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Barniz de Pasto Portable Writing Desk (Escritorillo)
Pasto, Colombia, mid-18th century

Mopa-mopa (Elaegia pastoensis Mora) resin and silver leaf on Spanish cedar
20.5cm high, 37cm long, 25.5cm wide
Stock no.: A5860

Provenance: US private collection

This portable writing desk (escritorillo) is decorated with colourful barniz de Pasto, a lacquer derived
from the resin of the Elaegia pastonensis tree, known as mopa-mopa, which is used in the Andean
region of South America, particularly Pasto and Quito. Unlike other natural resins used for
lacquering, mopa mopa is insoluble. Artisans chew the resin to soften it, and then knead in pigments.
The resin is stretched into thin layers and cut into intricate shapes. The pieces of resin are layered onto

an organic material, chiefly wood or gourd, and without the need for any additional adhesive."

When the Spanish arrived in Pasto in the first half of the 16th century, the indigenous population already
used mopa-mopa to decorate beads, which are the only pre-Columbian pieces to survive to today.?
Spanish rule, however, fundamentally changed the appearance of barniz de Pasto. European forms

favoured by colonial administrators, such as coffers and drop-front portable writing desks like the
current example, were commissioned. The technique of barniz brillante, which involved adding layers of
silver foil between layers of resin to give a luminous appearance, likely derived from the Spanish
practice of estofado. As near-identical figures are repeated across multiple objects, it seems likely that
the barmizadores shared reference images. When commissioning barniz de Pasto objects, clients,
often from Europe, would provide books and engravings to copy, thus introducing European decorative
motifs to the craftsmen.? Of fundamental importance was the influence of Asian lacquer, which arrived in
South America via the Spanish-controlled Manila Galleon trading route. The glossy black Ryukyu
lacquer and motifs, patterns, and borders of Namban lacquer, helped to shape the appearance

of barniz de Pasto.*

On the back of the escritorillo is an indigenous woman, apparently from the Amazon, dressed in a short,
feathered skirt and a feathered crown. She is barefoot, hunting a jaguar. Her appearance contrasts with
that of the two pairs of Spanish figures, wearing hats, shoes, and breeches, pictured on the lid and front



side. A similar portable writing desk in a private collection has an indigenous man, depicted similarly
with feathered clothing, and a Spanish figure holding a sword.> A casket in a Bogota private collection
(‘arca del emblema jesuita') shows an indigenous person with a very similar feathered skirt and
headdress, hunting a wild boar on the other side of a tree. Like in the present example, the skiniis leftin
the background shade.®

Various creatures — real and mythical — adorn the casket. A wild boar on the inside of the lid provides
an excellent example of the technique of excising tiny details from the resin sheet to create the texture of
hair. Very similar depictions of boars appear on a writing desk in a Mexican private collection and on a
casket in a Bogota private collection.” The numerous birds are orioles (Icteridae), which also appear on
an octagonal tray in the Victoria & Albert Museum, London (accession no. 1262-1855). This tray, made
in the Viceroyalty of Peru between 1650 and 1750, also shares squirrels, monkeys, deer, and dogs,
scampering about swirling vines.2 The large, colourful flowers on the V&A tray, possibly peonies and
passion flowers, hint at what the faded areas on the lid of our box may once have looked like. On the
inside of the lid is a pair of birds with human heads, a creature which appears on other barniz de
Pasto objects, such as a casket in the Blanton Museum of Art, Austin (accession no. 2018.351).
Creatures from Andean mythology were popular amongst European clients, as they seemed to amplify
the European idea of being classical heroes in an inhospitable land.® Barniz de pasto provides a
unique record of Andean mythology, as images of mythical creatures do not feature in any surviving

murals or paintings.°
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