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The Huntington's pointing 

Chimborazo, by Frederic Edwin 
Church, in a new frame constructed 

by Eli Wilner & Co. The canvas 

alone measures 48 by 84 inches. 
Photo by J0hn Sullivan 
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A FREDERIC CHURCH LANDSCAPE 

RETURNS TO THE PERFECT SETTING 

by Traude Gomez-Rhine 



rederic 

Chimborazo graced the New 

York City homes ofWilliam 

H. Osborn and his descendents. The 

luminous seven-foot-wide landscape 

had been in the family since Osborn 

acquired it from Church not long 

after the artist completed it in 1864. 

The friendship of the two men would 

remain strong right up until the famed 

Hudson River School artist died in 

Osborn's grand Park Avenue apart­

ment in 1900. 

In 1989 Chimbora:::::o came ,vest 

when The Huntington, with the help 

of the Virginia Steele Scott Foundation, 

obtained the prized work for its fledg­

ling American art collection. Holding 

one of the last major Church paintings 

in a private collection, the Osborns had 

been courted by institutions arm1nd 

the country. Now Southern Californja 

could claim a monumental canvas by 

a painter who had never reached 

California in person. 

Inspired by the ideas of the German 

scientist Alexander von Humboldt 

(1769-1859), who wrote of the pristine 

beauty of South America, Church trav­

eled to Ecuador's Mount Chimborazo 

in 1853 and 1857, making dozens of 

sketches of the mountain and region 

while documenting its trees and lmv­

land plants with almost a scientific 

scrutiny. With Chimborazo, Church 

combined his empirical interests in 

botany with a cosmic, transcendent 

view of nature, and his epic landscape 

continues to impress viewers as it did 

when it was exhibited to critical 

acclaim in London in 1865. 

But something wasn't quite right 

when Chimborazo was safely installed 

in The Huntington's Virginia Steele 

Scott Gallery of American Arc. The 

frame had a lemony hue that wasn't 

well suited to the painting. "The bright 

gilding made Chimbora:::::o appear dark 

by contrast," says Jessica Todd Smith, 
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The Huntington's Virginia Steele Scott 

Curator of American Art. Though its 

style was historically appropriate, the 

frame was clearly newer-made in the 

20th century-and not original to the 

painting. 

Just as a hairstyle can complement 

a face or a wall color transform a room, 

a frame can profoundly alter the appear­

ance of a painting. Church (1826-1900) 

understood this; as far as he was con­

cerned, the painting needed to "har­

monize with the frame," as he once 

wrote. In fact, Church wasn't merely an 

accomplished artist, he was a serious 

frame designer who cared deeply about 

the presentation of his paintings. Most 

19th-century artists left the details of 

framing to others, unlike their European 

counterparts who have a long history 

of exploring frame design. James 

Abbott McNeill Whistler (183+-1903) 

was one of the few American excep­

tions to this rule. (More American 

artist-framers would come into promi­

nence by the early 20th century.) 

Church \Yas also a natural showman 

and shrewd marketer who cleverly built 

public excitement for his work. He 

regularly sent his paintings on tour, 

earning extra income by selling tickets 

to viewers. For Church, the frame was 

a window that led the viewer deeper 

into a painting. "Frederic Church gave 

a great deal of consideration to impress­

ing the viewer with his work," says 

Smith. "While he could not always 

control the environment in which his 

paintings were displayed, he could at 

least surround them with frames that 

showed them at their best." 

For Church, the frame was a 

window thal led the oiewer 

deeper into a painting. 

Church certainly hadn't intended 

Chi111bora:::::o to be viewed in a frame 

that was too bright, too yellow. Amy 

Meyers, The Huntington's curator of 

American art when Chimborazo arrived 

in 1989, determined a new frame was in 

order. In 1998 she asked the esteemed 

Eli Wilner&: Co. in New York City to 

design and craft a frame that might 

Below: Ch imborazo hanging in the dining room of William H. Osborn, New York, co. 1865 70, from the 

archives of the Frederick Osborn family. Above left: The frame that arrived with Chimborazo when The 

Huntington acquired the pointing in 1989. 



match Church's own conception of the 

proper border. Meyers brainstormed 
with Suzanne Smeaton, gallery director 
at Wilner, about how Church might 

have intended to frame the painting, 
based on his other frame designs. 

A lucky break for the project came 
a year later when William Osborn's 
great-grandson Frederick discovered 

some old family photos and sent them 
to Meyers. There was the painting in 
an intricately ornate, gilded frame, on 

display in two different homes at dif­
ferent points in its 100-year stay with 
the family. 

If this was the original frame, when 
had it been removed, and where had 
it gone? In the 1970s the high cost of 

insuring Chimboraz o had prompted the 
Osborn family to arrange its long­
term loan to an East Coast museum. 

Had a curator there separated it frmt1 
its frame? Had someone in the family? 

Meyers implored the family to look 
in the attic or barn on their property, 
but no frame turned up. Meyers then 
showed the photographs to Smeaton. 
"I immediately recognized the frame 

style as a specific design," Smeaton says. 
" It was nearly identical to one on 

another Church painting. I knew with 

certainty it had been designed by 
Frederic Church himself." 

The Church painting that Smeaton 
remembered was The vale if St. Thomas, 
Jamaica (1867) , at the Wadsworth 
Atheneum in Hartford, Conn. Church 
had verifiably designed its frame. The 

primary bands of ornament in both 
frames were identical. 

Eli Wilner & Co. had previously 
worked with the Atheneum, and it 

drew on this relationship when it struck 
a deal with the curator: Eli Wilner staff 
would conduct minor restoration on 

the frame of The vale of St. Thomas, and 
the Atheneum would allow them to 

use that frame as a prototype, even to 
dismantle it to study its construction. 
With this model and the photographs, 
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a reproduction of the Church-designed 

frame was possible, and Chi111borazo 

would once again be displayed in the 

manner intended by the artist. 

Why someone had removed the 

original frame remains a mystery, but 

the answer may lie in the fact that 

19th-century American frames fell vic­

tim to the shifting tastes of the art world 

in the early 20th century. With mod­

ernism and minimalism, a taste for sim­

plicity reigned. "A frame as ornate as 

Chimborazo's may have looked dated, 

heavy, and old-fashioned," says Smith. 

Indeed, American frames of the mid­

to late 19th century becan1e so passe 

to gallery owners and curators that they 

routinely took them off and stacked 

them in basements or sent them to 

junk stores. In some cases crafty scaven­

gers salvaged the frames for their gold 

content, and in the process destrt>yed 

them forever. 

Museums don't necessarily treat 

frames as accessioned objects---separate 

from the artwork that is a documented 

part of the collection---so their \\.·here­

abouts aren't always tracked. Galleries 

often reframe works of art, depending 

on the styles and needs dictated by the 

market and their clients. Private col­

lectors, of course, always have used 

reframing as a way to personalize their 

artwork as well as to display their dec­

orating tastes. 

But the tides turned by the 1980s, 

with a revival of interest in 19th­

century American art. "In the last 10 

years in particular, people have really 

started to see frames as historical 

objects," says Smeaton. "Musew11S, cura­

tors, collectors, and dealers now give 

great thought and attention to the his­

torical appropriateness of frame styles." 

As evidence, Eli Wilner's Long 

Island City workshop is in a perpetual 

swirl of activity as growing numbers 

of museums and gaJleries reunite 

American paintings with appropriate 

period frames. It was here that as many 

as 11 craftspeople worked on the new 

Clzi111borazo frame, spending more than 

300 hours regenerating Church's orig­

inal vision. Put on hold in 2001 when 

Meyers left The Huntington, the re­

framing project finally reached com­

pletion under the watch of Smith, who 

put the job on the fast track when The 

Huntington signed on as a venue for 

the exhibition "Treasures from Olana: 

Landscapes by Frederic Ed\vi.t1 Church." 

The project was also made possible 

through a gift from actor Steve Martin, 

who gave The Huntington $1 million 

to support its American art collection 

and exhibitions. 

Chimborazo's new frame was shipped 

from New York on a truck and arrived 

atThe Hw1ti.t1gton i.t1 early August 2006. 

A few weeks later the switch was made. 
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Smith stood in the Scott Gallery and 

nervously watched as Exhibits Manager 

Gregg Bayne and a crew gingerly re­

moved Clzi111borazo from its old frame 

and set it into the new. The first sigh 

of relief came when the painting actu­

ally fit; with construction having taken 

place across the country, the potential 

for a miscalculation was real. Bayne 

and his crew secured Chilllborazo in its 

frame, and breaths were held again as 

the crew heaved the heavy canvas 

onto its wall hooks. 

The impact of the new frame on 

the painting was immediate and dra­

matic, and it was readily apparent to 

those in the room how the old frame 

never possessed the proper muscle to 

support such a monumental canvas. 

The layers of ornamentation have great 

drama and texture, and yet the detail 

doesn't overwhelm the painting, but 

rather enhances it, says Smith. The 

frame's stepped cove leads the eye into 

the spatial depth of the painting, and 

the warm tones of the gilding accen­

tuate the lw11inous golden tones of 

the mountains that occupy its center. 

Church's cumulus clouds, overshadowed 

by the bright gold of the other frame, 

pop out around the landscape's edges. 

"The result is glorious," says Snuth. n.v 

Tim,de Colllcz-Rhi11e is a sta_ff 1/Jritcr at 

The H1111tingto11. 

"Treasures from O lano: Landscapes by Frederic Edwin Church" is on view in The Huntington's Boone Gallery until Jan. 3, 2007. 

It features 18 works from Olona, the home of Church in Hudson, N.Y., which became a National Historic Landmark in 1970. 

This exhibition marks the first time that these works have traveled as a group. The Huntington supplements this traveling exhibi­

tion with an object-in-focus display of Chimborazo. This section also features 19th-century objects from the Library collections 

not usually on public display, including editions of Alexander van Humboldt's books. Object labels also link the plants depicted 

in Chimborazo to specimens in The Huntington's Botanical Gardens. 
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