
IT IS ONLY in the past 10 years 
or so that the public – and art 
historians – have furnished 
frames with the importance 

they deserve.  Their size and shape 
continue to provide challenges: 
they are difficult to store in 
museums; they deteriorate with 
atmospheric changes and age; 

and, during the war, thousands 
were separated from their original 
canvases to make the paintings 
easier to transport and conceal, 
leaving these marvellous works 
of art to stand empty in the 
museums until peace reigned.

I have been fascinated by the 
history of framing since 1986, 

when I became an apprentice 
carver and gilder working in Vilmo 
Gibello’s workshop in Homer 
Street, London.  At that time, I was 
running on a part-time basis a busy 
conservation studio, concentrating 
on paintings and polychrome 
sculpture, while working at 
Christies as a paintings specialist 
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Historic frames are as worthy of study and admiration as the works for which they 
were made, argues Julia Korner, who takes us on a journey through the golden age 

of frame-making in Europe, from the Mediaeval period to the 19th century

A brief history 
of frames

1) This 13th-14th 
century fresco 
illustrates one 
of the earliest 
examples of the 
use of a frame. 
The Maestà by 
Simone Martini 
(1284-1344)
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and undertaking roadshows up 
and down the country to bring 
in business.

I was frustrated that clients took 
no notice of the frames on their 
pictures and was demoralised by 
finding myself fitting delicately 
conserved pictures back into 
exhausted, dehydrated frames. I 
resolved to train as hard as I might 
to be in a position to conserve 
these, and to replace nasty 
reproduction frames that deprived 
paintings of their dignity.  I have 
been doing that ever since.

Frames allow you to appreciate 
the influence of history, 
architecture, fashion, tradition 
and craftsmanship. It saddens me 
that individuals studying history of 
art are shown paintings as colour 
slides glowing in the darkness, 
devoid of their frames, and likewise 
text books offer stark, white-
bordered plates, equally without 
their thought-provoking frames to 
complement them.  

The function of the frame has 
changed over time. It moved 
from being ‘mere’ decoration 
to providing protection and 
support to early panel paintings.  
It divided the work of art from its 
surroundings, while uniting it; it 
focused the viewer’s attention, thus 
affording the work reverence; and it 
enhanced an image as a work of art 
in its own right.   

In the early Christian/Mediaeval 
period, travellers moved around 
with devotional works. These 
might have been a single panel, 
or a diptych with two panels, 
or a triptych with three panels, 
hinged down one side, enabling 
the work of art to close like a 
book in the case of a diptych or, 
in the case of the triptych, the 
two outer wings folded neatly like 
shutters in a window, keeping 
the solemnity of the image away 
from prying eyes and protecting 
and reinforcing the piece when on 
the move. As altarpieces became 
more sophisticated, larger works 
were commissioned for specific 
buildings with tabernacle frames, 
whose design reflected in miniature 
the architecture of the building for 
which the treasures were destined. 
These early altarpieces were made 
from panels joined together, with 
the central area gouged out to 
leave a narrow border all around 
which became a frame in its own 
right, often separated visually by a 
decorative line of tool work to allow 
the candles on the altar beneath to 
pick out the uneven gilded surface 
and radiate light.

3) The Cabinet 
Maker’s frame 
from the 15th 
century. This 
example is 
Flemish and 
features a pair 
of trompe l’oeil 
gloves

2) The Cassetta frame, which is still in use today. 
Giovanni Bellini (1430-1516). Madonna and Child, 
painted with sgraffito decoration

Duccio (active 1278-1319) was 
one of the great artists of the 
International Gothic style, based 
in Siena, Italy. He recognised the 
supportive advantage provided by 
a rudimentary frame: his Rucellai 
Madonna (1285-86), now in the 
Metropolitan Museum, New York, 
is a moving example of how a frame 
transforms an altarpiece into a 
precious jewel in all its glory.

THE CASSETTA FRAME
In the 14th century, as the 
Renaissance embraced Italy, these 
early tabernacle frames, inspired by 
ancient Greco-Roman architecture, 
acquired a symbolic purpose, 
demonstrated continuity with the 
past and imbued the image with 
solemnity and religious gravitas to 
create a shrine-like appearance.

Once wealth began to spread 
beyond the Church and nobility 
to the merchant classes, demand 
grew for a more secular style. 
Commissions multiplied for 
increasingly highly- skilled 
craftsmen to make ever more lavish 
frames that would reflect status 
and wealth. The Cassetta frame was 
conceived – a style of frame which 
might be embellished according to 
the depth of the patron’s pocket. 
It is still in constant use today, 
having a central flat plane tapering 
up to a high back edge, and a 
stepped inner moulding falling 
to the picture plane. Its linear 
outline and refined ornament 
embraced the 14th century and 
underwent subsequent change and 
modification to accommodate the 
genius and innovative approach 
of the great Renaissance painters, 
Michelangelo, Raphael and 
Leonardo, whose influence spread 
far and wide across Europe.     

This was the age of the great 
carvers and gilders, when frames 
often cost more than the works of 
art they embellished. Workshops 
developed in abundance to keep 
pace with the treasures that the 
artists were commissioned to 
create and a bond developed 
between artist, carver and patron, 
all working together to create 
something unique, exhilarating 
and exquisite.  

During the 16th century, the 
influence of Italian paintings 
and their frames was to have a 
profound effect in Spain, France 
and Germany. Each developed 
its own style: the Spanish evolved 
their deep, bold carving and love 
of colour or polychrome; the 
French perfected their highly 
imaginative, delicate carving; 

and the Low Countries, including 
Germany, where painting had 
remained subordinate to carving, 
embraced a style that was both 
detailed and precise.  

By way of contrast, Italian 
buildings of the time featured 
small windows to reduce the 
heat within their interiors. To 
compensate for the restrictions 
on light, heavy gold leaf was 
lavished on frames to help catch, 
reflect and spread light within the 
rooms. Frames accommodated 
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changes in style and taste. In the 
late Italian Renaissance period, 
c.1520 – 1580, Mannerism 
became the fashion of the day, 
with its rejection of classicism 
and the harmonious ideals 
promoted by Leonardo, Raphael 
and Michelangelo, and gave rise 
to three main framing styles:  
 The auricular and/or 
Sunderland frame, with 
decorative motifs of heavy, 
grotesque creatures and caryatids, 
monsters and contorted figures 
inspired by silversmiths at the 
Hapsburg court. It was a frame 
styled in the grand manner, 
generally finished in gold, with 
wave-like, scrolling and melted 
forms, and often – in the case 
of a Sunderland frame – with 
a softened inner rebate that 
curved unusually across the 
picture plane.  
 The Sansovino frame, named 
after the Venetian sculptor and 
architect Jacobo Sansovino (1486-
1570). This was a hard edged, 
classical style, with scrolling 
S-shaped motifs, where the frame 
was generally finished in black 
and gold. It was favoured by 
princes and noblemen at 16th 
century courts. 
 The Medici auricular, an 
Italian interpretation inspired 
in the late 17th century by 
Cardinal Leopoldo de Medici 
(1617-1675) when he reframed 
his entire picture collection at 
the Palazzo Pitti, Florence. The 

spectacularly ornate frames are 
still on view today in the first-
floor state apartments, where 
the vision of interior decoration 
in its entirety was born. 
Architecture, furniture, frames 
and paintings are united in one 
majestic embrace.

By contrast, the Spanish 
Herrara frame incorporated 
small decorative elements, 
often geometric, inspired by the 
outstanding Spanish architect 
Juan de Herrara (1530-1597), 
notably displayed in Philip II’s 
library at El Escorial, Madrid. 
The king’s sober classicism 
demanded restrained Mannerist 
elements, details emulated 
by the cabinet makers and 
other ornemanistes, with heavy 
lozenges, often made from semi-
precious stones, and dentils. 
The overall effect is that of an 
opulently dressed window frame.

CABINET MAKER’S FRAME
The Northern equivalent of the 
Cassetta frame was the Cabinet 
Maker’s frame, which made the 
sober works they surrounded 
seem like a window on to another 
world.  These intimate frames 
give one direct communication 
with the sitter, an immediacy 
and sense of presence. They 
often imitate the form of church 
windows with a deep rainsill 
(window sill), which is frequently 
decorated with trompe l’oeil 
devices to give the impression 
that the work is more deeply 
recessed that it actually is. 

In 1602 the Dutch East India 
Company was established, which 
enriched many of the sober 
Protestant population. Precious 
woods, used as ballast by the East 
India Company ships, were put to 
excellent use by local craftsmen 
who made small cabinets from 
amboyna, ebony or tortoiseshell.  
The demand became so great 
among the newly rich merchant 
class that mills were established 
all over Holland to meet demand 
and the earliest wave- or ripple-
moulding machine was created by 
Johann Schwanhardt (died 1612), 
a cabinet and gunstock maker.   
Natural wood became the medium 
of choice and this, polished to a 
high sheen, had the same effect as 
that of a gilded frame, reflecting 
light and radiating it across the 
face of the sitter.

To a certain extent, England 
ploughed its own furrow until the 
return in 1660 of Charles II, who 
introduced a more cosmopolitan 

approach, abetted by the influx 
of émigré craftsmen after 
the revocation of the Edict of 
Nantes in 1685.  

PALLADIAN INFLUENCE
Palladian frames are the calling 
card of William Kent (1685-1748), 
artist, architect and designer 
of landscapes, furniture and 
interiors, who drew inspiration 
from his admiration for the Italian 
architect Andrea Palladio (1508-
1580). These classical mouldings, 
softened by festoons of leaves 
and flowers and outset corners, 
became the most distinctively 
British design in frame history, 
a particular example of how the 
British absorbed and transformed 
the Baroque spirit emanating 
from Europe, where frames 
became increasingly ornate and 
flamboyantly cut, manipulating 
light and shade through curving 
lines, joyous ornamentation and 
organic motifs.  

Rome had become the solar 
plexus of Europe and a new, bold 
style of bolection/cushion/torus 
frames, with delicate decorative 
leaf work, was introduced by the 
great craftsmen of the day.  This 
was a moulding that was ideal 
for export as it had no external 
detailing that could be knocked 
and it enabled a collection to be 
close-hung on the great walls 
of Europe.  

Paris, in the reign of Louis XIII 
(1610 -1643), shed its provincial 
isolation and looked to Rome.  The 
novel Baroque style was modified 
into the distinctly French form of 
torus-leaf frames, which were then 
carved with laurel or oak leaves in 
abundance. Further modification 
ensued as the Rococo movement 
took hold. Pattern books were 
plentiful, with ever more ornate 
and decorative mouldings to 
challenge carvers and gilders to the 
full depth of their ability.  France 
became the great arbiter of taste 
and, under Louis XIV, the Sun King, 
sunflowers overflowed on swept-
cornered frames.  

These traditions endured: 
Impressionist paintings are 
usually displayed in 17th and 18th 
century versions of these frames  
as they gave instant authority and 
gravitas to paintings collected 
by the French bourgeoisie and 
American nouveaux riches. Whole 
interiors would be decorated in 
the fin-de-siècle style and, with the 
introduction of electric light, the 
finishes became more discrete. 
‘Dutch metal’ was used in addition 

4) This frame 
shows the strong 
French influence 
on framing 
throughout 
Europe from 
the 18th century 
onwards. 
Versions of 
this were, 
and still are, 
used on most 
Impressionist 
paintings we see 
today. French 
late Regence/
early Louis 
XV Trophy 
Frame made 
for the Portrait 
of Cardinal 
de Fleury by 
Hyacinthe 
Rigaud (1659-
1743), National 
Museum, 
Stockholm
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to gold leaf, so as not to appear 
too showy. Many painters rejected 
such over-ornate, swept frames 
and preferred a simpler style 
finished with natural gesso and 
wax to enhance, rather than to 
overshadow their artwork.  

Carlo Maratta- and Salvador 
Rosa-style frames, designed by the 
artists themselves in Rome in the 
late 17th century, were a reaction 
to the growing extravagance of 
torus leaf frames. A simpler style of 
the Cassetta frame was promoted, 
which might be dressed up or 
down, according to the patron’s 
pocket, and might be exported 
easily. Many of the finest paintings 
that arrived in Britain at this time 
carry these classic frames, which 
are still made today.

The second half of the 18th 
century witnessed the birth of 
the Neo-Classical and Empire 
frames in reaction to the excesses 
of the Rococo movement. This 
style was fired by the enthusiasm 
for all things classical, excited 
by the excavations at Pompeii 
and Herculaneum and the study 
of the Antique. The style spread 
as Napoleon’s empire engulfed 
Europe and beyond, and it 
became, arguably, the first truly 
international style.

Its stamp was simple 
ornamentation, created by using 
wood blocks and composition.  
This new material allowed 
labour-intensive carved frames 
to be replaced by moulded 
ornament. The frame, an object 
of art in its own right, began to 
lose its unique allure due to poor 
craftsmanship, almost arbitrary 
decoration and finishing in cheap 
metallic leaf or gold paint.

In distinct contrast to former 
times, when connoisseurs and 
patrons had taken extravagant 
pride in their collections by framing 
and reframing in the finest taste of 
the day, collectors were contented 
with cheap reproductions in 
composition and Dutch leaf to 
complement their revival ‘Louis-
style’ interiors.  Sadly the 19th 
century magnates – European and 
American – and today’s auction 
houses are responsible for the 
divorce not only of paintings from 
their original settings, but also for 
the loss of harmony created by such 
masterly combinations. 

Julia Korner (pictured above right) 
is a specialist and lecturer in fine 
art conservation and restoration of 
paintings, sculptures and frames
www.juliakorner.com

5) French Empire 
Frame with 
oval sight, the 
ogee section 
decorated 
with moulded 
anthemion and 
the spandrels 
with palmette-
linked olive 
branches. This 
was the first 
composition 
frame which 
could be mass 
produced, and 
spelled the 
demise of the 
great carvers 
and gilders of 
the past. Louis 
Elisabeth Vigée 
Le Brun (1755-
1842), Countess 
Golovine (1766-
1821), The Barber 
Institute of Fine 
Arts, Birmingham
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