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Giyorgis [of Sägla] (አባ:ጊዮርጊስ), fol. 1v in the 
ˀÄrganonä Maryam (The Organ of Mary),  

late 17th century. Ethiopia, Lasta region. See 

fig. 1, p. 133.

Back cover illustration: Kneeling female figure, 

15th–early 16th century. Mexico, Mesoamerica, 

Aztec. See fig. 5, p. 17.

Illustration on p. 2: Pierre Patte after Charles 

François Ribart de Chamoust. Section view of 

Ribart’s elephant monument from Ribart 1758, 

pl. VI. Hand-colored etching. See fig. 4, p. 86.

Illustration on p. 4: Mask. Mexico. Olmec, 

900–400 B.C. Jadeite, H. 5 3/4 × W. 5 1/2 ×  

D. 3 in. (14.6 × 14 × 7.6 cm). The Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, Bequest of Alice K. Bache, 

1977 (1977.187.33)



Contents

Director’s Foreword
M A X  H O L L E I N ,  1 0

SHIFTING PERSPECTIVES ON MUSEUMS

Aztecs in the Empire City:  
“The People without History” in The Met
J O A N N E  P I L L S B U R Y ,  1 2

“Te Maori”: New Precedents for Indigenous Art at The Met
M A I A  N U K U  ( N G A I  T A I ) ,  3 2

The Vélez Blanco Patio and United States–Cuba  
Relationships in the 1950s
T O M M A S O  M O Z Z A T I ,  5 1

Collecting the Ancient Near East at The Met
Y E L E N A  R A K I C ,  6 8

The Sèvres Elephant Garniture and the  
Politics of Dispersal during the French Revolution
I R I S  M O O N ,  8 1

Facsimiles, Artworks, and Real Things
R E B E C C A  C A P U A ,  9 8

ARTICLES

Icon, Contact Relic, Souvenir:  
The Virgin Eleousa Micromosaic Icon at The Met
M A R I A  H A R V E Y ,  1 1 3

Talismanic Imagery in an Ethiopian Christian Manuscript  
Illuminated by the Night- Heron Master
K R I S T E N  W I N D M U L L E R -  L U N A ,  1 3 2

Philippe Auguste Hennequin’s Portrait Drawing of  
Sir Sidney Smith in the Temple Prison
K A T H E R I N E  G A Z Z A R D ,  1 4 4

Artists’ Frames in Pâte Coulante: History, Design, and Method
P E T E R  M A L L O ,  1 6 0

RESEARCH NOTE

A Source for Two Gilded Silver Figurines by Hans von Reutlingen
E L I Z A B E T H  R I C E  M A T T I S O N ,  1 7 4



Founded in 1968, the Metropolitan 
Museum Journal is a peer- reviewed 
scholarly journal published annually 
that features original research on the 
history, interpretation, conservation, 
and scientific examination of works  
of art in the Museum’s collection. Its 
range encompasses the diversity of 
artistic practice from antiquity to the 
present day. The Journal encourages 
contributions offering critical and 
innovative approaches that will further 
our understanding of works of art. 

The Journal publishes Articles and 
Research Notes. All texts must take 
works of art in the collection as the 
point of departure. Articles contribute 
extensive and thoroughly argued 
scholarship, whereas Research Notes 
are often smaller in scope, focusing on  
a specific aspect of new research or 
presenting a significant finding from 
technical analysis. The maximum 
length for articles is 8,000 words 
(including endnotes) and 10–12 images, 
and for research notes 4,000 words 
with 4–6 images. Authors may consult 
previous volumes of the Journal as  
they prepare submissions: www 
.metmuseum.org/art/metpublications. 
The Journal does not accept papers  
that have been previously published 
elsewhere, nor does it accept 
translations of such works.  
Submissions should be emailed to 
journalsubmissions@metmuseum.org.

Manuscripts are reviewed by the 
Journal Editorial Board, composed of 
members of the curatorial, conserva-
tion, and scientific departments, as well 
as scholars from the broader academic 

community. The process is double- 
anonymous peer review.

To be considered for the following 
year’s volume, the complete 
manuscript must be submitted  
by September 15. 

Manuscripts should be submitted 
as three separate double- spaced Word 
files in Times New Roman 12- point  
type with page numbers inserted:  
(1) a 200- word abstract; (2) manuscript 
and endnotes (no images should be 
embedded within the main text);  
(3) Word document or PDF of low- 
resolution images with captions and 
credits underneath. Please anonymize 
your submission for anonymous review.

For the style of captions and 
bibliographic references in endnotes, 
authors are referred to The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art Guide to Editorial Style 
and Procedures, which is available  
from the Museum’s Publications and 
Editorial Department upon request, 
and to The Chicago Manual of Style. 
Please provide a list of all bibliographic 
citations that includes, for each title: 
full name(s) of author or authors; title 
and subtitle of book or article and peri-
odical; place, publisher, and date of 
publication; volume number, if any; and 
page, plate, and/or figure number(s). 
For citations in notes, please use only 
the last name(s) of the author or authors 
and the date of publication (e.g., Jones 
1953, p. 65; Smith and Harding 2006, 
pp. 7–10, fig. 23).

The Museum will acquire all  
high- resolution images and obtain 

English- language, world rights for print 
and electronic editions of the Journal, 
at no expense to authors.

Once an article or research note  
is accepted for publication, the author 
will have the opportunity to review it 
after it has been edited and again after 
it has been laid out in pages. Each 
author receives two copies of the 
printed Journal. The Journal appears 
online at metmuseum.org/art/
metpublications; journals.uchicago.
edu/toc/met/current; and on JStor.

ABBREVIATIONS
MMA The Metropolitan Museum of Art

MMAB The Metropolitan Museum of Art 

Bulletin

MMJ Metropolitan Museum Journal

Height precedes width and then depth  
in dimensions cited.

M A N U S C R I P T  G U I D E L I N E S  
F O R  T H E  M E T R O P O L I TA N  M U S E U M  J OURNA L



M E T R O P O L I TA N 
M U S E U M

JOURNAL56  



During the final decades of the nineteenth century in 

Paris and London, methods for presenting exhibitions 

were undergoing a major reconsideration, and frames 

from this era began to take on a new role both visually 

and conceptually. This development was driven by artists 

to indicate that their works represented a new kind of 

vision. Many original frames have disappeared from the 

walls of private collections and museums, but it is possi-

ble to piece together concept and approach through 

photographs, treatises, drawings, catalogues, and a few 

precious extant frames. This study focuses on artist- 

designed frames at the end of the nineteenth century 

with a particular emphasis on a material known as pâte 

coulante, unique in its ability to render extraordinary pro-

files, some of which could not have been realized by any 

Artists’ Frames in Pâte Coulante:  
History, Design, and Method
P E T E R  M A L L O

fig. 1 Degas pastel housed 
in a cockscomb frame: 
Edgar Degas (French, 1834–
1917). Woman with Towel, 
1894 or 1898. Pastel on 
cream- colored wove paper 
with red and blue fibers 
throughout, 37 3/4 × 30 in. 
(95.9 × 76.2 cm); framed: 
44 1/4 × 36 1/4 × 1 7/8 in. (112.4 × 
92.1 × 4.8 cm). The 
Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, H. O. Havemeyer 
Collection, Bequest of 
Mrs. H. O. Havemeyer, 1929 
(29.100.37)
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other method available at the time. Many noteworthy 
period frames that utilize pâte coulante are preserved 
within the Havemeyer collection at The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art. Although frames in pâte coulante can be 
seen surrounding the works of many late nineteenth- 
century and early twentieth- century paintings, this 
study refers to the few superb frames available for study 
in The Met and in private collections, which in many 
cases surround works by Edgar Degas (fig. 1). For artists 
like Degas, this method became crucial for executing 
radical frame designs. To reinforce the argument that 
the process of template- cut pâte coulante granted artists 
and frame- makers the freedom to reliably turn any 
design into a serviceable molding, period- correct mold-
ings were re-created using the available historical infor-
mation, and reflections gleaned from this technical 
study are included herein. 

E X H I B I T I O N S  A N D  F R A M E S  S H I F T  AWAY 
F R O M  T H E  S A L O N

The year 1874 marks an important turning point for art-
ists challenging the status quo. It saw not only the first 
one- person exhibition by James McNeill Whistler in 
London, but also the inaugural show of the Anonymous 
Society of Artists, Painters, Sculptors, Engravers, Etc., 
in Paris, the group that critic Louis Leroy would satiri-
cally dub the “Impressionists.”1 In both cases, we see 
the avant- garde taking greater control over the presen-
tation of their works and the total art environment, 
including the way their works were framed. 

Both Whistler and the Impressionists claimed  
to have originated the idea of harmony between  
painting and frame. In 1873, Degas employed simple 
frames for a series of pastels titled Répétition de  
ballet that one of his most supportive collectors,  
Louisine Havemeyer, described as being painted  
“soft dull gray and green which harmonized with  
the decorations of the scenery and . . . dresses of  
the ballerina.”2 The same year, Whistler wrote to col-
lector George A. Lucas: 

You will notice and perhaps meet with opposition that my 

frames I have designed as carefully as my pictures—and 

thus they form as important a part as any of the rest of 

the work—carrying on the particular harmony throughout. 

This is of course entirely original with me and has never 

been done . . . and I wish this to also be clearly stated in 

Paris that I am the inventor of all this kind of decora-

tion . . . that I may not have a lot of little Frenchmen tres-

passing on my ground.3

Regardless of who arrived at the idea first, the 
shared impulse to invent new styles of frames was part of 
a larger thrust to recontextualize works of art by reimag-
ining the viewing experience.4 Underrepresented at 
established venues like the Paris Salon in the early 
1870s, the Impressionists took issue with many of the 
practices standardized by the Salon and set out instead 
to create an entirely new format for exhibiting their 
work. In an open letter to the jury of the Paris Salon  
in 1870, Degas suggested six tiers of reform in the pre-
sentation of art. These reforms related specifically to 
strategies for hanging works, but Degas’s ultimate  
goal was to show individual works of art to their best 
effect. In his closing statement, Degas urges: “In short, 
once you have satisfied your judges’ pride, be good  
interior decorators.”5

One hallmark of the Salon was large frames, usu-
ally composed of a running molding over which was 
applied layers of cast classical decoration (fluting, 
lamb’s tongue, acanthus). The scale of Salon frames 
had an important purpose: when paintings were hung 
edge  to  edge, artists relied on the wide moldings to  
create space among neighboring paintings.

Rejecting the Salon system altogether, Impres-
sionists sought their own gallery space, and some began 
conceiving frame styles that would underscore the 
freshness of their vision: linear running moldings with 
no applied decoration whatsoever. At first glance, these 
experimental frame profiles seem simplistic when com-
pared to the heavily ornamented frames used by their 
contemporaries in the mainstream. Their formal ele-
gance came from the shape of the profiles themselves, 
which were delicately designed to give a sense of har-
mony between painting and frame through use of 
restrained color and shadow pattern. 

The most recognizable of these styles are the 
reeded frames by Whistler, and the fluted cushion 
frames by Degas. They shared formal elements like 
reeded friezes and fluted columns with the neoclassical 
thrust that was informing mainstream frame design  
of the late nineteenth century (fig. 2). They hearken 
back to miniature columns found on fifteenth- century 
tabernacle frames, which in turn come from the struc-
tural columns of ancient Greek architecture. In frames 
as in architecture, these historical elements had tradi-
tionally been paired with decorative flourishes like pro-
truding acanthus, scrolls, stacked coins, and other 
classical motifs that act as focal points. The new styles, 
by contrast, incorporated only those linear elements 
that would create a subtle play of light and shadow 
across the surface of the profile. 
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Pâte Coulante: From Necessity to Opportunity
Though the shapes we see in the most adventurous of 
these new designs seem radical, and in some cases 
extraordinarily complex, they could be made efficiently 
and at low cost by borrowing a process that had been 
mastered for architectural moldings many centuries 
earlier. This process allowed artists and frame- makers 
to experiment with shapes that could not have been 
executed in wood and with a material that was already 
on hand in frame- making ateliers. 

Pâte coulante, which translates to “flowing paste,” 
was initially adopted as an inexpensive alternative to 
machine- milled profiles in wood for running moldings. 
The financial woes felt by the Impressionists during  
the 1870s and 1880s are well documented, but artists 
and dealers were not the only ones experiencing  
economic challenges. During the 1850s and 1860s, in 
addition to being physically reconstructed under the 
direction of Baron Haussmann, Paris was experiencing 
a major shift in the marketplace for luxury goods. One 
economic result of Haussmannization was a trend away 
from expensive bespoke craft, and toward less costly 
mass- market manufacturing.6 Frame- makers of the 
period were pressed to find quick and cost- effective 
ways to keep up with demand for large, ornamented 
frames suitable for the Salon, and began to use pâte cou-
lante for both cast ornament and template- cut moldings. 

The earliest usage of the term pâte coulante for 
frame- making is found in the 1896 edition of Nouveau 
manuel complet du fabricant de cadres, passe- partout, 
châssis, encadrements, etc. published under the widely 
popular Encyclopédie- Roret.7 The Manuels- Roret, written 
primarily for amateurs, are nevertheless an important 
asset for outlining popular late nineteenth- century pro-
cesses in art and agriculture and gauging when certain 
processes entered the mainstream. Pâte coulante was 

not included in the 1850 edition of Nouveau manuel 
complet du fabricant de cadres,8 so its inclusion in the 
1896 edition suggests that the process, which may have 
been experimental as early as the 1870s, had been 
widely adopted by the close of the century.

Although pâte coulante appears to have been a rela-
tive novelty for frame- makers during the early years of 
Impressionism, the practice of pulling a form across a 
paste- like material via a sled or rail system has its roots in 
architectural antiquity.9 In execution, it also relates to the 
use of a wave machine for manufacturing ripple mold-
ings, a style of ornamentation that has come to be associ-
ated with seventeenth- century Dutch frames.10 Unlike 
common architectural plaster, pâte coulante can be built 
up quickly, is much more durable, is able to take a burnish 
over gilding, and gives the maker extended working time. 

Pâte coulante had additional advantages over com-
position, a material used extensively for creating the 
raised decoration on Barbizon frames. Composition is 
prepared from chalk, glue, oil, and resin, combined into 
a stiff heavy dough, then pressed into rigid molds, and 
eventually transferred to the wooden frame chassis in 
strips of continuous repeating patterns, or sculpted 
forms such as acanthus leaves. Composition accepts 
gilding beautifully, but is very heavy and prone to 
shrinkage. Pâte coulante was lighter, less expensive, eas-
ier to formulate, and resisted shrinking, giving frame- 
makers the ability to manufacture complicated 
moldings and decoration at a fraction of the cost of 
wood- milling machines, let alone hand carvers. The 
frame- maker J. Saulo outlines the basic process:

Once we began to make paste frames, the profile was 

entirely made of wood, even in its smallest details. . . . This 

method was certainly time consuming and very expensive, 

but the product was, by comparison, also much stronger. 

With progress manifested the need to produce cheaply; 

we then simplified this work by merely indicating, in the 

wood, the general sinuosity of the profile. In order to 

obtain the details, we made iron templates in the modern 

manner to reproduce the exact profile of the moldings. . . . 

It is, as we see, certainly very practical and inexpensive.11

Adopted out of necessity to support the mass pro-
duction of conventional Salon frames, pâte coulante also 
opened a path to the production of individualized artists’ 
frames. At the very moment frame- makers had devel-
oped a process to render virtually any of the elaborate 
traditional shapes demanded by the Salon, artists rebel-
ling against the Salon were looking to reconceive the 
frame itself. In some cases, artists and framers began 

fig. 2 Left: facade of the 
Grand Palais, Paris, com-
pleted in 1900. Right: a 
finely fluted late 19th- 
century frame



fig. 3a–d Frame profile 
sketches from Degas’s note-
books preserved at the 
Bibliothèque Nationale de 
France, Paris. The books are 
dated between 1870 and 
1913. (a) Notebook no. 2  
(b) Notebook no. 6  
(c) Notebook no. 9  
(d) Notebook no. 23

a b

c d
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working together to use this paste- and- template process 
to realize aesthetic innovations. Frames designed by 
artists became extensions of their work, having been 
drawn by their own hand, cut out in  template form, and 
rendered directly into a running frame molding.

F R A M E  D E S I G N S  O F  T H E  N E W  A E S T H E T I C

Unlike the heavily ornamented frames used for Salon- 
style exhibitions, template- cut frames in pâte coulante 
exhibit an elegant cohesiveness, especially the models 
associated with Degas in Paris. These moldings, seem-
ingly inspired by his drawings (fig. 3a–d), were con-
ceived as a single contour. Some of the drawings are 
labored over, others only barely indicated, but all have 
gesture and a certain flow, as in a signature or the 
sketch of a silhouette, and could be easily transposed 
onto a hard material and cut out as a template. 

Template- shaped pâte coulante is well suited to 
realize designs that employed the repetition of refined 
elements: reeds, flutes, and waves, which in turn follow 
or flow over simple shapes such as flats or cushions. 
Degas’s crête de coq (cockscomb) design (figs. 1, 7) is 
vaguely cushion- shaped (a convex quarter- round mold-
ing, usually symmetrical), yet its features do not repeat; 
they become more pronounced across the molding front 
to back, joining soft waves and sharp serrations, and 
creating extreme variations in the quality of reflected 
light. Frames like the cockscomb contain deeply curved 
undercuts coupled with subtle undulations that cannot 
be made efficiently in wood or composition, giving 
template- shaped pâte coulante a unique place in the 
manufacture of running moldings.

Substantial credit is due to frame- makers for the 
development of artists’ frames, certainly for their will-
ingness to support the new aesthetic, and in some cases 
as potential design collaborators. Pierre Cluzel’s involve-
ment with the avant- garde is well documented, men-
tioned by numerous painters in their correspondence, 
and responsible for fabricating some of the most iconic 
designs associated with Degas. We know from Camille 
Pissarro’s letters to his son Lucien that Cluzel would 
show and sometimes sell Pissarro’s paintings from his 

maison at 33, rue Fontaine Saint- George in Paris. Cluzel 
is described by Pissarro as being one of the most skilled 
craftsmen in Paris, and a particularly shrewd business-
man.12 Pissarro was in the habit of ordering his sur-
rounds through Lucien, and although Pissarro does not 
seem to have created designs for execution in pâte cou-
lante, their correspondence provides a valuable glimpse 
into the relationship between artist and framer- 
designer, which seemed mostly amiable, with some 
occasional tension over bills owed and differences in 
aesthetics. One letter from Camille Pissarro to his son 
stands out, suggesting that Cluzel would sometimes 
impress his own aesthetic upon Pissarro’s orders: “I did 
have some borders made in the English style by Cluzel, 
but as always, Cluzel had the fancy to add to these matte 
oak edges a white margin in relief on the painting . . . it 
cast a shadow on the canvas that is most unpleasant and 
he asks a crazy price for this beautiful work.”13

The relationship between Degas and Cluzel also 
merits mention in connection to the evolution of designs 
associated with Degas. Due to the outstanding bill that 
Degas owed upon Cluzel’s death in 1894, we know that 
Degas patronized his boutique regularly.14 Maison Cluzel 
is mentioned in only a few of Degas’s letters to his deal-
ers Paul Durand- Ruel and Theo van Gogh, and only in 
reference to bills he owed.15 Letters addressed personally 
to or from Cluzel are not found in Degas’s correspon-
dence. This should not be surprising: Degas’s studio was 
only a few blocks from Maison Cluzel in Montmartre, 
and Degas’s paint supplier had his shop just next door to 
Cluzel at 31, rue Fontaine, so it seems likely that Degas 
and Cluzel conducted their business in person. 

Because we lack written descriptions of their inter-
actions, as we have for Pissarro, the impact Cluzel had 
on Degas’s designs remains speculative. A close look at 
the extant frames by Cluzel on Degas’s works, however, 
offers some valuable clues. We find the label of Maison 
Cluzel on three of Degas’s works preserved at The Met. 
They are noteworthy, for while they bear resemblances 
to designs from Degas’s sketchbook, the finished frames 
exhibit more refinement (figs. 4a, b, 5, 6a–d). In the case 
of Degas’s cockscomb molding, the extant frames in this 

fig. 4a, b Sketch by Degas 
for the flat- paneled “passe 
partout” frame; profile  
drawing taken by the  
author from the frame by 
Maison Cluzel a b
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all artists associated with Impressionism felt compelled 
to use the progressive frame designs of their colleagues. 
Monet did not design his own frames, and was in the 
habit of asking his dealer to choose frames for him.17 In 
one particular correspondence he expresses his fondness 
for antique frames,18 and photographic evidence from his 
studio at Giverny shows his works housed in neo baroque, 
Louis XIV, and Barbizon frame styles. Renoir shared 
Monet’s interest in traditional framing, proclaiming his 
preference for “old frames carved from hardwood, 
where we feel the hand of the worker.”19

Museums looking to pair an avant- garde painting 
with a progressive model from the late nineteenth cen-
tury may find it difficult to locate such a frame, since they 
were customarily discarded over the years as paintings 
changed ownership and tastes evolved. This was the fate 
of many of Degas’s painted frames, even though Degas is 
known to have stipulated that his works must stay with 
their frames.20 The dealer Ambroise Vollard recounts 
that Degas once repossessed a painting in anger upon 
finding that one of his frames had been removed.21 Even 

format exhibit much more variety in terms of form  
and scale than the closest sketch we have from Degas 
(figs. 7a–d). It is certainly possible that Degas provided a 
sketch for Cluzel that is now lost. It is equally possible 
that Degas and Cluzel developed this shape together.16 

Evolving Tastes and the Rarity of the Artist’s Frame
Over the last thirty years, there has been growing inter-
est in uniting paintings with frames of their own era. 
Museums are joining paintings with their original sur-
rounds when possible and utilizing antiques when the 
original is lost. Matching a painting with a frame from 
the same period is ideal, especially when it is possible to 
locate a style of frame approved by the artist. Late 
nineteenth- century Salon frames can be found, but 
with some exceptions they are antithetical to the inten-
tions of the artists who were trying to distance them-
selves from the Salon system.

Museum visitors may well wonder why some works 
by the avant- garde are presented in conventional frames, 
while others feature borders that are entirely unique. Not 

fig. 5 Period frame by Cluzel 
that houses Edgar Degas, 
The Collector of Prints, 
1866. Oil on canvas, 20 7/8 × 
15 3/4 in. (53 × 40 cm). The 
Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, H. O. Havemeyer 
Collection, Bequest of Mrs. 
H. O. Havemeyer, 1929 
(29.100.44)



fig. 6a–d (a) Sketch by 
Degas (b) Profile drawing 
taken by the author from 
the Cluzel frame (c) and  
(d) Period frame by Cluzel  
that houses Edgar Degas, 
Sulking, 1870. Oil on canvas, 
12 3/4 × 18 1/4 in. (32.4 × 
46.4 cm). The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, H. O. 
Havemeyer Collection, 
Bequest of Mrs. H. O. 
Havemeyer, 1929 (29.100.43)
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Degas’s cockscomb frames, which Vollard described as 
one of Degas’s favorite types, have disappeared, except 
for two surviving examples (The Met; Musée d’Orsay, 
Paris).22 A photograph of Max Liebermann’s living room 
in Berlin, 1932, suggests that Degas’s Frieze of Dancers, 
now at the Cleveland Museum of Art, was once housed 
in a white cockscomb- style frame (fig. 8).23 

Some designs were seen as being too radical, and it 
should come as little surprise that a white cockscomb 
border would have stood out in many settings. Degas’s 
painted frames may have appeared too plain or unfin-
ished against the gilded decor of many a collector,  
and dealers found it easier to sell a painting if it was 
housed in a conventional gold frame. We get the  
sense from Pissarro’s letters that he sometimes quar-
reled with his dealers who were upset at the lack of  
gilding on his frames.24 Durand- Ruel in particular 
favored a gilded Louis XVI–revival pattern for many 
works that passed through his gallery. By the 1890s 
dealers were able to begin selling works by the 
Impressionists more steadily, giving the artists  

much-needed financial security and the dealers them-
selves more leverage over presentation. 

Yet even when a work was sold in an artist’s frame, 
it was common practice for collectors to rehouse the 
work in a border that harmonized with the rest of their 
collection. Some collectors employed what is known as 
a house  style for their framing, which had the effect of 
homogenizing the presentation of works by different 
artists, and at the same time impressed the stamp of 
ownership on the individual work.25 

The disappearance of the original frames may  
also have something to do with the material itself.  
In the case of a finely modeled frame in pâte coulante, 
certain kinds of damage are very difficult to repair.  
If a section of the molding was crushed or lost (fig. 9),  
it may have been easier for a collector or an institution 
to replace the frame rather than try to re-create the  
lost section. This is due largely to the fact that the 
wooden substrate underneath the pâte coulante does 
not inform the details we see on the top of the molding, 
which makes the re-creation of those details very difficult.

fig. 7a–d (a) Sketch by 
Degas (b) Profile drawing 
taken by the author of the 
period cockscomb frame by 
Cluzel (c) (d) Period frame 
by Cluzel that houses 
Degas, Woman with Towel, 
1894 or 1898 (fig. 1)

c

d

a

b
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M E T H O D  A N D  T E C H N I C A L  I N S I G H T S

Extant artists’ frames in pâte coulante from the late 
nineteenth century are rare and therefore seldom avail-
able for structural analysis. One exception is a singu-
larly designed period frame in pâte coulante attributed 
to Maison Cluzel that was once owned by Parisian 
antique frame dealer Christophe Nobile.26 Its shape 
bears some resemblance to the two cockscomb frames 

original to Degas’s Bathers at The Met and Musée 
 d’Orsay, Paris,27 but the individual elements that make 
up the molding are a mixture of large and small reeds, 
blades, and curls. The state of the frame was in disre-
pair when it entered Nobile’s inventory, and in order to 
restore it and reinforce the joinery, he was forced to 
open it at the miters. This afforded him the opportunity 
to study the construction details via the cross  section 
(fig. 10a, b). The wooden base was assembled from 
rather simply shaped slats laid over one another. The 
built- up layers of paste make up a large amount of the 
molding, which suggests that this design might have 
been modified and expanded during fabrication. The 
view of the cross section of such a unique example was 
elucidating in itself, but raised challenging questions 
regarding execution that were difficult to answer: what 
are the working properties of a material that is hard 
enough to withstand handling but not prone to shrink-
age, and how efficiently could that material be built up 
to this extent? The technical analysis that follows offers 
some illumination. 

The most detailed instructions for making pâte 
 coulante appear in the 1905 edition of William Millar’s 
landmark treatise on architectural plasterwork, 

fig. 8 Degas, Frieze of 
Dancers (ca. 1895; Cleveland 
Museum of Art), was once 
housed in what appears to 
be a cockscomb- style frame. 

fig. 9 A damaged late 19th- 
century frame made with 
template- shaped pâte cou-
lante. Musée d’Orsay, Paris
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Plastering, Plain and Decorative.28 Millar’s recipe com-
prises materials found in nineteenth- century frame 
shops and plaster studios alike: fine plaster, chalk  
(whiting), rabbit skin glue, and alum (potassium alumi-
num sulfate). Although the exact ratio of elements is 
not specified in Millar’s or any other treatise from the 
era, the basic principle is that fast- setting plaster is 
added to traditional gesso (chalk and rabbit skin glue) 
so that the artisan can build layers quickly; the plaster 
gives the mixture form, and the gesso gives the mixture 
hardness. Through trial and error, it was apparent that 
the properties of the material are sensitive to each 
other, and the ratios are dependent on the application. 
A higher ratio of glue provides added strength to the 
cured paste, but it is too springy to be cut properly 
under the template and is therefore best used for cast 
ornament. The guiding criterion for a recipe of pâte 
 coulante for this study was the combination of proper-
ties common to traditional gesso and composition: the 
material must be able to accept bole for gilding and 

hard enough to take a fine burnish; it should not com-
press under the pressure from burnishing; and it must 
be dense enough to resist scratching. 

As mentioned in the period manual by J. Saulo 
above, a wooden substructure following the general 
shape of the finished profile is essential. A wooden  
interior frame, preferably hollow, will keep the weight 
down and provide traditional joinery options for the 
frame- maker. The paste is heavier than the wood, and 
throughout the process the paste contributes moisture 
to the wooden base. It is therefore worth the effort to 
match the wooden substructure to the shape of the fin-
ished molding as closely as possible (fig. 11). The late 
nineteenth- century method for keeping the wood sta-
tionary during the application of the paste remains 
unclear. Given the similarities between cutting pâte cou-
lante for frame moldings and cutting plaster for interior 
moldings, it is conceivable that framers were familiar 
with the process of fixing a metal template onto a 
wooden chassis with a fence (fig. 12).29 

The templates for shaping pâte coulante specified  
in the manual by J. Saulo of 1896 are made of iron. The 
treatise of plastering techniques by Millar of 1905 sug-
gests thin sheet metal. No period photographs or dia-
grams that describe the system used by frame- makers 
for the traveling template were found. For the purposes 
of this study, a track system was developed by the author 
that would give the best chances for reliable results. 

Like the process for molding plaster, pâte coulante 
is applied soft and run over with the template until the 
material can hold its shape. The maker can add fresh 
paste and recut as soon as the prior coat begins to 
stiffen, provided the track, chassis, and template are 
kept wet and running smoothly. The fineness of the 
template is critically important to the efficiency of this 
process; if the cutting edge is carefully smoothed, then 
there is no need to sand the finished molding. This 
must have been an immense boon for framers who 
manufactured profiles that required absolute unifor-
mity from molding to molding. A more refined surface 
texture is achieved by switching from pâte coulante to 

fig. 10a, b (a) Period frame 
once owned by Christophe 
Nobile (b) Reproduction 
corner made by the author 
based on Nobile’s notes  
and measurements from  
the original

a b
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thin gesso for the last few passes once the molding is 
massed out, which gives the surface an ultra- smooth, 
polished texture, as seen on some period examples. 

The lengths of finished and well-dried moldings  
are then cut and trued to 45 degrees. Performing a 
 preliminary cut with a bandsaw, which was available  
in Europe at the end of the nineteenth century,30  
and then smoothing the miter by sanding yields the 
best gluing surface. Closing the seam of the miter  
takes some patience. Microscopically, pâte coulante 
shears much more cleanly than wood fibers on a miter 
cut. Additionally, some small expansion occurs when 
aqueous glues are applied to wood. These factors con-
tribute to a hairline gap on the face of the miter, and 

some delicate filling is always required. The seam may 
require many light fills with the aqueous gesso until  
the moldings are consolidated. Once the seams are 
mended, the frame can be treated as one would a tradi-
tional gesso frame; the surface will take bole or paint. 

Template- cut pâte coulante moldings can also be 
integrated with traditional woodworking. One fine 
example is the well- known passe- partout on Degas’s 
Collector of Prints at The Met (see fig. 5). The chassis of 
the frame is fabricated very much like a traditional cas-
setta frame, with broad, flat boards keyed from the back. 
The fluted molding is glued to the face of the frame. 
Damage to the flutes reveals that the decoration is 
shaped in paste about 1/8 inch thick over a square 

fig. 11 The wooden sub-
structure for this cocks-
comb frame follows the 
template closely.

fig. 12 The various parts of 
the template for making 
running moldings in plaster 
described in William Millar ’s 
treatise on plastering 
from 1905
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wooden rail. After the molding was mitered and glued 
to the frame, the whole chassis received gesso in the 
traditional manner (fig. 13). 

Because so many of the original models have been 
lost, research pertaining to artists’ frames is challenging. 
Nevertheless, period treatises on construction practices, 
artists’ correspondence, and the few extant models reveal 
an intricate link between process and design. The multi-
tude of factors that contributed to the frame inventions of 
the late nineteenth century offer critical insight into art-
ists’ working practices, and illuminate not only the paint-

fig. 13 The construction 
details for the period frame 
by Cluzel that houses 
Degas, The Collector of 
Prints (fig. 5). Template- 
shaped pâte coulante is 
indicated in light blue over a 
two- piece wooden substruc-
ture. The gesso layer (white) 
covers the rest of the profile 
and hides the transition 
between the pâte coulante 
and the wood.
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