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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

An interesting experience is a walk through an art
gallery, purposely not looking at the paintings, but
noticing only the frames that surround them. "Without
the proper frame the artist loses one hundred percent",
wrote Impressionist artist Edouard Manet.

Until relatively recently, the art and the craft
of the historic American picture frame has lacked
appreciation, adequate research, and substantial market
value. The American frame has been neglected in both the
fine arts and decorative arts fields, the marketplace,
and hence, by professional personal property appraisers.

This research paper will explore the valuation
issues of historic American picture frames which confront
the appraiser. It will demonstrate the historic picture
frame to have a validity as an independent decorative
art work, with a rapidly growing specialized market of
its own. It will show the evaluation and valuation
changes in American frames since 1983 and the need for
the personal property appraiser to develop both a
connoisseurship and a defendable contemporary
methodology. Finally, this paper will present an

appropriate appraisal methodology for use in the




valuation of the historic American picture frames today.

Webster's Dictionary of American Language gives

fifteen definitions of "frame", including "to shape,
fashion, or form, usually according to a pattern", "to
put together the parts of, construct”, "to enclose in
a border; provide a border for (a mirror, picture, etc.),
... which serves as a structural support".

The word "frame" evolves from the Middle English
"framen" meaning "structure". "Framen" derives from
the o0ld English "framian", i.e., "to be helpful", and
the 01d Nordic "frame", i.e., "profit" or "benefit".

Historically, picture frames have served their
defined protection and enhancement functions very well,
and yet picture frames have been considered dispensable,
changeable, and definitely ancillary to the main event,
the painting or art work. For decades Europeans have
valued the period picture frame, but it is only relatively
recently that the period frame has gained respect as an
entity of its own on this side of the Atlantic.

There has been so little regard for the original
period frame that as recently as 1984, when the Museum
of Modern Art in New York City reopened after a major
renovation, the traditional ornate frames of the art works
by nineteenth century artists such as Matisse, Cezanne and
Van Gogh were removed and refitted in new simple, float
frames, each with a gold face edge. It was felt at that

time that simpler borders would highlight continuities



between the artists in their art works. 1In the history
of picture frames, individuals as well as museums, have
changed the frames on their pictures, as a means of
establishing their own tastes. The original frame was
discarded frequently; at best, it was put into storage.
Today, however, among collectors, art historians,
museum curators, and appraisers there is a mounting
interest in and appreciation for both the rich patina
and the ornamentation of the American period picture
frame, and for its importance to the history of American
design styles. The frame now is being perceived by many
as an art object in itself; some as masterpieces in their
own right. A few collectors are even displaying period
frames hung on the walls without the paintings in them.
The first significant American frame exhibition,
"The Frame in America, 1700-1900", given by The American
Institute of Architects Foundation, took place at The
Octagon, Washington, D.C., July 19-September 11, 1983.
Since 1987 there have been additional frame exhibitions
at the Art Institute of Chicago, Eli Wilner & Company,
Inc., the Wadsworth Atheneum, the 01d Schwamb Mill
restoration in Arlington, Massachusetts, the Cahoon
Museum of American Art at the M. H. deYoung Memorial
Museum, San Fransciso, The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
the Hudson River Museum, and most recently, at the
Parrish Art Museum in Southhampton, New York. These

frame exhibitions, and their accompanying educational



programs, have had a positive effect on the public and
art historians' perception of the picture frame both as
an art form entity, and as a vital part of the
presentation of the enclosed art work.
One of the most exciting and prestigious exhibits
was the "American Frames" Exhibition, June 5 -
September 2, 1990, at The Henry R. Luce Center for the
Study of American Art, The American Wing, The
Metropolitan Museum of Art. Arranged chronologically,
and, where possible, grouped according to manufacturer or
designer, the Exhibition showed the variety of American
frame design during the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. The picture frames were displayed on grey
carpeted walls; 80% of the frames hung independently,
20% framing works of art.
According to Dr. Carrie Rebora, Exhibition Curator,
By showing the frames without paintings, this
exhibition emphasizes the art of the frame
itself and recognizes the strong, if subtle,
effect frames have on our perception of
paintings. The frame is the elegant boundary
between the painted subject matter and the room
interior, embellishing while separating the
canvas from the wall. (Interview 1990).
Through museum exhibitions, educational programs,
and media attention, the long ignored picture frame art
form is gaining public respect and recognition and
consequently has developed an expanding historic American
frame marketplace in this country. The elevated regard

and the prior loss of the antique frames through discard,

neglect and destruction have activated the principles of




"Supply and Demand" and "Scarcity", which have aided the
rise of period American picture frame market values,

As will be discussed in this paper, this American
picture frame market has been helped also by the U.S.
economy, and the rising and falling of the American Art
and Antiques Market.

As will be shown, the American frame market consists
principally of retail sales by dealers to the ultimate
consumers who are art collectors and museum curators.
Their primary purpose for purchase is to reframe art
works. The American frame market encompasses the entire
country and has grown in both volume and market values,
especially since 1986. Leading frame dealers believe
that current price levels are only the beginning of
higher frame market values and some see the day coming
when American frame auctions will be commonplace in this
country. (Wilner, Adair, Interviews 1990, 1991).

Valuation changes have made the appraisal of
historic American picture frames a significant subject
of interest to the personal property appraiser.
Essentially, the picture frame falls in both the domain
of the fine arts appraiser, when designed and executed
by the artist as an integral part of a painting, and in
the domain of the decorative arts appraiser, when it
serves as a boundary between the art work and the room
interior.

In the latter role, the picture frame is, as




Charles Eastlake labeled the frame, a piece of "wall
furniture". (123). It is the valuation of the "wall
furniture frames" that this research paper is addressing.

The Decorative Arts appraiser today must possess
connoisseurship of historic American picture frames in
order to be able to use moral certainty in frame
identification. Connoisseurship is developed through
scholarship of frame evolution, their material culture
and frame identifying characteristics and through
extensive exposure to the very best of frames in museums
and galleries. The appraiser also must understand the
frame market in order to be able to professionally
valuate the American picture frame.

As will be discussed, the appraiser must use a
valid methodology in picture frame valuation. This
methodology should deal knowledgeably with frame
examination and employ descriptions of subject frames
with a uniform American frame nomenclature and
terminology. The appraiser must possess a keen
knowledge of picture frame components, materials,
finishes, and construction. The methodology should
embody qualitative rating, and deal with frame
valuation elements through the Market Comparison
Approach, using Correlation Analysis of frame
comparables.

Included in Chapter V. Methodology for

the Valuation of Historic American Picture Frames are




portions of a model frame Appraisal Report and an
adjusted Correlation Grid.

In the valuation of an antique picture frame, just
as in the valuation of a piece of antique furniture, it
is vital for the personal property appraiser to employ
an authoritative and defendable methodology with "due

diligence".



CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

The historic frame has been overlooked greatly in
past scholarly research. An extensive search revealed
very few books to have been published in English on
picture frames. Amazingly, we found only two published
authoritative books specifically about historic American
frames, both written in conjunction with frame
exhibitions in the 1980s.

One, by William Adair, is The Frame In America,

1700-1900: A Survey of Fabrication Techniques and Styles,

which deals with American frames as works of art. Adair
does én excellent job of explaining the fabrication of
American frames including the methods and materials used.
The book also includes a chronological survey of
stylistic frame development, 1700-1900, with accompanying
photographs.

The second American frame book is authored by Eli

Wilner and Suzanne Smeaton, entitled The Art of The

Frame, American Frames of the Arts and Crafts Period.

This book encompasses an abbreviated history and material
culture of fifty years of American frames, 1870-1920,
with useful information about both the leading frame

makers and their frames.



Both of these books were excellent research sources
for this paper, and are highly recommended literature for
the personal property appraiser interested in historic
American picture frames.

The "American Frame Nomenclature" developed for this
paper draws from these published works, as well as from
the personal knowledge and expertise of their three
authors, William Adair, Eli Wilner and Suzanne Smeaton.

An unpublished research paper, "American-made
Picture Frames From the Colonial Era" by Cooper-Hewitt
graduate student, Jessica Foy, was also valuable in
formulating the Nomenclature and provided an excellent
research source for the evolution and material culture of
early American-made frames from 1620-1780.

There are five other known published frame books in
the English language, all of which deal mainly with
European frames but do add a limited amount to the body
of knowledge of historic American frames. One is Antique
Frames, by J. H. Guttman, published in 1959; two frame

books were authored by Henry Heydenryk, The Art and

History of Frames, An Inquiry into the Enhancement of

Paintings, and The Right Frame, published before 1965;

the fourth is Better Frames for Your Pictures, 1952, by

Frederick Taubes; and the fifth frame book, The Book of

Picture Frames, published in 1978, by author Claus Grimm,

contains a "Supplement on Frames in America".

Numerous other books concerning antique furniture,



decorative arts and fine arts in America, which include
references to historic American picture and looking-glass
frames, were consulted for this project. Especially
fruitful books for this research paper were Rural

Household Inventories, 1675-1775 edited by Abbott Lowell

Cummings, The Arts and Crafts in New England, 1704-1775:

Gleanings from Boston Newspapers edited by George Francis

Dow, The Arts and Crafts in Philadelphia, Maryland and

South Carolina, 1721-1785: Gleanings from Newspapers

edited by Alfred Coxe Prime, Boston Furniture of the

Eighteenth Century by Myrna Kaye, Dutch New York by

Esther Singleton, Authentic Decor: The Domestic Interior,

1620-1920 by Peter Thorton, American Furniture in The

Metropolitan Museum of Art, II by Morrison H. Heckscher,

Silhouettes in America, 1790-1840 by Blume J. Rifken, The

Flowering of American Folk Art by Jean Lipman and Alice

Winchester, Tramp Art-An Itinerant's Folk Art by Helaine

Fendelman, Hints on Household Taste in Furniture,

Upholstery, and Other Details by Charles Eastlake,

Victorian Splendor, Re-creating America's 19th Century

Interiors by Allison Kyle Leopold, The Art that is Life:

The Arts & Crafts Movement in America, 1875-1920 by Wendy

Kaplan, Sketches and Designs by Stanford White, by

Maur ice Krakow and Paul Wenzel, and Art of Charles

Prendergast by Richard Wattenmaker. The references to

American frames in these published works are sparse, but

are worth the diligent appraiser's time in researching a
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frame made in the appropriate design period of the book.

Other rich American frame literary sources used were
the Archives of American Art, Winterthur Museum Archives,
notes from R. C. Vose, Original Manuscript Sources, 1745,
the files of Eli Wilner & Company and of Gold Leaf
Studios, and frame exhibition descriptions and
accompanying catalogs.

The catalogs from the Exhibition "The Art of the
Edge", Chicago Art Institute, and from "Framing Art:
Frames in the Collection of the Wadsworth Atheneum" were
the basis of the frame terminology in this project.

Because of museum exhibitions, the rising respect
and appreciation for the American frame, and undoubtedly
because of its escalating market values, a profusion of
American frame articles have been written since 1986 for
magazine and newspaper publications. Some important

frame articles have appeared in The Magazine Antiques,

Art & Auction, The Maine Antique Digest, The Journal of

the Furniture History Society, Antiques & The Arts Weekly,

Antiques Monthly, Antiques & Fine Art, American Heritage,

Avenue, Connoisseur, The New York Times, San Francisco

Chronicle, The Washington Post, The Chicago Tribune, The

Review, Art Business News and TWA's Ambassador.

These articles were relevant research materials for
this paper. Essentially they attested to the recent
respect for the study of American frames as independent

works of art, the current interest in American frames by
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collectors, dealers and museums, and the escalating
American frame market.

Pertinent information on the material culture and
evolution of some American frames was found in the
articles, "Colonial America's Elegantly Framed Prints" by
Joan Dolmetsch, and "American Frames of the Arts and
Crafts Period, 1870-1920" by Suzanne Smeaton, both in The

Magazine Antiques, in the article "Frames in Context" by

Suzanne Smeaton, published in Antiques and Fine Arts, and

in the article "The Beekman Family Portraits and Their
Eighteenth Century New York Frames" by Morrison Heckscher,

in The Journal of Furniture History Society, Vol. XXVI.

Together this literature reiterated the rich history
and evolution of American frames, as well as the
creativity and many complexities of picture frame
designs, finishes, materials and craftsmanship.

The literature related specifically to the American
frame market and the monetary values of frames is
somewhat slim as there have been no major American frame
auctions to date. Numerous articles in the trade

journals Antiques & The Arts Weekly, The Maine Antique

Digest, Art & Auction, Antiques Monthly and Art Business

News deal with American frame market values, however, and

unanimously attest to a rising trend in this arena.
Valuation research for this project has had to

depend primarily on American frame market growth trends

based on sales figures, averages of yearly frame sales,
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gross sales percentage increase, and asking prices given
to me by the major American frame dealers. In addition,

Sotheby's Art Market Bulletins, Money Magazine, The New

York Times, The Wall Street Journal, and other economic

trade publications have been used to research the
national economy and the other relevant art and antiques
market. This research has shown the American frame
market to be growing in volume and value, especially in
1990 and the first quarter of 1991, and point to a
continuing future trend in this direction.

For valuation scholarship the most helpful
literature in the principles of valuation, valuation
theory, and appraisal procedures were Dr. Richard

Rickert's Appraisal and Valuation, An Interdisciplinary

Approach; The American Society of Appraisers' A Handbook

on the Appraisal of Personal Property and Fundamentals of

Valuation, Level I, Level II, Level III, Level IV.; "An

Overview for the New Personal Property Appraiser"™ by

Frederick L. Iusi, ASA in Valuation, Volume 35 Number I;

Appraisal Principles and Procedures by Henry A. Babcock,

FASA; American Institute of Real Estate Appraisers' The

Appraisal of Real Estate; A Value Concept and Methodology

by Patricia C. Soucy, FASA; Dimensions of Value, Guide

for Asset Based Value Considerations, V Revisions, MB
Valuation Services, edited by Leslie Miles; and The

Illustrated Guide to Jewelry Appraising by Anna M.

Miller.



CHAPTER III
THE EVOLUTION, MATERIAL CULTURE, AND IDENTIFYING

CHARACTERISTICS OF AMERICAN FRAMES, 1650-1930

A study of the history of American picture frames is
as complex and rewarding as that of any field of the
decorative arts. A knowledge and understanding of the
evolution of American frames, the material culture that
surrounded them, and their identifying characteristics
are necessary components to develop the keen
connoisseurship of these frames which an appraiser must
have to evaluate them. In Europe and America specific
frame design styles were developed that usually
complemented the contemporary decoration. Picture frames
were designed by artists, architects, frame makers,
cabinetmakers or by the art patrons themselves. The
frames often were hand-carved by carvers, cabinetmakers
and sometimes by sculptors.

Benjamin Franklin, in a letter he wrote in 1763,
conveyed the attitude of many of the colonists in America
toward decorative home interiors, "After the first cares
for the necessaries of life are over, we shall come to
think of the embellishments." (Larabee 233).

Picture frames, as well as other luxuries in home
decoration, undoubtedly to most American colonists seemed
insignificant and perhaps frivolous in comparison with

the more immediate concerns of early colonial life. Only

14



a small number of picture frames existed in seventeenth
century America, and the materials and trained craftsmen
needed to produce them were usually not available.

As with other furniture and decorative arts forms,
the number and types of picture frames expanded and
became more complex as colonial society advanced through
the cultural progressions of the Federal period, the
American Empire period, the Victorian era, the Aesthetic
and the Arts and Crafts movements.

Inventories, letters, sales receipts, account books,
newspaper advertisements, wills, other records, and even
paintings and prints depicting American interiors are
important research sources that reveal significant

information about historical American frames.

The Seventeenth Century Frames, 1650-1700

The English and Dutch colonists brought pictures and
frames with them to the Colonies from the 01d World,
probably framed portraits of sovereigns and of family
members.

The vast majority of frames in seventeenth century
America were imported, but there are some known remaining
examples of seventeenth century American-made pictures
frames.

In a 1685 New York inventory, Dr. Jacob DeLange's
possessions included fifty-five pictures, some with red

"lists" (frames) and some with black, and information

15



about the location of the pictures. "Four picture
countreys and five East India pictures with red lists"
were in the side chamber, or bedroom. A black-framed
escutcheon was in the "foreroom". (Singleton 263). This
may have been a coat-of-arms painted on a board nailed
directly to the back of an unrabbeted frame. (Dutch
paintings of this period often depict building interiors
decorated by diamond-hung framed escutcheons.) (Foy 8).

Inventories indicate a proliferation of framed
pictures in seventeenth century New York homes, but the
majority of extant frame examples originated in
Massachusetts. For example, in 1677 recorders listed in
the "best roome" of the William Hollingsworth's home in
Salem, Massachusetts, "Seven Framed pictures", now
hanging in the Worcester Art Museum. (Cummings 62).
Other extant frame examples from the Boston area are the
portraits of Dr. John Clark (1664), now hanging in
Harvard Medical Library and the portraits of Henry Gibbs
(1670) and Margaret Gibbs (1670), both in a private
collection.

Examinations of American extant Seventeenth Century

frames show that they usually were rabbeted or unrabbeted
architectural moldings. Sometimes they had simple
geometric designs, either applied, carved from the solid,
or both, mainly in the Renaissance (Mannerist) style
which prevailed in American furniture and decorative arts

throughout most of the century. The frames had mitered

16
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or half-lapped and mitered corner joints, and were in
black-colored or red-colored surfaces, occasionally with
a gilded sight moulding. As with the furniture of the
period, the preferred wood was oak. Extant seventeenth
century frames, made of native red oak, add credence to
their American attribution. (Foy 4).

There is such a scarcity of still existing American
frames from this time period and the recorded information
on others that once existed is so limited, that the
features ascribed to them may prove, after future

research, to be too limiting.

Early Colonial Frames and the Barogue Frame 1700-1760

The frames used to enhance the paintings of American
artists during the early eighteenth century generally
came from England and Europe, and followed the
traditional English and Continental designs of the
period.

However, frame-making was an established part of the
trade of looking-glass and cabinetmakers in American
taste-setting centers. American-made picture frames were
more common in the first half of the eighteenth century
than in the seventeenth century, and their designs were
more varied.

In colonial America, large numbers of prints, mainly

English, were purchased to decorate the walls of their
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homes by colonists, who could not afford to own
paintings. These prints were framed mostly in gilded
frames, either made in England or, as the records show,
a smaller proportion that were made in the Colonies.
(Dolmetsch 1107).

As early as 1713 in Boston, gilded framed pictures
and maps were advertised for sale. 1In Middlesex County,
Virginia, it is documented that William Churchill, in
1714, had in his possession ten pictures of American
"guilt" frames, five hung in the hall and five in a
bedchamber. (Dolmetsch 1107).

In 1721, William Price started a successful picture
shop in Boston, which flourished for many years,
supplying goods for which there was a continuous demand.
Price added looking glasses and furniture to his
inventory, but framed or unframed prints and maps were
his chief products. 1In May 1728, Price ran the following

advertisement in the Boston Gazette:

PRINTS AND MAPS.--To be Sold by William Price
in King Street, near the East End of the Town-
House in Boston, all Sorts of Looking Glasses &
Pictures, Painted with 0il'd Colours in Carved
Frames Gilt; and also a great variety of Prints
& Maps, and fine Metztinto for Painting on
Glass in Frames or without, likewise sundry
Toys & Pictures, Sold by wholesale at
reasonable rates to those that Sell them again,
and also a fine Prospect of a Plan of the Town
of Boston. (Dow 18).

Price had to have kept a relatively large inventory,
being a wholesale as well as a retail merchant. By 1743,

records show he was importing most of his merchandise




from London, but whether or not that included frames is
unknown. Some of his early newspaper advertisements did
imply local sources. For example, one advertised that at
his shop, "...may be had all sorts of Picture-Frames
made." It is likely that local cabinetmakers provided
most of his custom-made frames. (Dolmetsch 1111).

Boston japanner Robert Davis, may well have been one
of Price's local sources for his frames. Author Ester

Blazer, in her May, 1943 The Magazine Antiques article on

Boston japanners, speculates that Davis, whose working
dates were 1725 to 1739, sold some of his work through
Price's store. Certain items that Price advertised
closely correlate with ones in the 1739 inventory of
Davis. 1Included in the Davis inventory are "8 New York
Picture Frames" and over five dozen looking glass frames.
(210, 211}.

Another Bostonian, John Cumber, also made and/or
decorated picture frames. He is listed in a 1737 Boston

Directory as a "Carver, Picture Frame Carver", and worked

from a rented shop on Back Street. He may have been
responsible for the complete production of the picture
frame or he may have carved the applied decorative parts
to plain moldings, which the cabinetmakers supplied to
him. Cumber's working dates were from 1735 to 1750, the
height of the baroque style of curving and foliate
ornamentation. Cumber's skills permitted him to carve

frames according to the individual tastes of his private
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customers. Additionally, Cumber probably sold his frames
to and through such dealers as Price, Davis, and later
Stephen Whiting. (Kaye 277).

Stephen Whiting, first documented in 1743, was best
known as a japanner, looking glass maker, and print
merchant in Boston. He sold prints with or without
frames. (Dow 246.) 1In the American Antiquarian Society
hangs one example of a type of frame Whiting and his
colleagues sold. It is an extant 1743 Whiting print of
the Reverend William Cooper in what appears to be its

original Early Colonial Print frame of black painted

wood, with nailed miter corner joints. (Kaye 28).

Those who bought framed prints in the early colonial
period could choose glazing or varnishing for further
protection of their prints. Glazing simply involved
facing each print with a piece of glass, often crown
glass. Merchants, who imported crates of glass,
sometimes advertised it specifically for use with
pictures. (Dow 246). More frequently, merchants, such
as T. Hancock, in Boston, sold prints already, "in
Frames and Glaz'd". (Dow 17).

If the customer preferred to protect a framed print
without using glass, print merchants could provide a
varnish to brush over the paper surface. William Price,
in 1726, advertised picture varnish for sale, along with
prints, and explained that the varnish "preserves them

from Smoak & Flies & c." (Dow 28).
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Early Colonial Print frames seem to differ mainly

from Early Colonial Portrait frames on paintings, in size

and scale. Usually, the information in inventories and
other records about the appearance of early colonial
picture frames, both for prints and portraits, is limited
to color or finish. Black, gilt, and lacquered frames
are most often mentioned. Extant examples of early
American frames for prints further exist in
maroon-colored frames of white pine.

Occasionally, the frame information discloses the
type of wood used, ebony being a favorite. This may
account for the popularity of black frames. In 1743,
Stephen Whiting offered for sale pictures on "Pair-Tree
and Pine Frames". (Dow 128).

These simple finishes on moldings, which were shaped
by chisels and gouges, provided frames in the first half
of the eighteenth century for colonists who lived in
rural areas and were not tempted by the more elaborate
English designs. The plain black-painted reverse molding
frame is thought to be the first recognized American

contribution to the art of picture framing. (Adair, The

Frame in America, 1700-1900 12).

By the 1740's, as surviving records increased, there
are many references of gilded, frequently "highly
burnished", frames being made in most of the style-
setting colonial centers. 1In Westmoreland County,

Virginia, in 1744 a resident owned forty prints of fruits
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and flowers in American gilded frames. These gilded
frames were used on paintings and on decorative prints,
moral prints, sporting and humorous prints. (Dolmetsch
1107).

An early colonial Baroque frame found on many New

York Dutch portraits and scripture paintings, dating from
1710 to 1740, have baroque cove profiles. They are of
one molding, the inner and outer edges are slightly
beveled. Most often the frames are painted black but, in
some, the outer rim or inner rim, or both, are gilded.
One such extant example is the frame surrounding the
portrait of Thomas Van Alstyne, 1721, (New York
Historical Society), which has gold-leaf gilt decoration
on both rims. Generally, these American-made Baroque
frames have mitered corners intersected by wooden braces
dovetailed into place. Construction methods do vary
within this group of cove-molded frames, with internal
spline and lap-joints appearing less frequently.

(Foy 16).

A more intricate type of Baroque frame, from New
York, is on the oil-on-canvas painting of "Daniel
Interpreting the Dreams of Nebuchadnezzer", 1740, hanging
in the Columbia County Historical Society. It has a
repeating carved acanthus leaf motif decoration, which

covers a cyma molding. Its corners are joined with

nailed miters. Two holes in the top rail suggest that

two metal loops were used as the frame's hanging devices.
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The types of early colonial and Barogque frames were
diversified, from the plain black-painted reverse molding
frame to the curving and crisply carved Baroque frames.
These were a logical next style step which formed a
bridge between the rigid geometry of the seventeenth
century American style and the stately richness,
intricacy and floridity of the American-made Rococo

picture frames.

Rococo, Late Baroque, and Other Late Colonial Frames,

1750-1790

—— . —— ———— T S G S S N A D S S N N SN S N G A G — -

By the middle of the eighteenth century when the
rococo design in furniture and the decorative arts began
to replace the popularity of the baroque, it was
evidenced correspondingly in American gilded picture

frames. Rococo frames became the most elaborate and

fashionable picture frames of the day, and usually were
used on important portraits, such as "Isaac Smith", by
John Singleton Copley (1738-1815), c. 1769, Yale Art
Gallery Collection.

The Rococo frames were intricately hand carved,
gessoed, and water-gilded with gold leaf. They often had
pierced, carved centerpoints, gadrooned inner moldings
and were floral crested, although there were many
variations in the rococo style. (Adair, The Frame in

America, 1700-1900 15-16).

The mastery of the carver and the gilder impacted the



lavish ornamentation of the Rococo style. Many feel the
rococo frame represented the height of artistic
achievement by colonial craftsmen and appealed to the
wealthy urban patrons of the prominent artists of the

day. Morrison H. Heckscher, in American Furniture in

the Metropolitan Museum of Art II, wrote, "...(rococo

frames were) examples of the carver's art (that) must be
considered among the fullest expressions of the rococo
spirit in American furniture". (330) .

The structures of the Rococo frames are subordinate
to their carved decorations. Cypress, white pine and
walnut were favored woods. Their basic frame elements
usually are deeply coved molding profiles and
ornamentation of either direct and/or applied carvings.
The direct carving often took the form of trailing floral
motifs, and the applied carving manifested itself in
scrolling, pierced decoration or complete motifs carved,
in part, from the supporting frame.

The Rococo frames commonly were gilded with 23-karat
gold leaf. Charles Coulston Gillispie in his commentary
accompanying the illustrations of gilding in Diderot's

Encyclopedia notes that,

The taste of the 18th century inclined in the
direction of ornamentation and magnificence.

It might truly be called a gilded age, for gilt
was applied very lavishly to any surface would
take it." (Dolmetsch 1107).

William Adair, President of Gold Leaf Studios,

leading frame authority, gilder, and author, in his

24
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lecture on "Methods and Materials in the Fabrication of
Picture Frames" at the Metropolitan Museum, August 1990,
said, "Gilding is said to be the world's third oldest
profession, the second being advertising for the first."
In the scriptures gilding is referred to in Moses'
"golden tablet".

Gilding is an art known to the ancient Egyptians,
who made expansive use of it in the ornamentation of
their burial cases. Soon after the downfall of Carthage,
the Romans applied gilding extensively to the decoration
of their dwellings and temples. Among the Chinese, the
use of gold leaf decoration has been practiced since very
early times. (Walker 1).

Gilding frames came about as a device to reflect
light to illuminate paintings, as well as to add to their
aesthetic beauty. Until a century ago, art works were
viewed by daylight, candlelight or gaslight, usually
against dark, unreflective backgrounds.

Gilded frames had become so coveted in Colonial
America, that painter Joseph Kilcup advertised on the

July 6, 1769 in the Boston News-Letter his "desire to

wait on gentlemen to do any branch of painting and
gilding and ...willingness to instruct ladies in the art
of gilding picture frames." (Dolmetsch 1107). The
popular art directories of the period had sections in
them on how to gild and the merits of the different

gilding methods. (Dolmetsch 1108).
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James Reynolds of Philadelphia and John Welch and
Stephen Whiting of Boston, in published studies, have
been identified as makers of some of the carved and
gilded rococo frames surrounding portraits by Charles
Willson Peale and by John Singleton Copley.

Reynold's carved frame decorations are apparent on
the frames that he made for the portraits of Hannah
Cadwalader (1770) and of the John Cadwalader family
(1771) in the his characteristic naturalistic carving
which extends along each of the frames' moldings and
includes extensive use for shading by gouges cut
perpendicular to the flow of carving, leaf lobes
separated by spacing created with deep outlining cuts,
and rounded-end leaf lobes, which have no central vein.
Reynolds made these frames of white pine to which he
applied a burnished 23-karat gold gilt finish.
(Beckerdite 1121, 1122).

Elaborately carved and gilded examples of American
Rococo frames enclose the matching pastel portraits of
Ebenezer Storer (1699-1761) and his wife, Mary Edwards

Storer (1700-1771), both hanging in the American Wing of

the Metropolitan Museum. The portraits were painted
between 1767 and 1769 by John Singleton Copley, who
frequently supplied frames for his sitters' portraits.
The superbly carved Storer frames are made of American
white pine, probably identifying them to be American-made

(though not necessarily by James Reynolds).
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Unfortunately, most of the makers and/or carvers of
the American Rococo frames remain unknown. American
white pine is not completely conclusive in origin
identification, as small amounts of it were exported to
England in the eighteenth century.

During Copley's trip to New York in 1771, he engaged
his half brother, Henry Pelham, to supply him with
picture frames. On October 11, 1771 he wrote Pelham
regarding such frames,

I have parted with the two small frames, but
cannot yet give orders for more, because I would
have none come but what are engaged. You must
let me know the price of the small ones; I know
that of the Large ones. Let me know what you
paid Welch for Carving and Whiting for Gilding
and Give my compts to Capt. Joy. (Letters and

Papers of John Singleton Copley and Henry Pelham
166) .

It is thought in that letter that Copley was
referring to John Welch (1711-1789), a leading Boston
carver, and to Stephen Whiting (1728-1789) a Boston
framemaker, japanner and gilder. Welch may have spent
some time in England, which may account partly for his
ability to have carved frames of a quality and style that
pleased one of the Colonies' foremost artists. (Ward 18).

In Philadelphia records of the American Chippendale
design period one can actually trace the American-made
picture frames from the framemaker's shop to the
purchaser. In the December 12, 1768 issue of the

Philadelphia Pennsylvania Chronicle, Robert and Thomas

Kennedy announced the opening of their print shop on
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Second Street near Chestnut and of their workshop on
Third Street. They advertised that their abundant stock
of prints and maps represented as current a selection as
one could find in a comparable London establishment, and
that in their workshop they "carved and gild family and
picture frames as usual, at as low prices as any persons

whatever." In the late 1760s and early 1770s, the
Kennedys sold to the John Cadwalader family of

Philadelphia three dozen prints in their gilded,
decorated picture frames. (Dolmetsch 1107).

An elegant example of a carved and gilded American
Rococo frame was in the recent "Fine Art of Frames"
Exhibition at the M. H. deYoung Memorial Museum in San
Francisco, curated by Dr. Sally Miles, Assistant Curator
of American Art. The Rococo frame hung on the portrait
of Joshua Henshaw by John Singleton Copley, circa 1770.
The frame, original to the painting, is elaborately hand
carved with broad curves, pierced corners and center
points, and a crest cartouche of the Henshaw coat-of-arms
featuring four hens. (DeWeese-Wehen 35).

The baroque influence still persisted in the mid-

eighteenth century, and the Late Barogue frames had

developed finer moldings, mahogany veneers, more complex
combinations of ovolos, cavettos and cymas, and more
delicate and decorative overall appearances than the
simpler early American Baroqgue picture frames. 1In

comparison with the Rococo frames, however, the Late
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