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The late autumn of 2020 has seen an influx of interesting Victorian art into London. The Joe Setton 

Collection: from Pre-Raphaelites to Last Romantics will be auctioned at Christieôs on 10th December , 

and Martin Beislyôs gallery in Ryder Street  has another tranche of paintings which overlap with those in the 

sale in several interesting ways. In each there are some striking artistôs frames. 

The Setton Collection, for example, has a work by Archibald Wakley, who died in his early thirties and is 

perhaps less known that he could be ï his painting of Sleeping Beauty.

 

Archibald Wakley (1873-1906), Sleeping Beauty, 1901-03, o/c, 48 x 64 ins (122 x 102.5 cm.), Christieôs, 

10 December 2020, lot 3 
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Burne-Jones (1833-98), The legend of the Briar Rose, 1871-90, o/c 49 ¼ x 90 ins, with The rose bower at 

extreme right; Trustees of the Faringdon Collection, Buscot Park. Photos: Howard Stanbury   

 

The catalogue entry remarks the similarities and differences of Wakleyôs work to and from Burne-Jonesôs 

version of the scene (The rose bower), in the various sets of paintings known as The legend of the Briar 

Rose which the latter executed from 1869 to 1890. The work on these began from before Wakley was 

born, and the largest series of four canvases was eventually installed at Buscot Park, Oxon, in a framework 

of giltwood boiseries (with added painted panels) designed by the artist to integrate the original frames 

with the interior of the saloon. Those four had been exhibited in Agnewôs gallery on Bond Street in the 

summer of 1890, where the young Wakley might well have seen them, as well as in Liverpool, and again 

in London in 1891, at Toynbee Hall, Whitechapel [1]. Given the closeness of Wakleyôs reversed 

composition to that of Burne-Jonesôs The rose bower, and the influence on him, also noted in the 

catalogue, of Evelyn De Morganôs work, it seems inevitable that he might note and emulate the frames 

designed or chosen by both artists. 

Burne-Jonesôs Buscot Park paintings and his secondary series of The legend of the Briar Rose [2] were given 

aedicular frames after the artistôs design, which seem to have been carried out for him by Agnewôs. Up to 

1850 the primary business of Thomas Agnew was that of óCarver, Gilder, Looking Glass, and Picture Frame 

Manufacturerô in Manchester, where it remained until 1932. Printselling and picture-dealing formed 

subsidiary trades which grew in importance, until a branch of the business comprising both activities opened 

in Agnewôs Gallery, Waterloo Place, London, in 1860 (later moving to Old Bond Street) [3]. This 

gallery  connected artists with collectors, but also dealt with quite a lot of framing work for the summer 

exhibition of the Royal Academy via the Manchester manufactory; their daybooks record work framed for 

artists such as Millais, Thomas Faed and Briton Rivi¯re. Agnewôs was thus perfectly placed to execute 

frames to Burne-Jonesôs design for the four Briar Rose paintings which it had purchased (for £15,000), and 

probably for the others as well. 
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Details of the frames for Burne-Jones, The garden court (top), Bristol Museum and Art Gallery; and Rose 

bower (bottom), Hugh Lane Gallery, Dublin 

These aedicular frames featured a wide frieze of waving acanthus leaves, small vine leaves and berries; 

whilst the different design of the cuckoo frame in Dublin has a bolection profile with a continuous undulating 

pattern of acanthus leaves, and a torus on the top edge with leaves and berries. 

 

Archibald Wakley, Sleeping Beauty, 1901-03, Christieôs, detail of frame  

https://www.christies.com/lotfinder/paintings/archibald-wakley-the-sleeping-beauty-6290721-details.aspx?from=salesummery&intobjectid=6290721
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Wakleyôs princess, less other-worldly than Burne-Jonesôs, seems to have fallen asleep, not inside a palace 

which has been infiltrated over a hundred years by a tangle of wild (briar) roses, but in an overgrown 

Victorian garden, full of blowsy deep-pink cabbage roses and forget-me-nots. He was only twenty-eight 

when he painted her, and almost certainly unable to afford the theatrical Renaissance-revival splendour of 

the elder painterôs frames; however, he has rather cleverly chosen a cassetta with a wide frieze of compo 

bay leaves ï which would have been available in any contemporary framemakerôs workshop ï but here they 

are obviously meant to be understood as masquerading as rose leaves, enfolding the whole scene 

appropriately in a spectacular rosy garland. 

 

Archibald Wakley(1873-1906), A royal princess, watercolour, 19 ¾ x 24 ¾ ins (50.2 x 62.9 

cm.), Christieôs, London, 15 November 2012, lot 10  

His watercolour of a (slightly) more lively princess was given an acanthus leaf-&-berry frame much closer 

to the motifs in the details of Burne-Jonesôs frames, above, indicating that he must indeed have taken quite 

close note of them at some point. 

https://www.christies.com/lotfinder/Lot/archibald-wakley-1873-1906-a-royal-princess-5616344-details.aspx
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John Byam Shaw (1872-1919), The Queen of Hearts, 1896, o/c., 36 x 28 ins (91.4 x 71.1 cm.), and 

detail, Christieôs, 10 December 2020, lot 5. Photo of detail: with thanks to Jacob Simon  
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Byam Shaw, a year older than Wakley, was likewise inspired by the Pre-Raphaelites and their frame designs 

ï in his case more directly by Millais and Rossetti. He was also, like Rossetti and Burne-Jones, versatile, 

designing theatrical costumes and stained glass, and producing book illustrations and murals. 

His frames are particularly eclectic in their use of different techniques and materials; in the example above, 

the heart motifs seem to spread up the flat surface of the canvas from their seed-like scattering of playing 

cards on the painted floor, growing in size as they gather on the hem of the vast outspread mantle, flying up 

the costumes of the ladies-in-waiting, and bubbling out onto the top rail of the frame. Here they join a series 

of applied rosettes on the frieze of a conventional cassetta; but they bring anarchy, asymmetry and an 

idiosyncratic touch of handcraft with them; they are made of gesso or compo, applied on an area of the frieze 

which has also been textured with a heart-shaped punch. This setting of the flat, decorative treatment of  the 

painted surface and frame against the three-dimensional treatment of the main figure creates a tension in the 

overall effect which arrests the attention. It is also reminiscent of the similar tension found in tapestry design 

ï another area which Byam Shaw experimented with. 

 

John Byam Shaw (1872-1919), When alone she sits with her music and books, 1899, o/c, 13 x 10 ins (33 x 

24.4 cm.), Freemanôs Auctions, lot 56  

http://www.victorianweb.org/painting/shaw/miscellaneous/1.html
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The frame of When aloneé (quoting the poem, Tennysonôs óMaudô) was made only three years later, but 

seems almost Secessionist in style, with its clean lines, severe rectilinearity and non-classical proportions. 

There are hearts here, too, but they look out of place on the minimalist white predella panel which holds the 

title, and in proximity to the tiled mother-oô-pearl frieze beneath the painting. The small inset bronze plaque 

on the right, which Byam Shaw has signed with his monogram, is more Arts & Crafts than Secessionist, but 

it balances the oblong painted plaque at the top, inscribed óMAVDô as though on a Roman stele. Singular, 

innovative and avant-garde, this frame takes the unVictorian-ness of Holman Huntôs art deco tendencies 

several steps further, but seems to have had little if any external influence, nor to have been carried on in 

Shawôs own work. Even the painting it contains has a 19th century Romantic cottagey feeling which hardly 

lives up to its container. 

 

 

John Byam Shaw (1872-1919), The Queen of Spades, 1898, watercolour/ paper, 70 1/8 x 36 ins (178 x 91.5 

cm.),  Christieôs, 10 December 2020, lot 9  

https://www.christies.com/lotfinder/drawings-watercolors/john-byam-liston-shaw-the-queen-of-6290727-details.aspx?from=salesummery&intobjectid=6290727
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Byam Shawôs Queen of Spades is also in the sale; it contrasts with The Queen of Hearts in almost every 

possible way ï medium (watercolour), size and shape (itôs twice as tall and nine sevenths as wide), and sitter 

(older, dourer, darkly veiled), etc. It is the winter to the spring of the earlier painting; and its frame is suitably 

different. Rather than a simple open cassetta, decorated with rosettes and hearts, this is a tall NeoGothic 

tower with a crenellated top, an arched sight beneath a frieze with coats of arms, lateral gothicizing columns, 

and a predella panel with further coats of arms.  The youthful, beautiful Queen of Hearts, who seems to be 

walking out of her picture to discover life and love, is displaced by the cynical older Queen, who has been 

betrayed by the King of Spades and has driven out the maids whom he kissed, leaving her sitting with one 

maid and two guards in a towering militaristic cupboard. 

 

Philip Webb (1831-1915), Burne-Jones (1833-98), The Prioressôs Tale wardrobe, 1859, polychrome pine 

and oak, 219.7 x  157.5 x 53.7 cm., Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. Photo: with thanks to A. Neve 

https://collections.ashmolean.org/object/351814
https://theframeblog.files.wordpress.com/2020/12/9-burne-jones-prioress-s-tale-wardrobe-1859-ashmolean.jpg


In fact, this setting is much closer to Victorian Gothic revival furniture than it is to contemporary picture 

frames; it is especially reminiscent of The Prioressôs Tale wardrobe, designed by Philip Webb, painted by 

Burne-Jones, and owned by William Morris; and of cabinets and architectural fittings by William 

Burges. Byam Shaw worked for Morris & Co., after the death of Morris himself, and was in sympathy with 

its Arts & Crafts style. 

The combination of furniture built on mediaeval (or at least Puginesque) lines, and decorated with painted 

scenes ï often surrounded by architectural niches, arches and columned borders ï had far less to do with 

interiors of the Middle Ages than the imagination of the second half of the 19th century; but it was charming, 

colourful, and a great deal more attractive than the heavyweight mahogany mammoths it was designed to 

displace. Byam Shawôs use of it as a picture frame as late as 1898 is far from an anachronistic and attenuated 

survival; it is an operatic device, which ï like all the best frames ï expands on the meaning of the painting 

itself.  

Burne-Jones (1833-98), King Ren®ôs honeymoon: Painting, water- & bodycolour on paper, 24 x 16 ins (61 

x 40.6 cm.), Christieôs, 10 December 2020, lot 24  
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John Seddon (1827-1906), with FM Brown, Rossetti, Morris, Burne-Jones, Val Prinsep; King Ren®ôs 

honeymoon cabinet, 1861, oak inlaid with various woods, metal, polychrome, 133.4 x 252 x 87 cm., © 

Victoria and Albert Museum; with detail of painted door (left) and Burne-Jonesôs painting (right)  

Another painting in the Setton Collection which has affiliations with NeoGothic furniture is Burne-

Jonesôs King Ren®ôs honeymoon. Its frame is a replacement, but it is the context of the painting which is 

important ï the fact that it is a worked-up study for one of the painted panels on the cabinet of the same 

name, designed by John Seddon for Morris, Marshall, Faulkner and Company. Interestingly, the doors of the 

cabinet, which combine a óframeô for each painted panel, are extremely close in their construction and 

ornament to the early Pre-Raphaelite frames designed for their paintings by Ford Madox Brown and Rossetti. 

https://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O78937/king-renes-honeymoon-cabinet-cabinet-seddon-john-pollard/
https://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O78937/king-renes-honeymoon-cabinet-cabinet-seddon-john-pollard/
https://theframeblog.files.wordpress.com/2020/12/11-john-seddon-with-5-pr-painters-1861-oak-inlaid-woods-metal-polychrome-v-a.jpg


 

John Seddon (1827-1906), King Ren®ôs honeymoon cabinet, 1861; FM Brown, Lear and Cordelia, 1849-

54, frame c.1863, Tate, details  

Both use oak (gilded directly on the wood, in the case of the picture frames); are joined at the corners with 

butt joints rather than mitres; are carved, inset or inlaid with decorative paterae; and feature a moulding (the 

top edge in the picture frames, the sight edge in the cabinet) which is cut away in a series of geometric óbitesô. 

In the cabinet, this decorative óbittenô edge includes arcs of a circle, triangular indents, and long, deep bevels 

with curved ends; in the frames the indents are semi-circles, and the motif rejoices in the title, Rossettiôs 

óthumb-markô pattern. The gilt oak frames seem to date from around 1861, the date of the cabinet; so it is 

intriguing to speculate which came first, and whether John Seddon may have had a hitherto unsuspected 

influence on these early PRB frames. 

https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/brown-lear-and-cordelia-n03065
https://theframeblog.files.wordpress.com/2020/12/12-john-seddon-cabinet-v-a-detail-fm-brown-lear-cordelia-tate.jpg


Another design which dates from the 1860s is the óWattsô frame, which came into use some time between 

1861 and 1864, although it canôt be ascribed, despite its name, to any one artist [4]. 

 

  

G.F. Watts (1817-1904), Tennyson, National Gallery of Victoria; detail & section of óWattsô frame taken 

from the Gallery website, after the illustrated entry in John Payne, Framing the Nineteenth Century, 

Images Publishing, Mulgrave, Victoria, 2007  

It became quite quickly the most popular style for every kind of subject and style during the last third of the 

19th century: it combined Italian Renaissance elements with avant-garde features (such as a gilt oak butt-

jointed frieze, as pioneered by FM Brown and Rossetti) in a relatively simple form; it used the oak veneer 

alongside compo ornament, so was both straightforward to make whilst retaining some interest and 

stylishness; it could be produced in any size [5]; and there was also an enriched variant of it for special 

occasions. Jacob Simon has noted a comment two decades on, in an article by Luther Hooper in The Cabinet 

Maker and Art Furnisher of 1883, that, 

óFully one-third of the pictures at the various exhibitions for some years past have been framed in 

mouldings of this pattern in its various sizes, and it is indeed the only pattern of a really satisfactory 

character for wide frames in the market.ô [6]  

There are a number of works by G.F. Watts and also by other artists in the Setton Collection which are 

framed in this pattern (or variants of it); some of them more authentic than others.  

https://theframeblog.com/tag/seddon/#_ftn4
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G.F. Watts (1817-1904), A study with the peacockôs feathers, o/panel, 24 ½ x 20 ½ ins (62.2 x 52.1 

cm.), Christieôs, 10 December 2020, lot 6  

The very striking Watts painting, A study with the peacockôs feathers, for instance, which also dates from 

the mid-1860s, has been given at some point what could be described as a óWatts-ishô frame which has been 

cut down from something larger (the corner configurations have disappeared) and probably much later ï the 

imbricated bud at the sight edge, which Watts seems to prefer for his work, has been changed to a running 

husk ornament, the astragal-&-triple bead which usually sits under the top edge has become an interrupted 

astragal, and the frieze is mitred rather than butt-jointed. 

https://www.christies.com/lotfinder/paintings/george-frederic-watts-om-ra-a-study-6290724-details.aspx?from=salesummery&intobjectid=6290724
https://theframeblog.files.wordpress.com/2020/12/14-gf-watts-peacock-feathers-lot-6-1.jpg


 

G.F. Watts (1817-1904), Ellen Terry (Choosing), c.1864, o/ board, 18 5/8 x 13 7/8 ins (47.2 x 35.2 

cm.), National Portrait Gallery. Photo: ©2015 Tim Pickford-Jones  

Watts had just painted the young Ellen Terry, briefly his wife, in Choosing, which was framed in the enriched 

version of this style with a gessoed frieze punched in an undulating leaf pattern, and it may be that this was 

Wattsôs original choice for the frame of The peacockôs feathers ï something altogether closer to an Italian 

model ï pointing up the association with nudes by Titian and Giorgione. But Watts did like antique and 

replica Italian frames, too, and may have painted this work to fit one which he had previously bought ï one 

which later taste mistook for a collectorôs intervention, and disposed of. The status of historic frames is a 

tangled and thorny problem. 

https://www.npg.org.uk/collections/search/portraitExtended/mw06269/Ellen-Terry-Choosing
https://theframeblog.files.wordpress.com/2020/12/15-watts-ellen-terry-choosing-npg-1.jpg


 

Henry Holiday (1839-1927), Sara, belle dôindolence, exh. RA 1879, water- and body- colour, 17 ¼ x 26 ¼ 

ins (44 x 66.5 cm.), Christieôs, 10 December 2020, lot 15  

Another painting in the Setton Collection with a óWattsô frame is Henry Holidayôs Sara, belle dôindolence, 

a harmony in blues and greens for which the gilding provides a complementary foil, whilst echoing the tones 

of the hammock and sleeping girl. The frieze may have been resurfaced and rather anachronistically 

redecorated, and there is no sight moulding; however, one of Holidayôs more famous works ï Dante and 

Beatrice  ï can be found in an aged and conventional óWattsô frame, perhaps indicating that it was the artistôs 

choice for its versatility and mass appeal. 

 

https://www.christies.com/lotfinder/drawings-watercolors/henry-james-holiday-sara-belle-dindolence-6290733-details.aspx?from=salesummery&intobjectid=6290733
https://theframeblog.files.wordpress.com/2020/12/16-henry-james-holiday-lot-15.jpg
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Henry Holiday (1839-1927), Dante and Beatrice, 1882-84, o/c, 142.2 x 203.2 cm., Walker Art Gallery, 

Liverpool  

 

Henry Holiday (1839-1927), Dante Alighieri, exh. RA 1875, water- & body- colour, 25 x 19 ½ ins (63.5 x 

49.5 cm.), Christieôs, 10 December 2020, lot 21 

https://artuk.org/discover/artworks/dante-and-beatrice-97987
https://artuk.org/discover/artworks/dante-and-beatrice-97987
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https://theframeblog.files.wordpress.com/2020/12/17b-henry-holiday-dante-and-beatrice-1882to84-walker-art-gallery-detail.jpg
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This is supported by lot 21 in the Setton Collection; it has the outer mouldings of a contemporary óWattsô 

frame, an idiosyncratic leaf pattern punched on the frieze; and a clever conversion of the sight mouldings to 

a subsidiary plain frieze and deep bevel at the sight edge. This inner section emphasizes the window-like 

opening of the frame onto the marble parapet and the shallow, curtained space in which the poet stands; it 

undercuts the flatness of the composition, giving much greater depth to the foreground, and highlighting the 

thrust of the book and paper forwards, over the sill of the parapet. 

 

D.G. Rossetti (1828-82), Fair Rosamund, 1861, o/c, 51.9 x 41.7 cm., National Museum of Wales, Cardiff  

Holiday must have been echoing the composition of Rossettiôs 1860s small bust-length portraits of women, 

set in a similarly shallow space, frequently behind a sill: but with these, the wide friezes and geometric 

thumb-mark mouldings of Rossettiôs frames intensify the lack of recession and decorative flatness of the 

image. Holidayôs remaking of the óWattsô frame for Dante is an imaginative and effective reversal of this 

tendency towards abstraction, helping instead to enhance the volumetric presence of the portrait. 

https://museum.wales/art/online/?action=show_item&item=1624
https://theframeblog.files.wordpress.com/2020/12/19-rossetti-fair-rosamund-1861-nat-mus-wales-cardiff.jpg


 

 

G.F. Watts (1817-1904), Joan of Arc, o/panel, 12 ¾ x 7 5/8 ins (32.4 x 19.5 cm.), and detail of labels on 

reverse; Christieôs, 10 December 2020, lot 32 

https://www.christies.com/lotfinder/paintings/george-frederic-watts-om-ra-joan-of-6290750-details.aspx?from=salesummery&intObjectID=6290750
https://theframeblog.files.wordpress.com/2020/12/20-watts-joan-of-arc-lot-32.jpg
https://theframeblog.files.wordpress.com/2020/12/21-watts-joan-of-arc-label-on-reverse-wa-smith-lsate-j-green-14-charles-st-m-hospital.jpg


Another work by Watts himself in the Setton sale is his Joan of Arc of c.1880; this has a óWattsô frame, but 

it appears to have been fitted later to the painting from a larger work, with an inlay to fill the gap at the sight 

edge.  Ironically, this is the only work in the collection to have retained a framemakerôs label on the reverse 

of the painted panel, although even this has been obscured by the Agnewôs label pasted on top of it. If we 

were able to see more than the two ends of it, it would look something like a slightly later and more decorative 

version of this: 

 

Framemakerôs label of W.A. Smith, on reverse of G.F. Watts, Thoby Prinsep, 1871, Watts Gallery 

W.A. Smith (William Augustine) took over the business of Joseph Green the younger, carver and gilder to 

the Pre-Raphaelites, possibly after the latter became ill in about 1871. Some of Greenôs artist clients moved 

to the rival Foord & Dickinson on this takeover, but Watts remained with óW.A. Smith (late J. Green)ô ï as 

both labels above describe him ï through all the later iterations of the business until about 1899, when it was 

taken over by James Bourlet.  What the label on Joan of Arc shows is that the painting originally had a frame 

obtained from Wattsôs usual framemaker, which was probably also a óWattsô frame ï if not the one which 

contains it now [7]. 

There are some nicely offbeat and idiosyncratic frames on some of the paintings in the sale; the experiments 

of the Pre-Raphaelites generally, and the designs specifically of Holman Hunt, and later of Arthur Hughes, 

Leighton, Alma-Tadema, Poynter, &c., produced rippling circles of custom-made frames well into the first 

decades of the 20th century.  Thomas Seddon, however, the brother of the architect John Seddon, who 

designed King Ren®ôs honeymoon cabinet, above, was there at the beginning of the PRB, associating 

particularly with F.M. Brown and Holman Hunt. 

https://theframeblog.files.wordpress.com/2020/05/25-watts-thoby-prinsep-1871-watts-gall.jpg
https://theframeblog.com/tag/seddon/#_ftn7
https://theframeblog.files.wordpress.com/2020/12/21b-watts-thoby-prinsep-1871-watts-gall-w-a-smith-label.jpg


 

 

Thomas B. Seddon (1821-56), Penelope óThen during the day she wove the large web, which at night she 

unravelledô, 1852, o/c, 36 x 28 ins (91.4 x 71.1 cm.), and detail, Christieôs, 10 December 2020, lot 22 

https://www.christies.com/lotfinder/paintings/thomas-b-seddon-penelope-then-during-the-6290743-details.aspx?from=salesummery&intobjectid=6290743
https://theframeblog.files.wordpress.com/2020/12/22-seddon-penelope-lot-25.jpg
https://theframeblog.files.wordpress.com/2020/12/22b-seddon-penelope-lot-25-detail.jpg


His painting of Penelope, unpicking her weaving at night whilst she waits endlessly for Odysseus to come 

home from Troy, has a handsome frame in which the single palmettes you might expect on a classical subject 

are replaced by single ivy leaves, alternating with flowers. F.M. Brown had used ivy-leaf garlands to 

frame An English autumn afternoon (1852-54), and for two family portraits (1837 and 1849) [8]; and Millais 

wrote to Holman Hunt: óI want them (pieces of ivy) for Chiswick the framemaker to cast for a frame he is 

going to make for the loverséô (A Huguenot of 1851-52) [9]. 1852 and thereabouts was thus definitely the 

time of ivy leaf frames, and very decorative they were, too. In Seddonôs case, however, it seems to be used 

symbolically ï probably as indicating a prayer for  immortality for the truanting Odysseus, and in opposition 

to the flowers: anemones for the blood of Adonis and death? or poppies, for sleep? (which Penelope isnôt 

getting much of). 

 

Thomas Matthews Rooke (1842-1942), Venus, o/c, 14 ins diam. (35.6 cm.), Christieôs, 10 December 2020, 

lot 11 

Another striking frame is the anti-sunburst design on T.M. Rookeôs tondo of Venus. Rooke was studio 

assistant to Burne-Jones for around thirty years, and also worked for Ruskin, recording important but 

endangered European architecture. He seems to have had the versatility of a óWattsô frame, drawing, 

painting; working on Burne-Jonesôs pictures and things such as the inscriptions on frames, and probably 

organizing the framing of everything in his employerôs studio; he evidently executed designs for his own 

frames, as well, others of which have survived. 

https://theframeblog.com/tag/seddon/#_ftn8
https://theframeblog.com/tag/seddon/#_ftn9
https://www.christies.com/lotfinder/paintings/thomas-matthews-rooke-rws-venus-6290729-details.aspx?from=salesummery&intobjectid=6290729
https://www.christies.com/lotfinder/paintings/thomas-matthews-rooke-rws-venus-6290729-details.aspx?from=salesummery&intobjectid=6290729
https://theframeblog.files.wordpress.com/2020/12/23-rooke-venus-lot-11.jpg

