
What style frame is this? A Louis XV “Pastel” Frame. In pure framing
terminology, it is classified as a Louis XV moulding frame. As opposed
to the carved frame, which required unique shaping and sizing for each
application, the moulding frame could be produced in length in antici-
pation of work.

Picture frames of the Louis periods were viewed as co-equal com-
ponents with all other details, such as trims, mirrors, and furnishings
within the interiors where they were all destined to reside. Profile
shapes and ornaments were commonly interchanged for each particular
duty. Within the well-coordinated setting, the same profile shape (in
varying sizes) and ornamentation could find their way on the picture
frame, the cornice moulding, the armchair or any other decorative ele-
ment. Although the swept-rail, carved frame typifies the Louis XV
rococo aesthetic, in light of this common “crossover” usage, it was by
no means the only frame produced. The moulding frame was compara-
tively easier, thus cheaper, to produce and (as is today) was far more
often selected.

However, the application and subsequent correlation of this frame
style with pastel works is the central focus of this discussion.

Where is it from? France.

What time period is it from? Stylistically, the delineation and transi-
tion of profile shapes and ornamentation from Louis XIII through
Louis XVI does not occur as neatly as the reigns after which they are
named. Louis XIII Flower Corner frames were produced long after the
reign, for example. Instead, noting a shift—something not previously
not seen—seems to be the best method of attributing dates to these
frames. In the particular case of the Louis XV pastel frame, the shift
was within the profile. When examining common profiles of the Louis
XIV period and before (see image, Typical Louis XIII and Louis XIV
Reverse Bolection Profile), you can see a low, rolling ogee curve rising
toward the outer edge—known as the reverse bolection. What does not
occur is the high, raised edge lifting of the profile outward toward the
viewer on this Louis XV profile (see image, Typical Louis XV Pastel
Frame Profile). This shift created the possibility for decoration to occur
(or not) at the top “rail.” For these French frames, the inception of the
rail is credited to the short reign of Philippe II, duc d’Orléans, (1710-
1730) serving as regent of France prior to Louis XV ascending to the
throne—called the Régence period. The lifted extension to the profile
held well into the following stylistic movements. It was employed for

A look at a frame, its characteristics, and history

Style SnapshotStyle Snapshot

(Continued on page 93)

By  Mark Guthrie

96 PFM _ June 2007

the sweeping rococo contours that were to follow
and created a new device for frame, cabinet, and 
furniture makers.

What type of artwork would this frame most 
likely house? The design found popular usage with
pastel works and other works on paper. But to
understand the frequent coupling with pastels, it
helps to examine the rise in popularity of that art
medium.

First, pastels are pure pigment (an insoluble
powder, usually a pulverized mineral, that are sus-
pended in water or oil to form paint) making them
the most permanent medium insofar as they contain
no liquid binder to fade or crack over time. Pastel
works created in the 16th century exist today with-
out loss of color intensity.
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Above: Full view of
Louis XV Pastel frame.
(Right) Corner detail of
Louis XV Pastel frame.
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Although the earliest pastel works can be traced to 16th
century Italy, the medium’s history centers around France. In
the late 18th century, Rosalba Carreira became the �rst pop-
ular painter of the new medium. Recognized in Italy, she was
the �rst to master the genre, becoming the most fashionable
pastelist in Paris. Concurrently, another great name in pas-
tels, Maurice de La Tour, inspired such painters as Watteau
and Perroneau—enabling pastel to be relatively equated with
oil. From the late 1700s until the mid-1800s other notable
painters ventured into the pastel medium. The classicists
Watteau, Perroneau, and Chardin are among them, but with
the advent of Impressionism, such artists as Millet, Manet,
Monet, and Pissarro found great expressive freedom in the
discipline. The most noted pastelist was Degas. In 1983, two
of his ballet pastels sold for more than $3 million.

Additional comments and/or anecdotes.Over time, the
medium attained a degree of respect from the curatorial hier-
archy, but pastels remained secondary to oil in commanding
price (which was not lost on dealers and salons). The dealers
and salons were, after all, merchants concerned with maxi-
mizing pro�tability at the least expense. And as they were
also regarded as arbiters of proper design, their frame 
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selection tended toward the classic (yet economical) mould-
ing frame. The repeated application of this inherently cut
and join design in the early stages of the rise of pastel’s
prominence caused the pairing to become de rigeur. Eventu-
ally, as is often the case with repetition over time, the medi-
um and frame became so associated that the nickname “pas-
tel frame” became a standardized label.  

Typical Louis XIII and Louis XIV
Reverse Bolection pro�le.

Typical Louis XV Pastel frame
pro�le.
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Mark Guthrie, CPF is a 25-year veteran of
the framing industry and owner of Ædicule in San
Francisco, CA. He provides consultation services to
industry manufacturers and retailers, and has served
as V.P. of Sales for Abe Munn Picture Frames in
New York City. His background also includes man-
agement of multi-store operations and ownership of

Guthrie’s Picture Framing in Houston, TX. He can be reached at
emguthrie@yahoo.com.


