https://doi.org/10.5565/rev/locus.520 LOCVS AM(ENVS 22,2024 207 - 222

Robert Chester Smith (1912-1975)
and Spanish furniture: An international
look at types, materials and collections

Sabina d’Inzillo Carranza de Cavi
FCSH, Universidade Nova, Lisboa
scavi@fcsh.unl.pt

Reception: 12/06/2024, Acceptance: 14/10/2024, Publication: 24/12/2024

ABSTRACT

This essay presents a first analysis of an unpublished text by the art historian Rob-
ert Chester Smith (1912-1975), a key figure who, with George Kubler (1912-1996),
shaped the study of Portuguese Baroque, Brazilian and colonial architecture in Latin
America in the second half of the twentieth century. The text in question, European
Furniture (Lisbon, Fundagio Calouste Gulbenkian, Biblioteca de Arte, ERCS 3, 72
doc), which is in the process of being edited and is partially described and discussed
in this essay, allows us to appreciate Smith as a connoisseur of European furniture and
decorative arts. In this essay I also suggest that Smith worked as a consultant for sev-
eral American institutions and museums that played a significant role in the formation
of Iberian art collections in the United States during the 20" century.
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REsumMm

Robert Chester Smith (1912-1975) 1 el mobiliari espanyol:
una mirada internacional a tipus, materials 1 col-leccions

Aquest estudi presenta una primera analisi d’un text inédit de I’historiador de I’art
Robert Chester Smith (1912-1975), figura clau de 'iberisme nord-america que, amb
George Kubler (1912-1996), va configurar I’estudi de I’arquitectura barroca portu-
guesa, brasilera i colonial a America Llatina a la segona meitat del segle xx. L’obra en
questid, European Furniture (Lisboa, Funda¢io Calouste Gulbenkian, Biblioteca de
Arte, ERCS 3, 72 doc), que es troba en procés d’edicid i es descriu i comenta parci-
alment en aquest estudi, ens permet valorar Smith com a coneixedor del mobiliari i
les arts decoratives europees. S’aborda també el paper de Smith com a consultor per a
diverses institucions i museus nord-americans que van tenir un paper important en la
formacid de col-leccions d’art ibéric als Estats Units durant el segle Xx.

Paraules clau:

arts decoratives; arts aplicades; venda; patrimoni; mobles; Robert Chester Smith; bar-
roc; rococd; Portugal; Espanya
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Smith: an art historian between the
United States, Spain and Portugal

This brief essay, which anticipates the full pub-
lication of a previously unpublished text by the
American art historian Robert Chester Smith
(1912-1975) (Figure 1), aims to shed light on the
perception of Spanish — and Catalan — furniture
among American scholars of Iberian art in the late
twentieth century. While this was a secondary
area of Smith’s research, which mainly focused
on the importance of gilded woodcarving (talha
dourada) to Portuguese and Brazilian Baroque
aesthetics,' the study of furniture will allow us to
evaluate whether Smith ever acted as a consultant
in the export of Iberian and European furniture
to the United States.? Thus this article potentially
opens up new research lines to study the spread
of Iberian artefacts in the U.S. between approxi-
mately 1930 and 1975.

The text published in the Appendix is a four-
page extract taken from a 276-page typewritten
text by Robert Smith on the history of European
furniture entitled European Furniture. Com-
pleted in 1963 for Phaidon Press (London) and
revised in 1969 for Meredith Press (New York),
the work was never published and is currently
located in the Robert Chester Smith Fund held
by the Fundagio Calouste Gulbenkian in Lisbon
(ERCS 3, 72 doc) (Figure 2).2

Smith wrote this text for his students and for a
non-specialist audience of interior decorating af-
ficionados, based on a series of lectures he gave at
the Henry Francis du Pont Winterthur Museum
in Delaware when he was a consulting professor
at the University of Delaware, between 1959 and
1967 (Figure 3). The museum is famous for its
175 period rooms and is now a luxury museum
and research center, the Winterthur Museum,

Garden & Library. It was founded in 1951 by the
businessmen and collector of furniture and dec-
orative arts Mr. Henry Francis Du Pont (1880-
1969), whom Robert Chester Smith helped to
build the collection as a researcher.* Despite the
absence of information in the museum’s archives,
we know from alumni records at the University
of Philadelphia (UPF 1.9AR, box 2538) that in
September 1963 Smith was a research associate
at the H. F. du Pont Museum, an institution with
which he had a continuing affiliation.’

Smith used the lectures he had given at Win-
terthur, probably between 1961 and 1969, for
a course on European early modern furniture
which he gave for the art history department
of the School of Fine Arts at the University of
Pennsylvania in Philadelphia, where he taught
from 1947 until his retirement in 1972.% In Phil-
adelphia he left an important and little studied
archive of photographs and documents totaling
some 11,000 items, including many adminis-
trative and personal documents. Following his
death in 1975, this personal archive was donated
to the Gulbenkian Foundation.”

The same files show that before arriving in
Philadelphia Smith had been “an administrative
officer in the Library of Congress” and that he
was a member of several other prestigious insti-
tutions closely linked with the increasingly im-
portant American museum world. He was a fel-
low of the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, a
fellow in Brazilian and Portuguese Studies of the
Library of Congress, a Corresponding Member
of the Hispanic Society of America, a member of
the Academia Nacional de Belas Artes de Por-
tugal, of the Instituto Histérico e Geogrifico da
Bahia, and of the Instituto Histdrico e Geografi-
co do Maranhio in Brazil, a member of the board
of directors of the Athenaeum of Philadelphia, a
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Figure 1.
American art historian Robert Chester Smith (1912-1975) (image
from <https://www.gf.org/fellows/robert-chester-smith-jr/>).

member of the Advisory Council of the Impe-
rial Museum of Petropolis (Brazil), and a mem-
ber of the editorial board of The Americas, the
Handbook of Latin American Studies. He was
the first Fulbright lecturer in Portugal (in 1961)
and a member of the board of directors of the
American Portuguese Cultural Society. He was
Henry P. Mcllhenny curator of decorative arts at
the Philadelphia Museum of Art, and in 1946 was
awarded a Guggenheim fellowship to study the
colonial art of Brazil.

In 2000 Smith was the subject of an exhibition
of documents and photographs entitled: Robert
C. Smith, 1912-1975: a investigacao na Historia
da Arte,® organized by Dalton Sala, who has re-
organized Smith’s archives for the Gulbenkian
Foundation.” His research was also the subject
of an international conference organized by Sil-
via Ferreira, Danton Sala and Filomena Serra in
2022.1°

Robert Chester Smith was born in Cranford,
New Jersey, in 1912 and graduated from Haver-
ford School in 1929. He studied for a Bachelor of
Artsinart history at Harvard from 1929 to 193 2,
graduating summa cum lande in 1933. In 1932
he traveled to Italy, where, at the Royal Palace of
Caserta, he was the first to identify Luigi Vanvi-
telli’s (1700-1773) drawings for the chapel of Sao
Jodo Bautista in the church of Sio Roque in Lis-
bon (commissioned from 1742),” now consid-
ered a major jewel of Roman Baroque art in Por-
tugal, and one of the major commissions of Dom
Jodo V (1689-1750) de Braganca, and the subject
of Smith’s MA (1934) and PhD (in 1936)."

While at Harvard, in 1934-35 Smith was
awarded a doctoral fellowship to study the Ger-
man architect Jodo Frederico Ludovice (1673-
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Figure 2.
Robert Chester Smith, Exropean Furniture (c. 1963), typewritten text in cardboard folder (Lis-
bon, Fundagio Kalouste Gulbenkian, ERCS 3, 72 doc), and courtesy of Biblioteca Gulbenkian.

Figure 3.
New Castle, Delaware, Winterthur Museum, Garden and Library in an early 20th century
photograph (image from <https://househistree.com/houses/winterthur>).

1752) and the royal palace/convent of Mafra,
publishing his research in the Art Bulletin in
1936.1

Smith also taught at the Industrial Universi-
ty of Illinois (1937-1939) in Urbana, Champaign
County, located between Chicago and St. Louis;
at Sweet Briar College (1945-1946) in Virginia;
and finally at the School of Fine Arts of the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania (1947-1972), all of which
contributed to the foundation of Iberian and
Pan-American studies in the Anglo-Saxon world.

Smith first traveled to Brazil from 10 March
to 20 July 1937, with a $1,000 postdoctoral fel-
lowship from the American Learned Societies
for a project entitled Brazilian architecture and
allied artistic expressions or Brazilian coloni-
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Figure 4.

The French art historian Germain Bazin, c. 1945 (Fonds Aulanier,
no. 1689, Musée du Louvre - open licence: see <https://agorha.inha.
fr/detail/224>).

al architecture. His writings were published in
1939 and are considered fundamental in the field
of Brazilian colonial and post-colonial studies. !
Later, he expanded his 18" century studies to
encompass the work of architect Andrés Soares
(1720-1769) and the vogue for Rococo orna-
mentation in Braga in the second half of the 18
century.'®

He therefore contributed — and much earli-
er than the Englishman John Bury (1917-2017),
whose books date from the 1950s'” — to the “dis-
covery” of the so-called Barroco Mineiro of
Minas Gerais State and to the study of the Por-
tuguese/Brazilian and Creole sculptor/architect
Anténio Francisco Lisboa, known as “o Aleijad-
inho” (1738-1814). In recognition of his contri-
bution to the study of Brazilian art history and
the reputation of Aleijadinho, he was awarded the
honorary degree of Professor Honoris Causa
from the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro and
the Federal University of Bahia in 1969.'8

He was also a regular correspondent of Ger-
main Bazin (1901-1990)" (figure 4), celebrated
art historian, connoisseur and chief curator of the
Louvre Museum, and author of the first mono-
graph on Alejadifio (1963) and of countless books
on the history of Western art, especially sculpture.

Smith was a contemporary, but not a friend,
of the much more famous George Kubler (1912-
1996),° founder of studies of Latin American
architecture and pre-Columbian art: he studied

Figure 5.
The French art historian Henri Focillon (1881-1943).

and taught at Yale University (where his archive
is located), where his work on the Chdo or Plain
Architectural Style had a great impact on the
study of Iberian colonial architecture.

Kubler in turn was a student of the French-
man Henri Focillon (1881-1943), the direct and
indirect teacher of all three men (figure §) and key
figure of the generation of the 1930s-1950s. A me-
dievalist professor at the Sorbonne since 1925 and
author of Art d’Occident. Le Moyen Age Roman
et Gothigue (1938) in two volumes, he published
his main text on formalism, La vie des forms, in
1934, with a significant epilogue, the Eloge de la
main, which sought a theoretical justification on
manufacture and craftsmanship, the relationship
between man and technology, and the concept of
autonomy and artistic invention.

The phenomenology of art as human gesture
— that is, the study of forms as a manual, physical
and anthropological product — with which Fo-
cillon renewed the analysis of the artistic object
in 1934 (just when Smith was working on his
doctorate) is precisely the starting point for the
work of Kubler (a historian of architecture and
architectural ornamentation), Bazin (a connois-
seur and museum curator) and, above all, Smith,
who took his master’s degree in the same year,
and who throughout his life was an expert, classi-
fier and scholar of decorative forms, especially in
the field of wood carving, Iberian altarpieces, and
Portuguese, Brazilian and European furniture.
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As an art historian, Smith was a connoisseur
close to the Vienna School, although he did not
deal with painting but rather with sculpture and
applied and decorative arts, as Alois Riegl (1858-
1905) did. It can be said that also thanks to Smith,
connoisseurship passed from the study of the im-
age to the study of art materials; to the identifi-
cation of the decorative motif (also analyzed by
Riegl), and of the technique in the decorative arts.
It was not for nothing that in 1978 the American
Society of Decorative Arts established an annual
award named after him.?

Smith was an almost compulsive photogra-
pher, taking long photographic exposures and of-
ten using the camera as a way to focus his vision
(figure 6).2 Between 1960 and 1970 he assembled
a large collection of about 11,000 slides, which he
used for his studies and publications and which
he left to the University of Pennsylvania.?* In
Portugal, he collaborated with the photographic
studio of Mério Novais and with the Casa Alvio
in Porto, while in Spain he requested images from
other relevant photographers whom we are in the
process of discovering and classifying. The Gul-
benkian Archive contains 34,811 photographs,
both positives and slides, which are currently in
the process of being catalogued,” while the His-
panic Society Photographic Archive, which Smith
assembled at the Library of Congress in Washing-
ton, D.C., has more than 10,000 photographs.

Unlike the Ttalian Giovan Battista Caval-
caselle (1819-1897) or the Austrian Alois Riegl,
who preferred to make studies by drawing,
Smith used the modern medium of photography
as a form of documentation, as did other scholars
of Iberian art of his time: Yves Bottineau (1925-
2008), Victor-Lucien Tapié (1900-1974) and, lat-
er, the Ttalian art historian Carlo Ludovico Rag-
gianti (1910-1987), who used the medium of film
(in his crizofilms).?

Smith was a firm believer in the power of
photography, and designed photography books
and exhibitions, some of which are currently in
the process of being published.”” He had very
limited knowledge and experience of Portu-
guese archives, because documents came to him
by mail from friends through his dense network
of international contacts, and because he was es-
sentially not a historian, but a connoissenr and a
formalist.

Smith traveled extensively to analyze and
photograph art objects, which he documented
with many significant photographic details (fig-
ures 7 and 8).2 In particular, from 1948 onwards
he studied Portuguese wood carved altarpieces,
for a work he published in 1950.%

He did the same in Brazil, where he helped
draw up the first chronology and classification
of Brazilian gilded woodcarving and altarpiec-

Figure 6.
Robert C. Smith in front of the church of Sio Pedro dos Clérigos Church, Recife, August
1969 (image from Fundacio Calouste Gulbenkian, inv. CFT166.928.)

es: from Estilo Nacional Portugués to Retabulo
Joanino (or Barroco Joanino, 1707-1750). He
also hoped to write a similar work for Chile,
a former Spanish colony, where he intended
to write a book on rocaille furniture in Latin
America.’® Beginning in 1962, again funded by
the Fundacio Calouste Gulbenkian, Smith re-
sumed his catalogue of talba dourada in Por-
tugal, assembling a photographic archive of
34,000 items (Figure 9).' With this very rich
photographic documentation on woodcarving,
he had the idea for a traveling photographic/
documentary exhibition: A talha em Portugal,*
a sort of Mnemosyne of motifs and ornamental
series that I consider analogous to Kubler. He
was able to launch it in Lisbon in 1963, thanks
to the collaboration of Flivio Gongalves (1929-
1987), at the time a friend of his and a great fan
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Figure 7.

Robert C. Smith, detail of the Igreja de Sao Francisco em Braga, c.
1962-64 (image from Fundagio Calouste Gulbenkian Art Library,
inv. CFT008.288n).

and connoisseur of northern Portugal’s talha
dourada and sculpture.®® This collection of pho-
tographs of hand-carved material formed the
basis for his book European Furniture in c. 1963

Smith’s manuscript and his
perspective on Spanish furniture

The manuscript is typed on 276 A4 pages, with
handwritten notes in two different scripts: text
corrections in ballpoint pen and pencil references
(in the margins), indicating where photographs
needed to be inserted. From the postmark affixed
to the upper right of the envelope we know that
the manuscript had been returned to him by the
Meredith Press in New York on 13 February
1969.%

In a brief introduction, Smith explains that
he wished to branch out from Helena Hay-
ward’s recently edited encyclopedic publication
on global furnishing (World Furniture, London,
Paul Hamlyn, 1965), to which he had also con-
tributed. Regarding the illustrations, he declares
that he wanted to include §s illustrations per
chapter for a total of soo illustrations, far less to
the 1163 illustrations in World Furniture. He also

Figure 8.

Robert C. Smith, detail of the Igreja e Mosteiro de Tibaes, c. 1962-
64 (image from Fundagio Calouste Gulbenkian Art Library, inv.
CFT008.214 E).

adds that publishers Thames and Hudson had
recommended at least 1000 photographs.
Smith considered that:

[.]
Furniture, in spite of its functional purpose,
could never escape the instinctive aesthetic
needs of man and ended up playing an orna-
mental role. In all types of civilization. From
the zoomorphic benches of Indian and the
entalbadas cadeiras of the African sobas to
the royal thrones that symbolize power, there
has always been the concern to embellish the
object, as well as to make it more comforta-
ble and practical. As civilizations are becom-
ing more and more sophisticated, the mo-
bile furniture is evolving at the same pace. It
therefore reflects the mentality of the period
to which it belongs. Like the history of peo-
ples itself, furniture as had its ups and downs,
because of the political, social, religious or
economic conditions of each period. It flour-
ished in phases of prosperity and expansion
and endured in phases of decline. [Furniture]
Accompanied and certainly the architec-
ture of which follows the general lines in its
structure.”
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He was also quite lucid and concrete about
his methodology:

... Throughout this book emphasis is academic
rather than “practical”. Style and Ornament
are stressed everywhere above construction,
matters of authenticity, and connoisseurship.
I have also tried wherever possible to relate
the history of furniture to that of architecture,
painting and sculpture, the so-called “major”
arts, showing how furniture designers used
precisely the same motifs for the same aes-
thetic effects as their better-known colleagues
who built houses, and painted pictures.

I have also tried to maintain a continuous
narration rather than to divide the text into
a series of categories, such as chairs, tables,
beds, etc., which is frequently done by writers
of books on furniture...%

Throughout the text Smith raises problems
of stylistic character and circulation of styles. He
was always interested in knowing and inventing
specific terminologies. However he declined to
focus on local and regional styles, and instead
looked at concepts of “national” style. Accord-
ing to Smith, furniture design relies strongly on
the influence of the Italian Renaissance, a ca-
nonical model he discusses in very broad terms
(We need to consider that most material he dis-
cussed falls into the category of International
Gothic, clearly defined as the Northern Gothic
Renaissance by Matt Ethan Kavaler in 2012.%7
Indeed, Smith speaks of a European Renaissance
of furniture.

With his book Smith wanted to build a selec-
tive rather than encyclopaedic history of furni-
ture; to introduce coherence between the minor/
decorative arts and the major arts; to see the con-
tinuity between furniture design and architecture
through the pre-modern era; to publish many
photographs of details but also — something unu-
sual at the time — original drawings and patterns
for book illustrations. Ultimately, he meant to
study how an ornamental motif (or form) can
contribute to period aesthetics: a concept derived
from Riegl and Focillon.® The same idea recurs
in some notes to his Historico do mobiliario bra-
silezro: un catdlogo razonado de la decoracion
interior rococd en América Latina (Brasil y
Chile), documented in letters dated between 26
August 1969 and § July 5 1973, which Smith nev-
er finished writing.”?

The introductory notes to this project are di-
rectly influenced by Focillon’s essays, and consti-
tute an alternative to the concept of formal series
elaborated by Kubler in his Shape of Time (1962).
Following Riegl and the principles of the Vienna
School, lastly authors identify the ornamental/

Figure 9.

José Claret Rubira, Faldistorium of King Martin I of Aragdn, in the
Treasury of Barcelona cathedral. Illustration in Marqués de Lozoya,
Muebles de estilo espariol, 1965.

decorative motif as the ethnological/formal key
to constructing a global manufacturing history.

Another concept that reveals the influence of
Riegl’s formalism (most specifically of Stilfragen:
Grundlegungen zu einer Geschichte der Orna-
mentik, 1893) through Focillon, is the privileged
attention to the Baroque and his undisputed at-
tachment to the theory of Styles, on which his
European Furniture is based.

The index is organized chronologically (an-
tique furniture, medieval furniture and modern
furniture) and then divided by centuries and
geographical areas according to nationalist his-
toriography. Smith therefore adopts the division
by national style, so immediately after discussing
Italian Renaissance furniture, he analyses Span-
ish furniture (a category created in 1872), which
he discusses as locally formed, but a national
mixture of Italian and Mudejar motifs. A sort of
stylistic hybrid. On the other hand, he does not
offer chapters on Portugal and does not isolate
Portuguese furniture as autochthonous and di-
rectly linked to the territory. In fact, when dis-
cussing style, he sees Portugal as connected to
Flanders and England, although he discusses it
while dealing with the Iberian Peninsula.

In his pages on Spanish furniture Smith also
addresses the canonical bibliography, situating
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Figure 10.
Chest, 15" century Spanish, leather, iron and wood; approx. 7.1 x 128.3 x 53.3 cm (New York,
Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Cloister Collection, 1947, acc. N. 47,144).

Figure 11.
Martin de Soria (active c. 1450-1487), Altarpiece of St. Peter, c. 1480, tempera on panel with
parchment ground (Boston Museum of Fine Arts, gift of Robert Hall McCormick, 46,856).

Figure 12.
Washington DC, Library of Congress, John Adams Building, Hispanic Reading Room of
the Hispanic Foundation.

the Iberian contribution within a European nar-
rative. He was certainly familiar with the book
Elmueble espanol en los siglos XV, X VI, y XVII
n. 6 (Museo de Artes Decorativas) (1951) by
Maria Dolores Enriquez Arranz A. Aguado, be-
cause in 1959 he contacted the MAS archives in
Barcelona and commissioned a series of photo-
graphs from the photographer Juan Pando, who
had previously worked for Arranz Aguado.®

He also surely knew the work by Arthur
Byne and Mildred Stapley (Spanish Interiors
and Furniture NY, Architectural Book Pub-
lishing Company, 1922) and the volume in four
languages by Luis M. Feduchi (E/ Mueble Es-
pariol, 1969).*' He plausibly also owned Grace
Hardenoreff Burr’s translation of the text by
Rafael Domenech Galissd and Luis Pérez Bueno
(Hispanic Furniture from the XV to the XVIII
century, 2nd ed., New York, The Archive Press,
1964) and the illustrated book by Marqués de
Lozoya (Spanish Style Furniture, 1965), made
almost exclusively with tables drawn by archi-
tects, because he cites the illustration of the fald-
istorium of Martin T of Aragon (1356-1410): a
gilt silver throne made in 1397, currently in the
Treasury of Barcelona Cathedral (figure 9).%

Smith’s discussion of 15" and 16" century
Spanish furniture reveals that while he catalogues
items by national schools, he has a soft spot for
Catalonia: a region he considers to be suspended
between Italian influences (he mentions the influ-
ence of Italian cassoni being shipped from Venice)
and a local mudejar tradition. Smith details pieces
that he defines as “hybrids”, making special refer-
ence to the collections of the Archaeology Muse-
um and the Don Juan de Valencia Institute — both
in Madrid - and the Design Museum in Barcelona,
which he reveals 1s one of his favorite collections,
llustrating the typologies he describes according
to this sequence: chests of drawers, armchairs, ta-
bles and, above all, varquerios (figure 10).?

Smith was also as intimately acquainted with
the collections of the Museum of Decorative Art
of Madrid as he was with the American collec-
tions of the East Coast and the Mid-West. He
often recalled items he had seen on his travels,
connecting detailed memories with precise exam-
ples from specific collections. He describes the
iconic and aniconic decorative details of many
chests produced in Catalonia in the 16" century,
and discusses a set of furniture which he consid-
ered very important and where I have identified in
the Barcelona Design Museum (see figures 14 and
15). We do not know if he was in contact with the
heir of Ramon Pla Armengol, who assembled
the splendid collection that can be visited nowa-
days in Barcelona.*

He was also well acquainted with Catalan
painting exported to the United States, an im-
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Figure 13.
Gimbel Brothers Department Store on Market Street (Pennsylvania Walnut 2-900), Philadel-
phia (1887-1987, sold in 1947).

portant collection of which was owned precise-
ly by the Philadelphia Museum of Art. In his
section on Spanish furniture, he cites the altar-
piece of San Pedro de Martin de Soria (1480),
now in the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (fig-
ure 11)," which, along with the Metropolitan
Museum and the Hispanic Society,* was and
still is a key hub for Iberian studies on the East
Coast, along with the Hispanic Foundation of
the Library of Congress in Washington, where
he began his career. He can be counted among
the third generation of American hispano-
philes who spent their careers collecting and
studying.

He was appointed “corresponding member”
of the former in November 1945, while serving
as deputy director of the Hispanic Foundation
between 1939 and 1949, during which time he
created a public space for consulting the col-
lection of books and manuscripts: the Hispanic
Reading Room (figure 12).* There he worked as

curator of prints and photographs, assembling a
catalog of 10,000 photographs that can still be
consulted today.

Robert Chester Smith’s archive is still in
the process of being catalogued, and much work
remains to be done, as traces of correspondence in
other American institutions constantly emerge.
His role as a possible consultant for the prepara-
tion of period rooms and an agent in the Iberi-
an Peninsula for many American museums and
private collections (including the Philadelphia
Museum of Art)* is yet to be fully explored, as
are his possible relationships with auction hous-
es and luxury department stores such as the
Gimbel Brothers department store in Philadel-
phia (1887-1987, sold in 1947): an important
access point for mainstream collectors which
only closed in 1987 (figure 13).”° The strange
absence of personal financial accounts in his ar-
chives now preserved in the Gulbenkian Library
is also puzzling and is currently being analyzed.
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Appendix I

Robert Chester Smith, Spain in the 15 and the 16 centu-
ries, in European Furniture (Lisbon, Fundagio Calouste
Gulbenkian, ERCS 3, 72 doc., pp. 101-104).

The transcript includes the author’s edits. Also tran-
scribed in the notes are references to illustrations Smith
intended to include with the text that were not found in

the box.
Page 101

Spanish furniture of the 15 and 16™ centuries, like the
national architecture, painting and sculpture, was great-
ly affected by influences from abroad. At the beginning
of the period, they came chiefly from northern Europe
and from Flanders and the Rhineland in particular. Lat-
er, with the arrival of the Renaissance, Italy became the
source of inspiration. At the same time, however, Islamic
tendencies, surviving from the long era of Moorish domi-
nation, gave a peculiar character to certain types of furni-
ture, using minute geometric carving and inlay, as well as
of leather and metal. Walnut and chestnut were constantly
employed for all kinds of furniture, boxwood and cedar
for decoration. To all the usages derived by the Spaniards
from the Moors the term mudejar is applied.

Chests of leather, which are well developed from trav-
eling trunks, were made at all periods in Spain, with a
lavish use of metal fixtures and decorative studs, which
sometimes in the 18" century spelled out the name and
address of the owner. A 15" century chest at the Metro-
politan® has a delicate lambrequin of Late Gothic piercing
around the gabled leather lid. To this are attached charac-
teristic long hasps of finely wrought iron, reminiscent of
the balusters of the Spanish window grates [!] called rejas,
which reached their ultimate development on cabinets of
the 16" and 17 centuries.”?

In the wealthy cities of Catalonia chests were decorat-
ed in the late 15" century with the same extravagant use of
tracery that distinguishes the mid-14" century throne
of King Martin I (see figure 9). The typical Catalan chest* of
the period was made with a pair of doors in the front, one
of which conceals a set of drawers. Since Barcelona, the cap-
ital of Catalonia, had been since the 12" century a center of
trade with Constantinople, the Levant and the ports of Italy,
itis not surprising to find this unusual feature [772] some Vene-
tian chests of the time.* In the same fashion painted casson:
must have been brought from Italy to Barcelona. Under their
influence Catalan chests of the early 16" century were con-
siderably modified. The insides of the lids were painted, often
with the scene of the Annunciation, the frames were gilded
and polychromed. Frequently the moldings were entirely

[continues on page 102]

classicized, although in some cases Late Gothic details
were retained. It is not unusual to find in these hybrid

pieces that the inside of the doors have been carved with
Moorish lacery, or interlacing arches beneath passages of
tiny, all-over decoration. Cupboards with classical cornic-
es and paw feet were decorated in the same fashion. In the
unique collection of this sumptuous furniture at the Mu-
seum of Decorative Arts® in Barcelona, one of the hand-
somest wardrobes has bands of Late Gothic carving on
the outside of the doors, while the inner faces are decorat-
ed with standing figures of saints painted in an Italianate
Renaissance style.

Frailera chair

By the middle of the 15 century Spanish cabinet makers
were familiar with the northern system of framing and lin-
en fold and tracery decoration was being applied to seats,
tables and lecterns [!].* One of the finest examples of this
northern Gothic work is the circular-back throne in the
Instituto de Valencia de Don Juan in Madrid, which dis-
plays with typical Spanish concern for heraldry the arms of
Ledn and Castille in the center of the panel below the seat.
Armchairs with backs and seats of leather held in place
by rows of iron or brass studs, all of which have plain or
pierced stretchers between the straight front and rear legs,
make their appearance early in the 16™ century. There can
be no doubt that this was the most characteristic Spanish
form of seat in the Renaissance but whether it was invent-
ed in Spain or borrowed from Italy is a moot question.
The fact that the Italian Renaissance invented so many
new forms of furniture would lead one not to believe that
this was also one of them. There is, however, a tradition
that the armchair, which in Spain is called silla frailera or
friar’s chair, was first used in Spanish convents and mon-
asteries and from there was taken into the Spanish posses-
sions in the north and south of Italy along with the black
ceremonial dress and other details of the contemporary
Spanish court ettiquette [corrects into: efiguette]. Arm-
chairs made in Spain and Italy in the 16 century are al-
most identical in form, with this difference that Spanish
examples sometimes® have stopped fluting and other Re-
naissance decoration on the front legs [cancelled word),
which was not used in this way in Italy. Spanish examples
appear to make greater use of a decorated armchair with
leather bank + seats®® and are almost always equipped
with leather backs and seats, unlike the armchairs of Italy,
which were frequently upholstered in rich fabrics.*

p- 103

The same similarity is not found between the tables of
Italy and Spain in the 16" century. In the latter country
the form with four legs was universally preferred and this
had a peculiarly national expression. One large group was
made with flaring legs, which were either turned in the so-
called canon form® or decorated with spiral ornament.*!
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In this type of table diagonal supports of wrought iron
were frequently extended from he under side of the top
to the lateral [cancels 7] stretchers. A second type has four
side supports in the form of yokes or lyres and is provided
with drawers rather coarsely carved in patterns® of stars or
stylized leaf forms. This type was considerably imitated in
Italy in the 17% century.

The Islamic world has never developed the kind of
seats and tables used in the West, preferring cushions and
divans and low stands to accompany them.®* On the other
hand, the Muslim had perfected the making of fine boxes
and chests of sweet-smelling woods, inlaid with the same
delicate small geometric ornaments they used in ceram-
ics. It was natural, therefore, that cabinets for writing and
storage of precious things should have been popular in
Spain. They were in fact so intricate and beguiling that
they impressed visiting Italians and may have contributed
to the vogue of the cabinet that developed in Italy during
the period of the Renaissance.

Spanish examples of the 15" century, like the one from
Tarraca,* are long low boxes, with hinged top and falling
fronts, the latter to be used for writing. The outsides gen-
erally have wood inlays in bold geometric designs, with a
more delicate sort reserved for the drawer and compart-
ment fronts of the interior.

In Catalonia under Italian influence a brilliant school
of marquetry developed in the 16" century, which made
use of such Renaissance subjects as arabesque pilasters,
candelabrum columns, vases of flowers and profile por-
traits of helmeted warriors. These designs were applied in
boxwood to the walnut fall boards and the sides of writing
cabinets, along with the more conventional geometric de-
signs. A group of remarkable pieces, now divided between
the museums of Barcelona, Madrid and the Hispanic So-
ciety of America in New York, have as their identifying
feature the almost identical decoration of the inside of
the top (figures 14-15). This consists of two panels with
elaborately carved walnut frames in which are set against a
background of crimson satin paired® portraits of warriors
with helmets. These cabinets rest on specially®” designed
stands decorated with miniature arcades carried on fluted
colonnettes. They are called pies de puente in contrast to
taquillones, or cupboard bases, decorated with lozenges,
disks and other geometric forms in quite high relief. Both
were used in combination with the most characteristic of
all the Spanish cabinets of the 16™ and 17" centuries, the
well-known barguerios.

The distinguishing elements of the exterior of these
pieces is the decoration of the falling front with ten pieces
of pierced metal, often backed with red fabric, some of
which contain wrought iron hasps and other pulls. The
interior of these cabinets, generally covered with gilt ges-
so, consists of from 13 to 19 compartments and drawers
of various sizes.® Geometric ornament in mudejar fashion
covers almost the entire interior surface. Side by side with
this indigenous element appears an architectural influence
from Italian cabinets, some of which were made for Span-
ish sovereigns and grandees, in the use of tiny columns
and fragments of arches to frame some of the compart-

Figure 14.

Anonymous Catalan, Chest with drawers, second third 16th century. Riverside
wood (cut, polychrome, fretwork, molded, wrought iron). Dimensions with the
box closed: 72 x 133.5 x 60 cm. Dimensions with the box open: 124 x 133,5 x
109 cm. Reform structure ca. 1900 (Barcelona, Museu del Disseny, inv. MADB
40.914, Legacy. Josep Oriol Borras i Quintana (15/7/1946).

Figure 15.

Vergés Circle, Chest with drawers (Sant Onofre and Santa Caterina), ca. 1500-
1515. Riverside wood (cut, polychrome, fretwork, molded, wrought iron).
Structure and painting of the interior of the lid, alterations ca. 1900 (moulding,
drawers, exterior polychrome, some carvings and mouldings) (Barcelona, Museu
del Disseny, inv. MADB 64157, purchase Muntadas Collection (28/11/1956).

ments. These are arranged in such a fashion that they
resemble Hispanic altarpieces. The form of the columns
provides a clue to the dating, and this is important because
the general form of barguerio varied little during the 16"
and 17" centuries. Up until about 1650 the shaft of the
column was straight; after that time,* following the in-
troduction of spiral columns in altarpieces in the 1640s, it
generally assumed a twisted shape. The later barguerios™
have vividly polychromed moldings. Some were decorat-
ed in the 18" century”! with miniature garlands and sprays
of flowers painted on various parts of the surface. The
woodwork of the 17"-century pieces appears coarse and
mechanical beside the fine technique of the 16"-century
Catalan cabinets. But like all the luxury cabinets of the
Renaissance tradition they have in common the same ef-
fect of magnificence.
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55. Reference to photos 358, 359
and 360: Circular-back throne in
Instituto de Valencia. Madrid,
same showing inner faces of doors,
wardrobe with late Gothic carving
on outside doors (Mus. Deco. Art,
Barcelona).

56. Reference to photograph

361. Probably identifiable with:
<https://collections.mfa.org/
objects/32984/altarpiece-of-saint-
peter;jsessionid=0D70F79EF508B5
98F9C954FAC7062284>

57. Reference: display on the front
leg.

58. Reference to photograph
362: (Met.) and photograph 363:
(Philadelphia).

59. Reference to: Met. and Phila.
Mus.

60. Note: Phila. Museum.
61. Note: Chicago.

62. Reference to photograph 366:
Table with 4 side supports and

drawers (where?).

63. Reference to photograph
367: Painting of Dutch Consul in
Sumatra, (Rijksmuseum) showing
Islamic interior) and shortly
after: reference: Dutch Consul in
Sumatra, c. 1750, Rijksmuseum.

64. Reference to photograph
368: Cabinet from Taraca (Arch.
Museum, Madrid).

65. I am very grateful to Professor
Bonaventura Bassegoda Hugas for
introducing me to the researcher
and curator at the Museu del
Disseny de Barcelona, Mr Josep
Capsir (Institut de Cultura
Ajuntament de Barcelona) with
whom I have corresponded to
identify some of the pieces that
Smith cites in this appendix text.
Dr Capsir very kindly informed
me that most of the pieces are
identifiable in the collections he
oversees and that the typology
indicated here refers to the Vargas
pieces n. MADB 40.914 and
MADB 64157 (figures 14-15).
Evidently, even if his text is a bit

confusing, Smith was very clear
about the difference between

the so-called chest with drawers (in
Catalan: caixa amb calaixos), also
known as bride’s chest (caixa de
nivia) and the varguénos, better
known internationally, which he
describes at the end of his text.

66. Reference to photograph
369: Writing cabinet (Barcelona/
Madrid?) showing general view.

67. Reference to photograph 370:
det[ail]. same as 369, but detail of
inside of top, showing portraits of
helmeted warriors.

68. Reference to photograph
371: Interior of cabinet, showing
compartments: drawers (Valencia
de Don Juan)]; shortly after
another reference: Valencia de
Don Juan.

69. Photograph reference 373:
Detail of barguerio showing a
twisted column.

70. Photograph reference 374:
Detail of bargnerio showing column
with polychrome moldings.

71. Reference to photograph 375:
Detail of barguerio showing 18
garlands and painted flowers, and
shortly after it refers to: Fenway Court.
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