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ABSTRACT

A Transpacific Cabinet

The fall-front cabinet, also called a writing desk, is one of the most prevalent types  
of furniture in the early modern period. They were commonly seen in European 
interiors and appear frequently in inventory listings of the seventeenth and eighteenth 
century. Merchants, officials, and travellers favoured these cabinets for their 
portability and functionality, effectively making them one of the most commissioned 
works in Asia. While their form and function remained largely the same, those  
made in Asia often used various specialized decorative techniques. 

This talk focuses on a cabinet made in the seventeenth century in the Philippines.  
It serves as an example of the confluence of cross-cultural elements, with its 
European form and Chinese and Filipino designs. The image of the foundation myth 
of Tenochtitlan, the Aztec capital city, decorating the interior of the fall-front cover 
suggests that this cabinet was a special commission for an important patron. Drawing 
on similar examples from public and private collections, this talk will explore how the 
cabinet can be thought of as a representative global object of the early modern world.
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