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Bernardo Daddi's towering Saint Paui figure from the 1330s in Gallery 2 is
one exampie of an engaged frame. We can imagine an early stage in its
production when the work was a large assembiage of planks and pieces of
wood glued, nailed, and pieced together, with no paint. As in similar early
panel pictures, once the work had reached this construction stage, the
artist and his shop coated the entire assemblage, engaged frame and all,
with gesso (a plaster-like substance mixed with animal glue that, once dry
and carefully smoothed, provided the ground for the actual painting and
gilding). Looking at the picture at an angle from the side, we can see the
molding of the frame where it is attached to the thick panel, as well as the
continuous seam where they meet,
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splendor and solemnity of the holy figures. When closed over the central
image of Mary and the Christ child, the wings provided protection to the
painted surfaces and undoubtedly contributed to the triptych's remarkable
preservation. Laoking closely at the outer edge of the right wing with the
figure of Saint John the Evangelist, we see both the joint of the engaged
frame molding and the raised lip of wood perfectly fitted to the recessed
groove on the left wing when closed.

The tradition of such intimate, portable altarpieces continued into the 15th
century, as seen in Sassetta's elegant Madonna of Humnility {c. 1435/1440)

in Gallery 3. This delicate, refined panel is the central part of a triptych that
lost the two side wings originally attached to it.

<< EARLY FRAMES EFFECTS OF AGE >>
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proved less than effective and often entailed thinning down the painted
panel's original wooden planks when they were installed, so the method
was abandoned. The cradle on this Byzantine-style Madonna was applied to
the painting in the early 20tk century, before it was accessioned to the
National Gallery of Art.

The inevitable expansion and contraction of the various layers in wooden
panel paintings often led to a gap at the edge of the picture where the
engaged frame separated {or was removed) from its painted panel. When
this happens, we frequently can see part of the unpainted margin of the
panel originally covered by the frame. A ridge of thickened paint and
ground, called a barbe, marks this cuter edge of the painted surface where
the engaged frame separated or has disappeared. A barbe (French for
"beard") of slightly raised, jagged paint, and gesso is visible along the
lower edge of Agnoio Gaddi's Madonna and Child with Saints and Angels in
Gellery 2; along the outer edges of Neroccio de' Landi's Portrait of a Lady
{c. 1485} in Gallery 8; and in Bernhard Strigel's 1527 portraits of Hans
Roth and his wife Margarethe Vohlin in Gallery 35A (especially along the
left margin of the former). When a barbe exists on a panel painting that no
longer has its engaged frame, it is likely that the original dimensicns of the
painted image are still intact and have not been cut down.

<< COMPLETE WORKS WORKS ON CANVAS >>
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Charles Tarbell's Mother and Mary (1922) was designed by the talented
wood carver and frame maker Walfred Thulin. George Bellows' Club Night
(1907) aiso retains its original frame.

Because of the ease of changing attached frames, the history of framing on
a given picture can become quite complicated. For instance, the frame now
surrounding James McNeill Whistler's Sympheony in White, No. 1: The White
Girl of 1862 was selected and painted by the artist and includes his
signature butterfly symbol on the right vertical member. We might thus call
it an original frame. Yet there is some evidence that the present frame was
placed on the picture only in the 1870s, and that the famous painting had
been in a different frame when Whistler first exhibited it in 1862. We thus
might also consider that earlier frame, now lost, as being original to the
picture.

Winslew Homer's Hound and Hunter of 1892 provides another intriguing
example, because it is in a frame made to Homer's design and is thus
criginal. Yet when the painting first came to the Gallery it had a different
frame, one that probably had no direct connection to Homer himself. It
turns out that the Homer-designed frame now on Hound and Hunter had
earlier surrounded the artist's Right and Left, also in the National Gallery.
In the 1990s Gallery curators discovered that the frame was actually too
small for Right and Left and slightly obscured important parts of the
painted surface. They also found that the frame fit the slightly smaller
Hound and Hunter perfectly. As a result, the “original” Homer frame was
put on Hound and Hunter, and a slightly larger duplicate was made for
Right and Left. We know from Homer's correspondence with his New York
dealer, Kncedler & Company, that he could be flexible about his frames,
telling his dealers on one occasion that they should take off the frame from
one of his pictures they already had and put it on a new picture he was
then sending to them.

<< EFFECTS OF AGE PERIOD FRAMES >
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cornice has not survived. The tondc's later owners have had different
frames made for it. The present frame is the painting's second since
entering the Gallery. It was made in 1955 as a suitably crnate complement
to this very extraordinary painting, and was inspired by the late 15th-
century frame on Botticelli's Madonna of the Pomegranate, now in the
Galleria degli Uffizi in Florence.

Some of the Gallery's very greatest works pose unique challenges in terms
of providing them with a suitable frame. Considering that Jan van Eyck's
magnificent Annunciation possibly was painted for Philip the Good, duke of
Burgundy, for a church or chapel in Dijon, the picture must originally have
had an elaborate engaged frame of a more Gothic architectural style. In
addition, the painting undoubtedly was part of a more complicated,
multipart altarpiece, perhaps as the left wing of a triptych.

At some point the splendid ensemble was taken apart and the individual
panels dispersed, with the Annunciation ultimately landing in the Imperial
Hermitage Museum in Saint Petersburg before arriving at the Nationai
Gallery of Art. Furthermore, while in Russia the painting was transferred
from its original wood support to canvas. Given its actual and probable
history, and the challenges that it has survived, the Annunciation still
communicates the physical marvel of Van Eyck’s oil technique and the
sophistication of his iconographic program within the relatively simple
moldings of the frame made for it in the last century.

Many 20th-century and contemporary artists have eliminated frames
altogether, but those works that do have them pose many of the same
problems encountered in works by earlier masters. Rather than retaining
the original frame that the painter may have initially used or selected,
many modern paintings coming to the National Galiery of Art have frames
that have been chosen by subsequent owners, including the Gallery and
our expert staff.

<< WORKS ON CANVAS
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