tyle Snapshot

A look at a frame, its characteristics, and history

By Mark Guthrie

What style frame is this? An example of the cassetta frame with a
pastiglia decorated, cushioned panel.

Where is it from and what time period is it from? The design's form
is an outgrowth of the Mannerism movement, developing within the
Veneto region of Italy (the capital of which is Venice) during the early
16th century. As the architectonic, flat-frieze cassetta profile was an
early-Renaissance period expression of Tuscan (or specifically, Floren-
tine) aesthetics, this modification was a similar expression of the Man-

nerist-period experimentation with form and scale.

The technique of pastiglia decoration can be found on early Gothic

religious and funeral carvings throughout southern and southeastern
Europe.

What are the defining/common characteristics of this style? Identi-
cal to its ancestor, the profile is essentially an entablature (a borrowing
from classical architecture) which is comprised of three basic elements:

1) the architrave (the small raised bead) 2) the frieze (the flat or cush-

ioned open area) and 3) the cornice (the higher raised area at the back).

However, the cushioned (or pulvinated) frieze allowed for further
expression and decoration. The convex-shaped surface was utilized for
architectural adornments (both exterior and interior).

The decorative technique of pastiglia, or pasta di muschio (roughly
translated as “pickled paste”) had been somewhat perfected by the time
of its employment on this profile of the early 16th century. The “pick-
led” portion of its name is, no doubt, derived from the manufacturing
procedure of the material. Pastiglia was made from white powder
formed when ground lead was exposed to vinegar vapor in a sealed jar.
It was then mixed with egg white to make a malleable paste. Lead
matrices (or molds) were used to stamp out relief figures or decorative
motifs, which were then applied with rabbit-skin glue to the surface.
The material was either left to remain white, received gilding, or was
painted.

What design departures might be seen on some frames of this style?

Although the modification to the well-established cassetta profile is
slight, it is still significant in that it appears to have opened a door for
continued alterations in silhouette—the reverse of which is remarkably

similar to the later “Salvatore Rosa” or “Carlo Maratta” profile.
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A cassetta frame
with a pastiglia
decorated, cush-
ion panel is an
outgrowth of the
Mannerism move-
ment that originat-
ed in the Veneto
region of Italy.

The detail on the
right shows the
three basic ele-
ments of the
frame’s design:
the architrave; the
frieze, and the
cornice.




In order not to create arguments among my peers, |
should clarify myself by stating that the decorative tech-
nique of “raised gesso” is also popularly referred to as
pastiglia. It is true that as early as 1400AD wooden arti-
cles received high-relief decoration by a method of
“dripping” gesso sottile in patterns upon the surface.
However, the particular method of low-relief surface
decoration found on these frames is also termed
pastiglia. | submit that the term accurately states not
only a relief decoration but a specific composition
recipe.

What type of artwork would this frame most likely
house?By the advent of this modification to the basic
cassetta profile, the subjects housed by these architec-
tonic designs were moving from ecclesiastic to secular.
These frames contained a full gamut of art genre; por-
traiture, allegoric scenes, still life and almost every other
painted expression produced within the period. Further-
more, this design (being a moulding-type frame as
opposed to a carved-type frame) allowed for some pre-
production. The basic profile could be run in length in

advance of any ornamentation or surface treatment.
Consequently, this design is one of the earliest "com-
mercial" mouldings, making it available to a wider audi-
ence at reduced pricing.

What furninishing/interior styles accompanied these
style frames in their time? At the time of this design's
development, frames were linked more to architecture
than to interior accessories and decoration. They were
considered more an extension of the structure rather
than an outgrowth of any interior activity. The full
development of weaving together of interior design
(line, color, texture) with the surrounding architecture
would take place at a later time.m
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