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Figure 1: The Elms - west elevation 
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Figure 2: East wall lacquer panel and 

 two overdoors 

The French Connection: Developing a Conservation Treatment Plan for Eighteenth 
Century Chinese Lacquer Panels Adapted for an American  

Beaux Arts-style House 
 
 
Introduction  

 
In 1899, Horace Trumbauer, a Philadelphia architect, designed a grand summer house for Edward J. 
Berwind on prestigious Bellevue Avenue in Newport, Rhode Island, USA (Figure 1)  

Trumbauer was a young and relatively unknown architect outside Philadelphia, though he would 
subsequently design several more mansions in Newport. He did not attend the École des Beaux Arts, as 
many of his American colleagues had, but was conversant in French classicism and modeled the 
Berwind  house after the Château d’Asnières-sur-Seine, a quintessential eighteenth century French 
country house. 

For the interiors, Trumbauer turned to the firm Allard et ses 
Fils of Paris. Jules Allard was well known for his work for 
the Vanderbilt families in New York, and was a much sought 
after designer, especially among Newport society. To 
compliment his eclectic interiors, the Berwind’s 
representatives acquired art and antique furniture from all 
over Europe. Berwind died in 1936 and his younger sister 
lived seasonally at the property until her death in 1961. 

 In 1962, the property was purchased by a developer who 
planned to build a shopping center.  Immediate action by The Preservation Society of Newport County 
resulted in the preservation of the house and grounds, but the furnishings were sold at auction before the 
property was transferred. Furnishings have slowly returned due 
to loans and gifts and the Society continues to pursue important 
original art and furnishings.  

In the northwest corner of the house is an oak paneled 
Breakfast Room in the Regency style with Chinoiserie 
detailing, including incense burners and dragon motifs in 
compo on the ceiling; charming Oriental-esque figures on the 
room’s sideboards; and 4 very large black and gold decorated 
panels and 3 overdoor panels, similarly decorated (Figure 2). 
Three of the large panels are Asian lacquer. A fourth large 
panel was supplied by the Allard firm and was presumed to 
have been fabricated using European methods such as 
japanning or vernis Martin. The overdoor panels have 
fragments of Asian lacquer that have been filled out using 
japanning.  
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Figure 3: The Vieux-Lacque Room at Schloss 

Schönbrunn 
�

Figure 4: Individual cupped 
boards are visible 
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The panels are described in the curatorial record as: 

‘A SET OF THREE CHINESE BLACK AND GOLD LACQUER WALL PANELS (Chinese, 18th 
century); (K'ang Hsi Period, 1662-1722); together with three matching overdoors and a wall panel in 
black and gold lacquer from the workshops of Allard et ses Fils of Paris (French, circa 1900); all finely 
painted in tones of gold, with figures strolling and conversing within elaborate pavilions enclosed by 
rockeries and foliage, the larger panels with borders of landscape vignettes, Fu lions and birds, the 
smaller panels with graceful arrangements of flowering branches enlivened with songbirds; all on black 
grounds.’  

The use of lacquer panels in this manner is a fascinating twentieth century reprise of this material in a 
Beaux Arts mansion, much as it was used in Versailles and other of the great châteaux of France in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Very little remains in-situ there today, though there are black and 
gold pilaster panels from the hôtel du Maine (1723), 
subsequently removed to the hôtel Pontalba, now the 
residence of the American Ambassador to France. A set of 
red lacquer panels originally for the hôtel du Châtelet 
(1770) is now on exhibit at the Musée des Arts Décoratifs 
in Paris [1]. Asian lacquer panels have been studied and 
treated in their original eighteenth century architectural 
installations at Schloss Falkenlust near Brühl in the 
Rhineland [2], Palais Esterházy [3] and Schloss 
Schönbrunn [4] (Figure 3) in Vienna, and at the Chinese 
Pavilion at Drottningholm in Sweden [5]. 
 
The panels are vital to the interpretation of the house: as part of the original architecture, they have a 
high level of value due to the degree of authenticity of context, materials, and surface. A General 
Conservation Assessment conducted for the Preservation Society in 2003 led to the development of a 
Long-range Collections Preservation Plan, in which the treatment and continued preservation of these 
panels is one of the Preservation Society’s highest priorities.1   
 
General Condition 
The Elms panels have all the problems typical of lacquer and 
japanning, most due to inherent vice, adverse environmental 
conditions, and restoration treatments over the years: undulating and 
cracked boards (Figure 4), cleaving lacquer (Figure 5), peeling paint 
(Figure 6), discolored surfaces (Figure 7), and darkened, 
inappropriate materials (Figure 8). 
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Figure 5: Lifting 
lacquer 

 
Figure 7: Discolored 

surface: degraded varnish 
Figure 8: Inappropriate 

materials 
Figure 6: Peeling paint 
on a japanned surface 
� 

 
There is relatively little decorative loss to the lacquer panels, though the same cannot be said for the 
japanned surfaces. It was considered necessary to develop a treatment strategy that would ensure the 
preservation of these important objects. 
 
Rationale  
 
In 2005, a report was commissioned to develop a rationale for the project [6]. Subsequent 
encouragement led to the award, in 2007, of a Getty Foundation Architectural Planning Grant to more 
fully develop a treatment plan. Working with the Preservation Society’s Chief Conservator, a consultant 
experienced in the treatment of lacquer as well as period rooms was hired to perform an inspection and 
document the condition and the nature of the materials. The available lacquer conservation literature was 
examined, and a trip was made to Vienna to study architecturally engaged lacquer panels at Schloss 
Schönbrunn and Palais Esterházy.  Site and studio visits were made with Silvia Miklin-Kniefacz, the 
conservator who treated the panels, during which materials and techniques were discussed. These 
activities resulted in a deeper understanding of the panels, their manufacture and construction, 
subsequent degradation, and possible limits of restoration. 2 
 
Possible provenance  

The history of the appetite for and acquisition of Asian lacquer objects has been well documented in the 
literature [7] [8] [9] [10]. The specific style of a black lacquer surface with slightly raised gilded 
decoration featuring domestic scenes, birds, flowers, etc., was popular in the early seventeenth century, 
and, after a decline in popularity, became highly fashionable again at the end of the century and well 
into the eighteenth [11], notably in France, Russia, Germany, Vienna, and Sweden. Lacquer case goods 
were desirable and so were screens, perhaps especially so. As the Chinoiserie “effect” became more 
important than the object itself, screens offered a considerable amount of lacquer real estate, being 
decorated on both sides; they could be split so each could be used. Often quoted in the literature, Roubo 
in his l’Art du Menuisier (1769) instructs how to saw the lacquer off a substrate for use as a veneer for 
use on furniture.   

Reflecting a measure of the popularity of the lacquer screen, in 1697 the East India Company recorded 
the export of “60 cabinets, viz. 20 of engraved work, the ground gold, with landscapes and figures, “20 
sets of screens, 12 leaves in a set, 8, 9, and 10 feet high by 20 to 24 inches broad; black & gold, with 
landscapes & figures engraved on a gold ground” [12]. 
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In 1664, Louis XIV’s financial minister Colbert set up the Compagnie des Indes Orientales, in order to 
institute their own Asian trade. The Compagnie headquartered in Siam where they worked with Chinese 
traders, and eventually settled in Canton when that port was opened in 1699 to foreigners. In 1700, for 
example the cargo of one voyage, sold at Nantes, included “45 trunks of screens” which was called 
“vernis de la chine Amphitrite” [13].  
 
The marchands merciers, may have ordered direct but did also buy at auction; one merchant bought at 
St. Malo from the vessel Comte de Toulouse, in 1720, “five cases containing sixty leaves, four 
containing ninety six, and two containing fifty four, making a total of thirty five screens @400 livres – a 
year’s pay for skilled manual work in Paris -- or 14,000 livres worth of lacquer screens, probably 
Chinese [14]. It is perhaps notable that some of the lacquer panels are referred to as “feuilles” (leaves) 
instead of “paravents” (screens) suggesting that their importance was as raw materials rather than 
decorative object themselves. In any case, it is quite a lot of lacquer and there was clearly a busy and 
lucrative pathway to France.  
 
The furnisher of the Elms interior was the Parisian decorator Jules Allard (1832-1907). He attended the 
École des Arts Décoratifs, took over the family furniture manufactory, and eventually provided 
complete interiors, including furnishings, sculpture, hangings, and mounted paintings. Allard was an 
antiques dealer as well as a salvager and collector, acquiring architectural materials from demolished 
châteaux and hotels. Through collaborations with Richard Morris Hunt, the first American architect to 
attend the École des Beaux Arts, he was introduced to New York (and Newport) society. He became 
known as the “Vanderbilt decorator”, a designation that led to work for others in society and the 
architects who served them, such as Trumbauer.  
 
By the 1890s Allard had an office in New York and had built a new factory in Paris.  In it could be 
found quantities of architectural salvage – paneling, sculpture, ceiling and overdoor paintings, mirrors, 
mantels, and molds and plaster casts of historic ornament as well as lumber storage, woodcarving shop, 
cabinetmaking and chair shop, marquetry shop, metal and bronze workshops, and paneling shop. The 
firm was fully prepared to address all the decorative arts needs of their clients, including the fabrication 
of new boiseries from in-house designs and to repair, restore, or rework historic paneling [15].  
 
As a collector of historic materials, Allard could very possibly have come into the possession of a group 
of lacquer panels, perhaps custom ordered by a marchand mercier and subsequently salvaged from an 
eighteenth century Parisian townhouse. The firm would have been perfectly capable of processing the 
antique panels as necessary and providing a fourth to match.  Unfortunately, no relevant company 
records have been found.  
 
Description  
 
All the large panels show scenes and landscapes common on screens from the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries. In each case, a large central scene is enclosed by a narrow gilded border. At the 
perimeter of the panel are cartouche panels depicting landscapes, Spring scenes from nature, and in the 
bottom corners, the mythical creature Qilin, wreathed with “heavenly fire”, who symbolizes longevity, 
goodness, wealth, compassion, and wisdom. The order of the cartouches is nearly the same for all the 
panels. There is a final gilded border surrounding the cartouches with lotus flowers and calligraphy-like 
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Figure 9: North 18th century Panel 

filigree. This pattern is identical with a decorative border on a screen at Schloss Schönbrunn in Vienna, 
Austria [16]. 

The large panels are in two pairs. The central designs for the panels on the north (Figure 9) and south 
walls are exactly the same except for the position of the moon and some rocky structures. There is a 
pyramidal roof extending through the clouds and, similarly, a column with a Fu dog, or temple lion, 
sitting on top. There are female figures - divine beings - on clouds and a phoenix delivering a scroll from 
them to a group of people on a terrace or viewing platform below. The phoenix, associated with the 
Empress and inhabiting the regions of heaven, comes to earth to herald great events for mortals [17]. 
The landscape is steep and mountainous, and the general tone of the design is contemplative, with, other 
than the central group, two pairs of strolling, conversing female figures.  

The east panel and the west (Figure 10), which is the circa 1901 “modern” copy, are similarly organized 
but domestic and leisurely in tone. An island dwelling in a lake with a surrounding rocky landscape is 
reached by a bridge. Small groups of adults interact, children play, and animals are present. A crane, 
symbol of happiness and longevity, struts on a terrace�[18].�

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As a group, the 4 panels are large. The antique panels are approximately 203 cm (80”) wide and 305 cm 
high (120”). The “modern” panel is 190 cm (75”) wide and the same height. Each of three antique 
panels is made by joining three 69 cm (27”) wide sections, initially thought to be a 3-panel screen - 
though the height seems extreme.   

�

Figure 10: West “modern” panel, circa 1901 
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Figure 11: Oak cradle is visible. Tabs 
are to accommodate wood movement. 

 
Figure 12: Note mitered strip across 

bottom of panel in x-ray image 
�

The overdoor panels are 168cm (66”) wide and 117cm (46”) high and are decorated more generically 
with rocks, plants, and birds. They have composite decoration: Asian lacquer with japanning used to fill 
in missing decoration.  

Preparation and Inspection  

All 4 panels and 3 overdoors were photographed in visible and ultraviolet light and examined in-situ 
from staging, including condition assessment, solvent and adhesive testing, and sampling for x-section 
investigation and materials analysis.3 ,4  The large east panel was removed from the wall to examine the 
back and for x-ray analysis and has been replaced. The “modern” panel was removed from the wall to 
inspect the back. The south overdoor panel was taken down for inspection and will remain down for 
treatment.  
 
The back of east panel was covered with thick, red paper, perhaps 
applied to buffer the back from the environment. When the paper was 
removed, an oak cradle was revealed (Figure 11). The cradle frame is 
of mortise-and-tenon construction and fastened to the back of the 
panel with wood tabs to allow for panel movement. Further, it could 
now be seen that the lacquer panel was full thickness at 2.2 cm and 
that there was no decoration on the back. X-section microscopy 
confirmed that urushi was used, but left in an unfinished state, with a 
lack of deep color or polished surface. The glued joints between 
sections were very fine. None of the examples seen in Vienna were 
physically joined together: panel joints at Schönbrunn were covered 
with gilded moldings and at Esterházy were merely left butted and 
visible as were a set of panels at the Hofmobiliendepot. 
  

Subsequent x-radiography showed that the boards comprising the 
individual sections of the panel have a narrow piece joined across 
the top, both hiding and helping align the ends of the boards.5 This 
piece is inset, mitered to an equal width of the outer board, and 
held in place by splints or dowels, which is also seen where the 
boards are edge-glued together.  The x-rays showed that there is a 
mitered board across the bottom as well, instead of joinery that 
might suggest a screen with legs and a bottom rail (Figure 12). This 
construction, of course, confounded the purpose of the cradle: to 
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Figure 13: Photomicrograph of 

silk-like fibers found on the 
back of the east panel. 

�

Figure 16: West panel - plywood 
construction with cradle 

�

eliminate cracking due to wood movement. The end caps bound the wood and resulted in cracks within 
each section.  

 
The lack of decoration on the back suggests these panels were never 
meant to be screens. It is possible that they were purchased by 
marchand merciers specifically for architectural use and therefore did 
not need any. This is supported by the use of mitered breadboard 
ends top and bottom and the great height of the panels, seemingly 
awkward for a 3- panel screen. There was also a suggestion that an 
undecorated back would allow the clever merciers to consider the 
addition of a paper or textile backing for further profit, another value-
added concept6. Tantalizingly, further examination revealed red 
fibers, possibly silk, trapped in the joint between two sections (Figure 
13). It is not known at this point whether they are part of a former decorative scheme or if they are there 
accidently. 
  
The east wall, south overdoor was removed for inspection and preliminary conservation treatment. The 
surface is composed of Chinese lacquer fragments with japanning used to fill in missing designs and 
integrate the design overall (Figure 14). It had the same red paper on the back, which, when removed, 
revealed laminated, plywood-like construction (Figure 15).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When the west panel was removed, the thick, red paper was 
again visible encasing the back, with the same nailing patterns 
and construction as that on the east panel and on the backs of the 
overdoor panel. The removal of the paper revealed that the panel 
is of plywood construction, comprising 4 narrow panels edge-
glued to make a single large one. The laminate construction is 
identical to that used for the overdoor panels. The whole panel is 
supported by a cradle that is similar to the one supporting the 
Chinese east panel; i.e. a frame held on with tabs to 
accommodate wood movement (Figure 16).  The construction is, 
however, superfluous, since one would not need to compensate 
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Figure 15: Veneer on back of 
plywood substrate 
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Figure 14: Composite overdoor panels 
have lacquer and japanning 
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Figure 17: Interventions are 

enhanced in UV light   
�

�

for wood movement with a plywood panel. The cradle is also less finely made and has a different layout 
marking system. The back of the panel and the cradle are coated with white paint.  
 
On the inside surface of the paper was penciled “Edward Valleby, Newport, RI, May 28, 1895”, who is 
thought to be the person who fabricated and applied the cradle and wrapped all with the paper – perhaps 
as pre-installation activities. 1895 predates the construction of The Elms, suggesting the possibility that 
the antique panels, the 4th large panel, and the overdoor panels were repaired/prepared either by Allard’s 
workshops or another shop at some time prior to 1895.  Whether they stayed in storage or were installed 
elsewhere, the fact remains that by 1901 Allard had installed them to great acclaim in Berwind’s new 
home in Newport.   
 
Examination under visible specular, visible raking, and UV light was 
important in the appreciation of the character of the surfaces. Level of 
gloss of surface or coatings, surface topography, and transmission of 
substrate problems were all characterized using visible light. Raking 
light was particularly important for judging the extent of disruption of 
the lacquer surface. UV light was especially useful for identifying 
campaigns and locations of repairs as they were characterized by 
varying degrees of autofluorescence (Figure 17). 7 It was also useful 
during solvent testing. 
 
 
 
 
Wood Identification 
  
During inspection, a sample approximately 6x3x3mm.was 
excised from the back of the east wall panel. Thin sections of 
the sample (transverse, radial, and tangential) were prepared 
and mounted on glass slides. The sections were examined 
under the microscope with transmitted light (Figure 18). 
Microscopic features entered into the GUESS database suggest 
that the specimen is either Podocarpus spp. (Brown Pine) or 
possibly Dacrydium spp. [19]. 
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Figure 18: Taxodioid cross-field pitting in 
Podocarpus. Photomicrograph by A. Heginbotham. 
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Figure 20: 18th century urushi, overdoor�

 
Figure 21: late 19th century urushi,  

west panel 
 

Figure 19:  18th century urushi, 
south panel 

�

Cross-section microscopy and analysis  
 
Microscopic inspection of cross sections in visible and ultraviolet light was undertaken in order to more 
fully understand the nature of the original and restoration materials, their consistency between the 
panels, and the chronology of restorations. 8 Scientific analysis was undertaken for select categories of 
materials, during which 4 different campaigns of urushi were identified. 
 
The first urushi 
 
The eighteenth century Chinese lacquer is readily identifiable in 
cross-section (Figure 19). The coarse ground layers and the 
amorphous lacquer strata in UV light are very similar in character to 
the cross-sections of other eighteenth century lacquer panels 
published in the literature [20] [21]. A sample of the lacquer from 
the south panel was analyzed and urushi was confirmed using 
pyrolysis-gas chromatography/mass spectrometry  
(PY-GC/MS).9 
 
The second urushi 
 
A sample from the east wall, south overdoor has the basic 
characteristics of the antique lacquer, but a different feel to the 
stratigraphy. Analysis was not undertaken, but it is clearly the same 
material as compared to the first sample above (Figure 20). 
 
The third urushi 
 
It was expected that the west panel, supplied by Allard, would be 
japanned. However, a sample from the c.1901 panel exhibited a 
stratigraphy that is clearly lacquer, especially the ground (Figure 
21). The finish layers in UV light are visually different from the 
antique material, but analysis confirmed the presence of urushi with 
a coating of shellac. 10 Note also the small bits of lacquer used as 
filler in the ground – they are layered or even gilded fragments from 
other urushi projects that have been ground up (see arrow). The use 
of a textile support between the coarse ground layers and the finish 
layers also stands out:  the thread-ends fluoresce orange in UV light. 
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Cross-section samples below photographed in 
visible and ultraviolet light 
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Figure 22:  Late 19th-early 20thcentury 

urushi 
�

 
The fourth urushi 
 
The second obvious restoration, done with a high degree of 
skill, was accomplished with a material that, though somewhat 
unlike the antique lacquer, has a definite lacquer-like 
stratigraphy (Figure 22). This repair material and the ground 
beneath have been identified as urushi (Figure 23). 11  A high 
concentration of drying oil was found that would have made 
the process go faster. It is unknown exactly when this 
campaign of urushi work was done, but the cross-sections show 
it is relatively late work but before the western varnishes were 
applied. Research suggests that the state of lacquer craft in 
Japan in the late 19th century may have encouraged artisans to leave the country in search of work, 
perhaps in Paris. [22] This may explain the fine lacquer repairs.12 
 
(image of urushi on top of japanning?? 
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 Figure 25:  3 campaigns of gold 
decoration – 2 gold  powder, 1 bronze 

paint  
�

 
Figure 24: Upper layers are japanning. A 
small amount of abraded finish lacquer is 

visible at arrow. 
�

Figure 26: Characteristic fluorescence of 
18c. lacquer  and western varnishes. Note 

microfissuring in lacquer surface. 
�

 

 

Other materials                                               

The earliest campaigns of restoration work on the lacquer panels 
was undertaken using European methods, or japanning, in use 
since the very early 17th century.  Japanning imitates the look of 
Asian lacquer using paints and varnishes. An example shows an 
abraded lacquer surface with an early black overpaint followed 
by a more complex campaign of japanning: 2 gesso layers, a 
black layer, a black glaze (appearing brown) and a varnish. 
(Figure 24) 

 
There are three campaigns of gilding on the filigree border; the 
first is associated with the fabrication of the panels, the others 
reflect two major campaigns of restoration. Though their 
characteristics are visible to the naked eye, the microscopy 
confirms their order and method of application (Figure 25). Each 
campaign of gold was analyzed using SEM techniques to 
determine metal content; the original was gold with silver, 
applied as powder on top of red lacquer (1); the first restoration 
was not gold but copper and lead applied as powder in medium 
(2); and the third was pure gold, applied as powder on a size (3). 
A gold sample from the Allard panel was also pure gold [23]. 
 

As seen in the photomicrograph, there are at least three, possibly 
more transparent coatings omnipresent on the surface of the 
lacquer (Figure 26). A thick, characteristically soluble wax 
coating (3) is on top of two transparent varnishes (1 & 2), the 
more modern of which is quite darkened. Overpaint may also be 
present (4). The transparent varnishes have been shown to 
contain oil; copal and colophony using Fourier transform 
infrared spectroscopy (FTIR).13 Note as well the extreme 
microfissuring in the lacquer surface caused by light damage. 
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Cross-section samples below photographed in 
visible and ultraviolet light 
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Treatment philosophy   

The panels have a history, including restoration and repair, before Allard acquired them, but it will be 
his installation of the antique panels and the fabrication/supply of the fourth panel and overdoors that 
will be the targeted period of interpretation – they are an ensemble. All restorations up to that point will 
be preserved as artifacts of their complicated lives. There are some beautifully bright and fine repairs to 
the old panels: bright gold and an intense red ground next to aged gold and darkened vermillion. It is a 
fine contrast that will be respected. The panels acquire and deliver value through their authenticity as 
original artifacts in the context of Allard and the interior architecture of The Elms. In that spirit, the 
treatment will be in the western conservation tradition, using adhesives, fills, colorants and coatings that 
are familiar and that we know are stable and re-treatable. The condition of the fissured surface, the 
translucency of the black lacquer caused by light, the discoloration of the water-damaged lacquer, and 
an inability to set down all cracks or tenting will keep the treatment from returning the surface to its pre-
damaged condition. Shrinkage cracks and the prospect of continuing wood movement will need to be 
addressed. 
 
Treatment plan for the panels 
 
At present, the treatment plan for the three antique panels entails securing the lifting lacquer, removing 
the unsightly repairs that post-date the installation of the panels at the Elms, and removing the more 
recent varnish applied before those repairs but after all of the other repairs and changes. The Allard 
panel is in excellent condition and merely requires the removal of a thick coating of wax. 

Thoughts on adhesives  
 
A variety of adhesives have been used to reattach lacquer. For thin flakes of decoration or thin layers of 
lacquer, some thermoplastics and synthetics have been used with success. However, for reattaching the 
tenting areas of thicker lacquer, many have been found to be too weak or too flexible to successfully set 
down this recalcitrant material. Practitioners have found success with protein adhesives and certain 
synthetics [24], protein-synthetic-starch hybrids [25], and urushi itself [26].  

A successful adhesive should have enough adhesive strength, not deliver too much water to the area, and 
be re-treatable. The consultants involved in this project uniformly regarded cold fish glue as a good 
choice, and it was tested with success on the South panel. However, other practitioners have found it to 
be wanting [27]. Other high strength protein glues have also been used, such as isinglass, rabbitskin glue 
and hide glue. 

So called “high strength” protein glues gain the name as much for a particular behavior as for any 
increase in strength. That behavior is the ability for small amounts of solid glue to gel/thicken larger 
amounts of water.  For instance, the high gram-strength protein glues, such as Bloom Gram #315 hide 
glue, gelatin, rabbitskin glue, and perhaps the fish glues gel a high percentage of water relative to the 
solids component. (#315 hide glue at a useable viscosity for slow assemblies is used at 1 part dry glue to 
2.25 parts water). For glue with a useful consistency, this results in a higher water content and, more 
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Figure 27: Adhesives and bags of steel shot on 

a warming plate 

 
Figure 28: Canopy for clamping on the 

surface of the small overdoor panel 
�

importantly, a lower percentage of glue solids. This could lead to a starved joint, where there simply is 
not enough glue there to secure the surfaces, especially if the adhesive is thinned down. It would be well 
worth trying a lower gram-strength hide glue, such as #135.  At a useable consistency, the lower gram-
strength glue gels about half as much water (1 part dry glue to 1.25 parts water) as the #315, so there are 
considerably more solids present with the additional characteristic that there is a longer open time and it 
shrinks less. Further, if the lacquer can tolerate heat up to 140º F (60°C) then the warm glue would flow 
more readily. It could actually be allowed to cool and gel, but then set down with a warmed caul. The 
advantage would be the simultaneous softening of the lacquer due to humidification and warmth, and a 
solids-rich adhesive in place to effect the reattachment.[28] Concerns regarding the more brittle nature 
of the lower gram strength glues could be allayed by adding polyvinyl-alcohol to the mix.14  

Securing the Lifting Lacquer 

After the panels are removed from the wall, the first priority 
will be to secure the lifting lacquer.  Only the areas where 
the lacquer moves under pressure will be consolidated; if 
there is little or no movement there is no need for 
consolidation.  Securing the lifting lacquer will be done by 
minimally hydrating the distorted lamina to soften it. #135 
hide glue, or possibly cold fish glue, will be injected and 
distributed throughout the area to be set down. Small bags of 
steel shot will have been warmed to approximately 140°F on 
a hot plate (Figure 27). If necessary, these will be placed on 
the surface in conjunction with silicone release paper to 
reliquify the glue and insure its distribution. Shaped cauls and clamps will then be used to set the lacquer 
down. A short clamping time will be followed by unpacking and cleanup, then reclamping. Silicone 
release paper will be used between the cauls and the lacquer surface. The clamps will remain in place for 
at least 24 hours. The wax and varnishes on the surface will serve to protect the underlying lacquer from 
water-related damage.   

The panels will be treated in a horizontal position; it is a 
difficult enough undertaking without having to fight gravity 
as well. Many lacquer conservators use “go-bars” or the 
shimbari technique whereby flexible sticks are used under a 
rigid canopy to apply pressure to cauls (Figure 28). This will 
be a technique used here, but a platform will have to be 
developed to allow a conservator access to the middle of the 
80-inch wide panels.  
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Varnishes & Repairs  

When the lifting lacquer is secure, the next step will be to remove a heavy wax coat, the most recent 
varnish and the latest repairs with solvents.  The varnish is failing, causing noticeable hazing and loss of 
transparency. A considerable amount of clarity and saturation will result. The presence of unstable 
varnish is also thought to be causing some of the thin, flake losses to the decorative surface.  Solvent 
testing revealed that it is more easily soluble in ethanol than anything else on the surface. This will be 
used to advantage in removing it and the repairs on top of it without damaging the original lacquer and 
decoration as well as the generations of earlier repairs that will remain. There is a varnish beneath that 
will remain, as it was applied before the sections were assembled into panels and so is one of the historic 
treatments to be preserved. 

There are not many significant losses to the decorative surfaces of the lacquer, but they will require 
compensation.  Fill options include the use of poly-vinyl alcohol putty, pre-cast bulked epoxy, 
pigmented wax, or other fill material. Certain of the largest shrinkage cracks will require filling after the 
removal of poorly conceived and executed wax fills. A carefully chosen, flexible material will be 
required; one that will hold inpainting materials and tolerate subsequent wood movement.  

After the degraded varnish and later repairs are removed, and after loss compensation, the panels will be 
evaluated to determine how much correction to the gloss is required.  The lacquer surface contains 
micro-fissures from light damage that have significantly reduced gloss. There is also discolored lacquer 
due to water damage. Historically, variations in gloss have been addressed by polishing, adding more 
urushi, waxing, or by applying a varnish.  At this point, polishing or the addition of urushi is not being 
considered.  Applying tinted wax or a final varnish for color correction, saturation and protection may be 
appropriate provided that the varnish meets the standard for good aging properties, reversibility, and 
appearance.   

Conclusion 

These lacquer panels, from their export in the eighteenth century and subsequent 200 years of use, to 
their installation in a twentieth century mansion, to their continued presentation and preservation in the 
twenty-first, have a story to tell about Chinese export trade, objects of desire, the continuum of Asian-
inspired influence in decorative arts, power, status, the relationship of architect, decorator and client, the 
technology and restoration of a unique material and especially the presence of three campaigns of 
urushi: the antique panels , the “modern” panel, and the repairs. 

A thorough investigation of these, reviewing and discussing similar panels, taking advantage of the 
literature, have all served to make more clear what the proper course of action is and how this treatment 
will relate to and be influenced by those that have come before. 
 
As the Preservation Society enters the fundraising phase for the treatment, we do it with full 
commitment and appreciation for the importance and value of these panels, not just in the context of our 
own properties, but for a broader community of stakeholders.  
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