3

manifested in picture frames. For this volume to

which contemporary records secure the name of

have singled out a dozen exempla housed in what

the master frame maker.7 These included sculptors

is now the Victoria and Albert Museum underlines

of the standing of the de Maiano family.8 Far from

the importance of this museum’s collection.

being viewed as a menial craft, the carver along
with the gilder were regarded as essential to the

It is the Italian frame of the Renaissance, untram-

formation of a spatial border and context for the

melled by the standardisation of canvas sizes and

enclosed panel or canvas.

the imposition of canons of ornamentation that
came to characterise France and England in the

Today’s perspective is deceptive. It was the eight-

course of the seventeenth century, that represents

eenth century that saw the emergence of the artist

both the font of the disengaged frame and, far and

or name frames (Canaletto, Longhi, Lely, Wright,

4

away, its most exuberant range of decorative forms.

Morland, Whistler, Pisarro, to name a few).9 The

With Louis XIV’s commission to Charles le Brun in

nineteenth century witnessed dual depredations

1660 to standardise stock designs, the picture frame

of the picture frame. Firstly, the triumph of the

starts to lose something of its autonomous aesthetic

standardised and uniform gallery frame. This prac-

5

life. As a result, the claim can be made with con-

tice was initiated in Mannerist Florence in order

ﬁdence that no period in European frame history

to stamp a degree of homogeneity upon the hang-

has seen a comparable corpus of architectural and

ing of the Medici collection in the Pitti Palace. In

sculptural forms come into existence, to say noth-

the course of the wave of foundations of national

ing of the range of surface treatments and ornamen-

picture galleries before and particularly after 1800,

tal play, as was the case in Renaissance Italy.

this movement was the occasion for the greatest

xiii

single destruction of original frames as paintings

their ﬁne documentation of the collection. In so

were rehung in especially commissioned, consist-

doing, they recall an earlier era of scholarship in

10

Secondly, the

the European decorative arts at the Victoria and

Industrial Revolution served to commodify and

Albert Museum, one exempliﬁed by Hayward

bastardise the art of frame making.

and Thornton in furniture, Rackham in ceramics,

ent and formulaic new forms.

Wigﬁeld-Digby in tapestries and textiles, WardAs with the decorative arts as a whole, the post-

Jackson and Reynolds in Prints and Drawings and

Vasari world has been characterised by a diminu-

John Pope-Hennessy in sculpture.

tion in the standing of the frame maker and, with
the prominent exception of that most visionary of
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INTRODUCTION
The V&A holds an important collection of Italian

using terms from architecture and framing nomen-

Renaissance carved, painted and gilded tabernacle,

clature. The description of ornament helps to

cassetta, Sansovino and tondo frames. Those featured

navigate around the frame and identify the parts

here represent the majority of this collection and date

described when discussing the materials and tech-

from the mid-ﬁfteenth century through to the end

niques. Annotated illustrations of frame types and a

of the sixteenth century. All are of Italian origin with

glossary are provided to aid the reader.

the exception of one thought to be French and one

According to Bisacca and Kanter, ‘Very few frames

thought to be Flemish. The V&A also has examples

can be independently documented to a time or a

of nineteenth century Renaissance style frames, some

place, and fewer still to a particular artist or artisan.

of which are included for comparative purposes.1

Only a small number of surviving frames remain

The ideal way to build a more complete picture

together with the object they originally contained

of a frame’s origin is to combine art historical

and of these only a fraction are still visible in their

knowledge with technical examination. With this

original context … having been removed from

in mind, information is provided on the original

the sites they were intended to embellish’.2 Most

materials and techniques used to make frames.

of the frames in this volume were acquired by the

This is followed by a discussion about how an

Museum in the nineteenth century. The majority

understanding of deterioration and alteration of

were acquired as decorative art objects in their own

frames combined with scientiﬁc analysis can be

right, while a few came with paintings and sculp-

used to inform the process of authentication.

tural reliefs that were not original to the frames.
Since acquisition, some objects have been removed

Each of the frames examined has an individual entry,

from the frames with which they were acquired.

including images of its front and back. Examination
of the rear of a frame can reveal construction, hang-

It is hoped that this volume will facilitate the

ing devices, alterations, labels and inscriptions.

comparison of frames from public and private col-

Additional photographic details oﬀer insight into

lections with those at the V&A. Recognition of

the nature of the surface decoration and emphasise

similarities of style, material and technical char-

the sculptural and decorative beauty of these frames.

acteristics may allow more detailed attribution of

Detailed dimensions of all the elements of a frame

frames. The images, illustrations and the descrip-

are included together with proﬁle drawings. The

tions of ﬁnish and structure of the frames in this

sight size, rebate size and object accommodation size

publication will add to the broader knowledge and

are given, as these may enable a frame to be linked

understanding of the subject and will assist cura-

to the object for which it was originally designed.

tors, collectors, conservators and frame makers.

In each entry, a description of the structure and

References

decoration enables the original appearance of each

1. Information on frames at the V&A can be found at
www.vam.ac.uk

frame to be described and later additions and altera-

2. Bisacca, G. & Kanter, L. Introduction to Italian

tions to be identiﬁed. In some cases, digital recon-

Renaissance frames. Exhibition Catalogue. New York:

struction has been used to give an impression of how

Metropolitan Museum, 1990. p. 30.

the frame would have appeared without alterations.
Each entry also contains a description of ornament
xvii
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PA RT I
R E N A I S S A N C E M AT E R I A L S A N D
TECHNIQUES

A BRIEF BACKGROUND TO
RENAISSANCE FRAMES
The widespread demand for both religious and

frames were also used in this way, but equally

secular images during the ﬁfteenth and sixteenth

housed secular images, such as the portraits and

centuries resulted in a growing market for frames to

mythological scenes that increasingly decorated

house them. Painted or sculpted images of Christ,

public buildings and the homes of the nobility

the Virgin and saints adorned every altar, and both

and growing merchant classes.

traditional and new forms of altarpiece required

Although many of these sculptures or pictures and

framing solutions. Christian imagery was also not

their frames were commissioned, Renaissance artists

just conﬁned to the church, but was found in a

also produced a stock of uncommissioned works to

variety of public and more intimate settings. For

sell.2 It is also possible that they kept a supply of

example the small relief with Eve on the base, that

the separate elements needed to make the frames,

was originally part of a triptych Frame 9 (6867-

such as lengths of uncarved mouldings and a selec-

1860), probably belonged to a woman who would

tion of moulds for ornamental cast work.

have used it in her devotional practice at home or
perhaps when travelling. In addition to prompting

Research has suggested a close relationship

devotion, such images often carried talismanic asso-

between painters and wood workers.3 They were

ciations. In ﬁfteenth century Florence, for instance,

employed to produce or decorate a range of

Fra Dominici suggested that an image of the Virgin

images and objects, from altarpieces and portraits

and Child should be kept in every bedchamber as

to candlesticks and furniture.4

an example. Virgin and Childs were also set up on

Thus comparisons can be drawn between the

street corners as neighbourhood protectors.1

materials, techniques and practice used in the fab-

These Madonnas often took the form of sculptural

rication of altarpieces, panel paintings, furniture

reliefs made of terracotta (ﬁred clay) or stucco (a

and related objects of the time and those used on

type plaster), which were then painted and gilded

frames.

to create colourful and naturalistic images see
Frame 4 (57:2-1867) and 7 (93-1882). One of the
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WOOD

Deﬁnitive identiﬁcation of wood usually requires

that produce alternating soft pale and harder dark

microscopic identiﬁcation of anatomical features

stripes in the wood.

and typically requires a cubic centimetre of sample to be removed from the object.1 Such inter-

Hardwoods

ventive sampling was considered inappropriate

Poplar (Populus spp.) is a creamy white to pale

for this project, particularly for the smaller frames.

brown, medium-density and comparatively light-

Identiﬁcation of the hardwoods listed in the frame

weight timber. It is straight grained with a ﬁne

entries was therefore based on visual examination of

uniform texture. Poplar was an abundant, rela-

2

gross anatomical characteristics. Accretions or coat-

tively cheap wood in Italy. Its texture made it a

ings often obscure the characteristics required for

suitable substrate for painted and gilded decora-

identiﬁcation and limit the accuracy of visual iden-

tion. White poplar (Populus alba), which grew to

tiﬁcation. Softwoods, for example pine and spruce,

a size from which large planks could be obtained,

are relatively easy to distinguish from hardwoods

was the wood most commonly used for panel

but cannot reliably be distinguished from each other

paintings.5 Poplar was observed on many of the

without microscopic identiﬁcation. Whereas walnut

frames and was used for structural work, simple

and oak have distinctive characteristics that are visi-

mouldings or carving.

ble to the naked eye, lime and poplar can be diﬃcult

European lime (Tilia spp., principally T. vulgaris)

to distinguish from each other by eye alone. In some

is a pale yellow wood that turns light brown on

instances, both woods are suggested in the frame

exposure to light. It is soft and has a ﬁne uniform

entry, with the most probable wood listed ﬁrst.

texture that makes it an excellent wood for carving
detailed and delicate work. Lime was observed on

Woods used by Italian Renaissance frame makers
3

and craftsmen are discussed elsewhere. Mitchell

the more intricately carved parts and front mould-

suggested that the identiﬁcation of species of wood

ings on some of the frames.

used in frames can, as for furniture, be an impor-

European walnut (Juglans regia) is a chocolate to

tant guide to a likely region of origin. Analysis of

grey–pink brown medium-density timber, in which

woods in seventy Italian frames in a 1976 exhibi-

dark streaks and patches are often observed. The

tion suggested that Venetian frames were gener-

sapwood is pale in contrast to the heartwood, which

ally made of pine or ﬁr with ﬁr backs. Florentine

fades when exposed to sunlight. Walnut has visible

frames generally had walnut for carved mouldings,

growth rings and a medium texture. Italian walnut

as well as poplar and lime, with poplar or pine back

is paler than English. Walnut was valued for its rich

frames, whereas in Bologna and Naples poplar was

colour and was generally used where its appear-

normally used.4 Woods found on the V&A frames

ance could be seen and appreciated. It is good for

include the following softwoods and hardwoods.

carving and was often partially gilded, as seen on
Frames 20 (7694-1861) and 23 (682-1883).

Softwoods
Found on the back of several frames, softwoods

Fruit woods, such as pear or plum, were some-

have distinctive early and late-season growth rings

times substituted for walnut, either because their

3

ﬁnishes can be diﬃcult to distinguish from

particular colour and texture were preferred or
6

varnishes and waxes applied during later repairs

simply because they were more readily available.

and restorations.

Pear (Pyrus communis) is typically a pinkish-brown
colour with a straight grain and a ﬁne, even tex-

Wood had been left deliberately exposed on

ture. Pear was thought to have been used for the

Frames 20 (7694-1861) and 23 (682-1883),

ﬁner detailed carving on Frame 10 (1079–1884).

which are sixteenth century partially gilt walnut.
A stain, wax or varnish may have been applied

European oak (Quercus robur, Q. pedunculata,

to enhance the colour of the wood on these

Q. petraea, Q. sessiliﬂora) is yellowish-brown, with

frames.

light coloured sapwood. It darkens with age. It is
generally straight grained but varies with growth
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Original wood
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METHODS OF CONSTRUCTION
Most Italian tabernacle, Sansovino and cassetta

●

frames were made of a joined back frame that

Ovolo: a convex elliptical or quarter round
moulding

formed a rigid structure onto which the decorative

●

elements, for convenience called the front frame,

Quirk: a small channel or recess between
mouldings

were applied. The back frame usually consisted

●

of four wooden members, two vertical sides and a

Torus: a large convex moulding, sometimes
called a round, generally used in column bases.

horizontal top and bottom. The wood used for the
back frames was smoothed ﬂat, although not highly
ﬁnished. The back frames utilised simple joints such

Tabernacle Frames

as the corner bridle or T-bridle joint, which were

In most cases, regardless of size, the front frames

sometimes pegged through (cavicchio). Alternatively,

of the tabernacle frames were constructed fol-

a lap or halved joint (mezza pialla) was used.1 The

lowing architectural models, with separate parts

keyed dovetail half lap was also found. Larger parts

for pediment, entablature, capitals, columns or

of the decorative fronts of the frames were usually

pilasters, plinth and predella. Imposts and ped-

butted up to each other and ﬁxed on to the back

estals were often made from additional pieces of

frame with glue and nails. Butt mitre joints were

wood with vertical grain, as opposed to the hori-

used for the corners of the sight mouldings.

zontal grain direction of the main parts of the
entablature and predella to which they were ﬁxed.

Mouldings

Running mouldings, and the frieze relief could

The sight edge mouldings, whether integral or

be integral or applied and were often mitred at

applied, were mitred at the corners. Other run-

the corners. In contrast to this model, Frame 11

ning mouldings, for example the cornice mould-

(7820-1861) utilised half lap joints and did not

ing applied to an entablature, were shaped in

have a back frame.

lengths, cut to size, mitred to ﬁt the frame and

Sansovino Frames

then ﬁxed with glue and nails.

The front frames of the Sansovino frames were
The proﬁles of the moulding most commonly

generally made up of four main pieces. Like the

found on the frames were:

tabernacle frames from which they were loosely

●

●

●

Astragal: a small semicircular moulding, some-

architecturally and structurally derived, the sides

times ornamented by bead or reel

were butted between the top and bottom pieces,

Cavetto: a concave moulding of more or less

relying on the joined back frame to which they

quarter round proﬁle

were attached for stability. The corner-mitred sight

Cyma recta, or ogee: a moulding of S-shaped

edge moulding was integral or applied.

proﬁle, concave over convex
●

●

Most of the Sansovino and tabernacle frames used

Cyma reversa, or reverse ogee: a moulding of

a single depth of wood for the main parts of the

S-shaped proﬁle, convex over concave

carved front frame. Where this was not the case,

Fillet: a small, ﬂat component, rectangular in

additional wood was added to create a thicker

section, separating one moulding from another

dimension. Smaller pieces of wood were often

5

sample content of Italian Renaissance Frames at the V&A
read The Social Metabolism: A Socio-Ecological Theory of Historical Change (Environmental
History, Volume 3)
Pack of Thieves: How Hitler and Europe Plundered the Jews and Committed the Greatest
Theft in History pdf, azw (kindle), epub
The Outcast Dead (The Horus Heresy, Book 21) book
click The Well-Kept Kitchen (Penguin Great Food, Book 2)
http://www.gateaerospaceforum.com/?library/Cool-Japan-Guide--Fun-in-the-Land-ofManga--Lucky-Cats-and-Ramen.pdf
http://tuscalaural.com/library/Fault-Lines.pdf
http://fitnessfatale.com/freebooks/The-Outcast-Dead--The-Horus-Heresy--Book-21-.pdf
http://nautickim.es/books/The-Well-Kept-Kitchen--Penguin-Great-Food--Book-2-.pdf
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