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Context

The transfer of wall paintings from their original locations has been practised since
antiquity. As a result of the previous popularity of transfers many art collections contain wall
paintings which were historically detached and rebacked. Transfer is now rarely undertaken,
and only under very specific circumstances.

This article is specifically concerned with the transfer of ancient Egyptian wall painting. Its
starting point was as research into the historic transfer of the wall painting from Tomb 100
at Hierakonpolis, now at the Egyptian Museum Cairo, and into the necessary conservation
work to address its current condition which was largely associated with the deterioration
of the old backing system. This research developed into a more general interest in the
practice of the transfer of ancient Egyptian wall paintings, and the subsequent associated
conservation interventions.

The subject is relevant not only to the current treatment of wall paintings which were
historically transferred but also in the rare present occasions where transfer may be the only
option to rescue a painting. By drawing attention to the highly interventive nature of this
irreversible process, the complications faced both in past operations and in the current
remedial conservation work required to re-back or stabilise earlier transfers, and by giving
examples of more recent transfer processes, this research aims to inform future conservation
work, planning and intervention. This article may help avoiding the problems and learning
from the mistakes of the past and help build on current practice.

Methodology

The research used an overview of historic transfer methods and materials, historic
conservation practice, as well as recent transfer operations to outline the history, methods
and materials used in the transfer of wall paintings. Information was gathered from published
materials — books, academic articles, conservation reports and documentation — as well as
conversation with colleagues. This background information was then focused by examination
of specific examples.

This essay is divided into three sections which address:

*  the historic context of wall paintings transfer
*  the process of transfer
*  the experience of the practice regarding ancient Egyptian paintings

A limitation of this study is the bias towards research into British collections and
interventions. This is due not only to the geographic location and material access of the author,
but also due to the British role in this history, both as the source of many early Egyptologists
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and as the destination of many of these detached Egyptian wall paintings." However, the
findings have been checked against research from the wider European field to verify that
the described detachment techniques and post-detachment conservation experience has been
broadly similar in other European collections.

The research into early conservation work has also been limited due to the scarce information
on early conservation methods and intervention: there is a lack of historic documentation
and recording, let alone publication of conservation processes. Furthermore, the research was
undertaken during the Covid 19 crisis when physical access to libraries, archives as well as
travel was limited, so research relied on the information accessible within this context.

Part One

The Transfer of Wall Paintings as a Practice — Historical Context

The transfer of wall paintings — the detachment of a painting from its original support
and placement on a new support — has been known since ancient times. Examples are
cited by Vitruvius in 59 BC ? of paintings from Sparta ‘taken out of ...walls...enclosed in
wooden frames...and brought to Comitium.” The practice was later revived and is attested
to in Renaissance Italy by Vasari.® Transfer reached its peak in the 19th century, when the
development of the strappo (see Detachment of the Painting) technique, which made the
detached paintings very mobile, coincided with a growth of interest in the creation of art
collections. The 1866 publication of two art restoration manuals - Manuale del pittore
restauratore and Manuale ragionato per la arte meccanica dell arte del ristauratore dei deipinti* -

helped to further spread knowledge of the process.

Wall painting transfer largely ended, as a common practice, by the middle of the twentieth
century. This drop in use coincided with increased awareness of the ethical considerations
and practicalities around transfer, and a heightened importance ascribed to preserving (and
experiencing) original context. The process is hugely invasive; the removal of the painting
from its original site can alter its artistic, cultural and historical values, and it fundamentally

1 This bias, and the lack of access to information during the time of the research also meant that I was unfortunately
unable to include examples of wall paintings detached during the 1960s UNESCO Nubian Campaign — a topic for
future study.

2 Vitruvius, Pollio (transl. Morris Hicky Morgan, 1960). The Ten Books on Architecture. Courier Dover Publications
Vitruvius Pollio.

3 Mora, P, Mora, L., Philipot, P, 1984. Conservation of Wall Paintings. London. Butterworths.

4 Brajer, 1. 2002. The Transfer of Wall Paintings, Based on Danish Experience. London. Archetype Publications.
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alters the structure, composition and stratigraphy of the object, with original layers removed
and new materials added to enable the transfer. Transfer can also change the basic perception
of the painting — changing a wall painting, an integral element of a building’s architecture, to
something more or less resembling an easel or panel painting.

In Mora, Mora and Philippot’s seminal work Conservation of Wall Paintings,” four reasons
are cited for the past overuse of detachment: first, the 19th-century division of the arts, where
the importance of the work of art as a whole, the original viewing conditions and historical
context were ignored or underestimated; second, insensitivity to the fact that the appearance
of a painting could be seriously altered, particularly with the use of szrappo; third, the curiosity
of art historians looking for sinopia (the preliminary sketch found on a layer of its own
underneath a wall painting or fresco); and, lastly, for financial reasons: detaching a painting
was a cheaper way to ensure preservation than addressing the deterioration factors involved,
which in wall paintings are largely linked to the architectural surface and the building in which
the painting is located. Another incentive for detachment, cited by other sources, has been
for commercial gain and exploitation as consumer goods by collectors, dealers® and restorers.”

Even at the height of the popularity of wall painting transfer, experts were aware that
the practice seriously threatened the paintings, not only due to the varying levels of skill of
the practitioner undertaking the transfer but also owing to the widespread dispersion and
even loss of the consequently mobile artworks. In 1796 one restorer from Imola was paid
an annuity to limit his ‘dangerous’ activity and to prevent numbers of paintings ending up
the hands of dealers.® In 1825 a plea to stop the practice of transfer was published in the
Florentine journal Antologia.’

In the current day the transfer of wall paintings, following the modern conservation pillars
of ethics — reversibility and minimum intervention — can only be carried out when in situ
conservation is not possible, and/or where transfer allows for the preservation of works of
art that would otherwise be threatened. This could be due to the demolition of buildings,
infrastructure/agriculture development schemes, security threats or by extreme environmental/
geological conditions.

According to the 2003 ICOMOS Statement on Wall Paintings:

5 Mora et al., 1984.

6 Some recent controversial transfer projects still reflect this desire for the collection and sale of immovable artworks — see,

for example, the detachments and sale of Banksy artworks.

7 Brajer, I., 1999. ‘Aspects of reversibility in transferred paintings’ in Oddy, A., Carroll, S., eds. Reversibility — Does it
Exist? British Museum Press.

8 Autelli, E 1989. ‘La rimozione delle pitture murali’ in Pitture Murali a Brera — La rimozione: notizie storiche ¢ fortuna
critica. Edizioni Bolis p. 49.

9 Schaible, V. 1985. ‘Historisches und Ethisches zur Abnahme von Wandmalerei’ in Historische Technologie und
Konservierung von Wandmalerei. Schule fiir Gestaltung. Bern.
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‘Detachment and transfer are dangerous, drastic and irreversible operations that severely affect
the physical composition, material structure and aesthetic characteristics of wall paintings. These
operations are, therefore, only justifiable in extreme cases when all options of in situ treatment are
not viable.”

The statement goes on to say:

Should such situations occur, decisions involving detachment and transfer should always be
taken by a team of professionals, rather than by the individual who is carrying out the conservation
work. Detached paintings should be replaced in their original location whenever possible.” "’

The emphasis on the location for redisplay of the detached painting is of significance
and also reflects lessons learned from past practice, examples of which are detailed clearly
in Isabelle Brajer’s comprehensive 2002 publication on the transfer of wall paintings. While
focused on the Danish experience, Brajer’s publication contains detailed research into the
history and methods of the practice in general. She describes the multiple cases of large
schemes split up, only parts of schemes hung together, paintings hung out of context or in the
wrong order, or, worse, stored and never displayed, some of which, from early interventions,
lack documentation, identification and provenance and therefore now have little value for
research purposes.'!

Nonetheless, as the practice of transfer is occasionally the only option to save a painting, it
must sometimes be undertaken. Moreover, as a technique used extensively in the past, these
historically transferred objects potentially require current conservation work for damage often
directly linked to that irreversible intervention. Therefore, it is valuable to understand the wall
transfer process and materials.

Part Two

The Process of Transfer

Like many historical conservation practices, wall painting transfer was pioneered and
developed in Italy. The earliest method used a system known as stacco a massello, which
involved detaching the painting complete with all the underlying plaster and all or part of

10ICOMOS 2003, ICOMOS Principles For The Preservation And Conservation-Restoration Of Wall Paintings. [Online],

ICOMOS. Available from: https://www.icomos.org/en/what-we-do/focus/179-articles-en-francais/ressources/charters-

and-standards/166-icomosprinciples-for-the-preservation-and-conservationrestoration-of-wall-paintings. (Accessed
27/07/2020)

11 Brajer, 2002.
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the supporting structure. The later techniques of szacco, the removal of the painting with the
layers of plaster immediately beneath it, and szrappo, the detachment of the paint layer alone,
were developed in the 18th century and built upon in the 19th, and are more common in
current use.'

The process of transfer can be divided into three phases:

*  preparation
*  detachment of the painting from the original support
*  post-detachment; which includes mounting the piece on a new support

Preparation

Mora, Mora and Philipot describe five steps to prepare the paint layer before detachment:

¢ documentation of the entire area;

* adetailed plan of the joints/cuts to be made;"

* asurface condition survey and tests to establish the effects of the solvents; which will
be used in consolidation and later to dissolve the facing medium;

*  consolidation of the paint layer (using a consolidant which will not be affected by the
facing medium)

e flling areas of loss and surface cleaning as necessary

Following these steps, a protective facing material is attached to the front of the painting
to act as a temporary support during the detachment, treatment and re-backing process. The
adhesive or glue used to attach the facing material'® is chosen with the knowledge that the
adhesive subsequently selected for the back of the painting, in the remounting process, will
require different solubility parameters. This enables the safe solubilisation of the temporary
front facing, without destabilising/solubilising the adhesive used for the re-backing.

This two-adhesive principle appears to have been adopted at the time of the invention of
strappo. The inventor of the technique, Antonio Contri, suggested using a water-based glue

12 See Mora et al., 1984.

13 For larger paintings removal in one piece is not always possible so decisions are required as to how to divide up the
sections in the least damaging way possible, usually cutting through existing damage, cracks, on in line with elements of
the painted detail.

14 The choice of adhesive is dependent on the type of detachment to be undertaken, the technique and state of
preservation of the painting and the level of humidity of the conditions — certain glues do not dry in damp
environments. But once the selection is made for the facing adhesive, and adhesive later used on the back of the painting
needs to have different solubility parameters.
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(commonly an animal glue) on the front surface, and a resin-based adhesive on the back.”
In 19th century cases, these mediums can be found used in reverse as well — and Braer also
cites 19th century examples where mediums with similar solubility were used for both the
front and back of paintings, suggesting that not all 19th century restorers understood the
two-adhesive principle.

Different glues and adhesives were used historically for the facing medium, dependent
on the object as well as on the type of transfer to be used — these include animal glues, fish
glue, shellac, beeswax, as well as mixtures such as rosin and turpentine, and animal glue
with casein. More recently, synthetic adhesives have been used, including methylcellulose,
cellulose nitrate, polyvinyl chloride, polyvinyl alcohol, acrylic dispersions and emulsions and
acrylic resin Paraloid B72. A volatile binding media - cyclododecane has also been used as a
temporary facing, including for the detachment of Egyptian painting (see Current Site-Based
Conservation Detachment and Backing).

The selection of facing tissue material also varies, with the number and type of material
used dependent on the individual wall painting, but the most commonly utilised materials
are: Japanese tissue; cotton gauze; cotton cloth; nylon netting; polypropylene fabric; linen or
hemp canvas. The materials are usually applied in combination with the finest first, built up
to the roughest and strongest last.'®

The Detachment of the Painting

Mora, Mora and Philipot’s ‘Conservation of Wall Paintings’ has two detailed chapters,'”
illustrated with diagrams, as to how to effect stacco a massello, stacco, and strappo, so it is not
described here. Instead, the individual methods and the considerations around their use are
outlined. The oldest method, stacco a massello, is rarely undertaken today due to the weight of
the resulting pieces, which limits both the size of each section detached and makes subsequent
transportation difficult. The method, which involves the removal of the wall or structure on
which the painting is executed, is extremely destructive to the architectural setting. However,
due to the retention of the original support stacco a massello is the method that best preserves
the character of the painting.

15 See Brajer, 2002.
16 See Mora et al., 1984.
17 Pages 245 — 281 of the publication.
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Support (brick, stone, mud brick)
Plaster (may be several layers)

Ground layer (may not be present)

I [ [T [ [ T — Paint layer

L Strappo

Stacco

Stacco a massello

Fig. 1 The separation points marked for detachment by szacco a massello, stacco, and strappo, illustrated on a
schematic illustration of the straigraphy of a wall painting (image Claire Thorne)

Early detachments using this technique were carried out without protective facing.
Following the development of the stacco and strappo methods, which required facing, it also
started to be used in stacco a massello, providing extra protection.

In essence, the method requires a tunnel cut through the wall behind the painting (in later
developments of the method, the depth of the cut section could be limited by the use of a
series of metal pins driven to a specific depth into areas of damage within the painting, to serve
as markers as to the level to cut). During the cutting process, the front face of the painting
is supported by a wooden panel or templates. Plaster of Paris or, later, expanding synthetic
resin could be poured into the space between the front surface of the painting (protected with
a separation layer to avoid adhesion) and the supportive board to create a counter mould.'®
The painting would then be cut out of the wall, with the supporting masonry, and lowered

18 From the mid 20th century counter moulds started to be used in stacco and stacco a massello to support the painting
from the front, and to keep the correct contour to avoiding the deformation of paintings transferred. Brajer details
examples of earlier detachments where paintings were completely distorted, with those detached from curved surfaces
presented and displayed flattened. She singles out a fresco from a vaulted apse in the oratory of San Rocco, transferred in
1879 by one of the leading transfer practitioners of the time, to a flat support, which is now in the Museo del Paesaggio
in Pallanza as a particularly shocking example of this deformation, see Brajer 2002. Counter moulds can also be used to
support the front surfaces of a painting when re-backing previously backed sections of wall painting, for example for 7he
Nebamun Wall Paintings at the British Museum, see Later Conservation.
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forward onto the board on which the whole object could be transported for conservation
work and the application of a new backing.

Stacco is thought to be a 19th century adaption from a method known since the beginning
of the 17th century for backing mosaics.”” It has the advantage, like stacco a massello, of
preserving surface form, but results in lighter pieces, allowing larger sections to be taken, and
is more practical for transportation and display. It requires, however, that the paint layer and
plaster layer are securely adhered, and that the plaster is in sound condition.

Stacco requires extra facing material at the top of the painting and a wooden panel, frame,
or fixed beam above it. Following adhesion of the facing to the front of the painting, the
extra upper material is then secured to this external support, allowing the detachment to be
undertaken in a controlled manner, minimizing the risk of the painting falling during the
detachment process.

1. Wooden cross-bar fixed onto the wall
2. Nails fixing facing material to the cross-bar
3. Facing material

Fig. 2 An example an external support system to which extra facing material is attached (image Claire
Thorne)

19 See Brajer, 2002.
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Blades, saws or chisels are inserted behind the painting and the upper plaster layers, starting
from the lower edge and working upwards, to cut it from its substrate. In some cases, stacco
can be carried out from behind, by gradually taking down the wall on which the paint and
plaster layers are executed. Once the painting has been separated from the wall but is still
hanging from the secured top, a wooden panel is leaned against the detached section. The
extra facing material is gradually transferred from the securing point above and fixed to this
panel, which is then lowered and used to transport the detached painting.

The disadvantages of the stacco method are that it can endanger sinopia, should they be
under the ground layer, and separations occur between the ground and upper plaster layers
during the detachment process, and that, if a counter mould is not made, the surface shape
risks deformation when the back is treated.

In the strappo method only the paint layer % is transferred and backed onto a new canvas.
The removal of such a thin layer exposes the painting to considerable risk, the wall’s surface
morphology is lost, and even when most skillfully done szrappo can split the paint layer,
leaving a shadow of painting on the wall.*!

Strappo has the advantage, however, of allowing larger murals to be removed in one piece,
and allows for the separation of two layers of decorations, Mora et al. cite its historical use in
allowing for the display of an older painting without the destruction of an overlaying one,
but stacco has also been used for this purpose. There are many examples of this practice using
stacco up until the mid/late 20th century in the field of English church wall paintings, which
are commonly multilayered. The most famous of these is in the Holy Sepulchre Chapel in
Winchester Cathedral, where an early 13th century Deposition painting was transferred to
reveal the underlying 12th century version. The later painting is displayed on an artificial
support on the opposite wall.*

Stacco was also used in Egypt in the early 2000s to separate and redisplay wall paintings
dating from the 8th and 13th centuries in the church of the Holy Virgin in the Syrian
Monastery (Deir al-Surian) in Wadi al-Natrun, Egypt.*®

Animal glue is the most popular adhesive used in szrappo — its hygroscopic properties lead
to strong contraction on drying, which helps to achieve the detachment. In fact, this drying

20 In more recent work there has been the aim to retain the intonaco layer during the detachment process, and later trim it
back to the paint layer, see Brajer, 2002.

21 According to Mora et al. if attempting to remove just the paint layer patches of intonaco are often retained in the strappo
process. These are then leveled in the next phase of the process, usually losing the back of the paint layer which had
survived splitting in the actual strappo process, see Mora et al., 1984.

22 See Rosewell, R., 2008. Medieval Wall Paintings in English and Welsh Churches, The Boydell Press, Woodbridge.

23 See Innemée, K., 2011. ‘A Newly Discovered Painting of the Epiphany in Deir al-Surian’ in Hugoye, Journal of Syriac
Studies, 14, 1. [Online] Available from: https://www.academia.edu/1046344/ A Newly Discovered Painting of the
Epiphany in Deir al Surian in Hugoye Journal of Syriac Studies 14 1. (Accessed 19/10/20)
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action can achieve a spontaneous detachment; for this reason, as with stcco, extra facing
material is used and the upper part secured to a wooden beam or other external structure
above the painting to avoid an uncontrolled detachment. Once the facing is fully dry, a scalpel
is inserted under the paint layer to encourage separation. The detachment is achieved by
gently pulling the facing with the paint layer attached to it away from the wall; larger sections
can be rolled onto a cylinder.

Fig. 3 Strappo transfer, a scalpel is inserted under the paint layer on one of the bottom corners of the
painting, and the facing and paint layer gently pulled way from the wall - larger sections can be rolled
onto a cylinder (image Claire Thorne)

Post Detachment

Following detachment, the exposed back of the painting is treated. Plaster is levelled; in the
case of a stacco a massello detachment the support layers can either be retained or reduced to
one layer, thick enough to keep the character of the painting, as with stacco.

The back of the painting is then consolidated. Following the same principle as with the
facing and backing adhesives in the detachment, if a water-based facing medium was used a
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synthetic resin would be selected for consolidation;* similarly, if the front facing used a non-
water based medium, a water-based consolidant would be used on the back. New material
is commonly applied to the back of the plaster to build it up and support it. The material
employed varies from, historically, commonly calcium caseinate, to materials using lime
mortar mixed with synthetic resins, white pigments with resins as binders, and more recently,
synthetic resins with aggregates (for example Paraloid B72 with glass micro balloons).

Mounting on a New Support

Mounting is the last step of the transfer process.”> The earliest moveable supports for
detached paintings were canvas or wooden panels. Information is scarce on the historic
adhesive used to attach the paintings to the supports, but Brajer suggests it was likely to have
been calcium caseinate (known from ancient times). A little later, lime caseinate, with the
addition of animal glue, was also brought into use.

As it became clear that canvas was not sufficiently strong to support detached wall painting
other materials were utilized: plaster of Paris — often reinforced with metal or wooden frames,
and sometimes mixed with additives® to increase flexibility; plywood with silicon resin;
Masonite (engineered wood, made of heated pressure-moulded wood fibres) reinforced with
metal or wooden frames or galvanized iron with wooden frames. The use of plaster of Paris
and Masonite as a backing system was common in the 1950s and 1960s but, as noted by
Brajer, these materials created heavy transfers.

Intervention Layers

From the mid 20th century, intervention layers started to be used between the detached
painting and its support to allow future separation of the two. Bajer cites the first use of an
intervention layer in 1957 during the transfer of a ceiling painting from an Etruscan tomb.
Here the material used was a sheet of polyurethane foam encased between Masonite plates,
the idea being that the separation could be achieved by cutting through the soft central layer,
if required. Various developments have been made following on from this, including the use
of expanded polyvinyl chloride (similarly easy to cut through) and expanded polyurethane
(also used as a rigid support, see below). Brajer also finds examples of cork, asbestos, and
plaster used with laminated paper.

24 Since the 1960s this has commonly been acrylic dispersion Primal AC33, see Brajer 2002.

25 Before conservation work to the front surface of the painting once the re-backing is complete, which is beyond the
scope of this article to detail.

26 Brajer cites the use of acrylic or polyvinyl alcohol (PVA).
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Synthetic Support Materials

From the 1960s, synthetic materials to create supports became commercially available to
conservators. Expanded polyvinyl chloride was one of the first to be used.?” It was particularly
interesting as it became pliable when heated and could be pressed onto the back of a painting
to take on its contours, making it a popular support for paintings on vaults or curved surfaces.
It could also be glued to the back of the detached painting with calcium caseinate or polyvinyl
acetate emulsion — often reinforced with layers of textile or fibreglass. Expanded polyurethane
foam (PUF) became a popular support material in the 1970s, sometimes strengthened with
fibreglass and epoxy or canvas. However, due to the problems with the breakdown of PUF?*,
foaming epoxy resin came to be widely used as an alternative support for wall painting.”

A series of different ‘sandwich’ constructions also started to be developed from the 1960s
and remain very common supports for detached wall paintings today®® due to the durability,
stability, rigidity, light weight, and resistance to deformation provided by a well-constructed
board. The sandwich core is usually a light material laminated between two thin sheets of
fibreglass,’ attached with epoxy or polyester resin to provide a stable, stiff, lightweight support.
Constructions could be built on the back of the detached painting over an intervention layer.
Pre-made honeycomb sandwich plates are also available (useful for mounting totally flat
paintings), produced under the trade name of Hexalite.

27 See Mora et al., 1984.

28 See Brajer, 2002.

29 Keene, S., 1986. ‘Epoxy foam used to mount wall paintings and masonry’ poster at the IIC Congress at Bologna 1986.
30 See Brajer, 2002.

31 In the late 1980s, Italian conservators started to substitute fibreglass with carbon fibre textiles, which had better
properties — particularly elasticity, conformed well to uneven surfaces. See Brajer, 2002.
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a. Fibre glass plate
b. Aluminium honeycomb
c. Fibre glass plate

1. Paint (and original plaster)
2. Glass microballoon and Paraloid B72 resin
as a backing and intervention layer
3. Epoxy resin
4. Pre-made aluminium honeycomb sandwich plate

Fig. 4 Example of the layer structure of a support using a honeycomb sandwich plate (image Claire
Thorne)

Part Three

Wall Painting Transfer, as Applied to Ancient Egyptian Paintings

The history of the transfer of ancient Egyptian wall painting® follows a similar arc to
that in Europe. There was a detachment fever in the early 19th century — in Egypt carried
out not by restorers but by anyone to whom the paintings were of interest. As tombs started
to be catalogued and protected (at the West Bank in Luxor this started from 1903) and
ethical considerations around detachments developed, the practice became less common and
was increasingly undertaken for reasons associated with preservation and protection. The
current situation is that detachments are undertaken in the professional field solely following
the ICOMOS guidance and conservation ethics, in other words, when it is the only viable
method of rescue/salvage.

32 A lot of what is discussed here regarding ancient Egyptian painting can be applied to other wall painting from an
archacological context — from the raiding of pieces in the early c19th, to the techniques used to detach, back, transport
and later treat them — eg the central Asian wall paintings at the British Museum; Dinsmore, J.K., Hanna, S.B., 1991.
‘Conservation of Central Asian Wall Painting Fragments from the Stein Collection in the British Museum’ in Cather, S
ed. The Conservation of Wall Paintings; Proceedings of a Symposium organized by the Courtauld Institute of Art and
the Getty Conservation Institute. London July 13-15 1987. Getty Conservation Institute.
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Detachment and Transport

Stark evidence survives of the early methods used to loot wall paintings from Egyptian
tombs, the cut marks of saws and knives are still evident on many painted surfaces from
abandoned historic operations. Ata project by the Free University of Brussels and the University
of Liege at the tomb chapel TT C3 in the Valley of the Nobles (West Bank Luxor), this type
of action was clearly evident: largely missing wall paintings, cut just below the junction with
the ceiling, an abandoned detachment in the form of a series of cut marks around a figure of
Anubis in one of the few areas of surviving painting, and a tool — a rusty saw — found within
the debris inside the tomb.*

Fig. 5 Cut marks around an abandoned detachment attempt in the long hall of C3 (image courtesy of @
L. Bavay, ULB, photo 10.0558)

33 See Bavay, L., Laboury, D., 2001. ‘Dans I'entourage de Pharaon. Art et archéologie dans la nécropole thébaine’ in
Ceci n'est pas une Pyramide... Un siécle de recherche archéologique belge en Egypte. Peeters. Leuven —Paris. [Online]

Available from: https://www.academia.edu/1493205/Dans lentourage de Pharaon Art et arch%C3%A9ologie dans
la_n%C3%A9cropole th%C3%A9baine. (Accessed 19/10/2020)
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10 cm

Fig. 6 The rusty blade found in C3 (image courtesy of @ L. Bavay, ULB. Mission inventory number 6994)

Much is revealed about the detachment from tombs when they were first discovered in the
early 19th century in contemporary accounts, which already show concern for the amount
of damage done.** The traveller James Burton records ‘small catacombs...opened about 2 or
3 years since by Mr Salt® — and cruelly defaced, the walls everywhere broken and cut —
whole subjects destroyed for the sake of getting off pieces’.* The excavator of the tomb of
Nebamun, Giovanni d’Athanasi, records the destruction of a tomb chapel by local Egyptians
‘in order to sell it piecemeal among travellers’.”” D’Athanasi, was well known for his removal
of paintings, including those of Nebamun in the British Museum, and was noted at the time
for destroying more than he saved. In 1836, Edward Hawkins, the British Museum’s Keeper
of Antiquities, received a letter ‘earnestly’ begging him ‘to call your attention to a love he
(d’Athanasi) acquired under Mr Salt for destroying tombs under the false idea of preserving
them, by attempting to cut the paintings off the walls: a most destructive process.’*

The detachment method used by d’Athanasi and others of this period appears to have
involved cutting around the section to be removed with a knife or saw to the depth of the

34 Parkinson, R., Usick, P, 2008. “The history of 7he Nebamun Wall Paintings : and archival investigation’ in Middleton,
A., Uprichard, K., The Nebamun Wall Paintings ; Conservation, Scientific Analysis and Display at the British Museum.
Archetype Publications.

35 Henry Salt (1780-1827) British Consul General in Egypt — was requested by Sir Joseph Banks to make an important
collection of Egyptian antiquities for the British Museum. He also sold numerous pieces to Jean-Francois Champollion
(1790-1832) for the Louvre — and funded the work of many significant excavator/explorers of the time — Cavilglia at

Giza, and Belzoni and d’Athanasi in Luxor.
36 See Parkinson et al, 2008.

37 D’Athanasi, G., 1836 A Brief Account of the Researches and Discoveries in Upper Egypt made under the direction of
Henry Salt Esq. .. 1o which is added, a detailed catalogue of Mr Salts Collection of Egyptian Antiquities, illustrated with
Tielve Engravings.. and an enumeration of those Articles Purchases for the British Museum. London: ] Herne. Quoted in
Parkinson, R. 2008.

38 See Parkinson et al., 2008.
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underlying rock, and then prizing the section from the wall with a crowbar, or something
similar.”” A close study of the Nebamun painting fragments at the British Museum reveals
a crush mark on the edge of one of the sections, where it appears to have been compressed
by the bar used to lever up the neighbouring piece.”” The destructiveness of this method is
made clear by the sheer quantity of wall paintings missing from Egyptian tombs and the
proportionately small number of fragments surviving in collections today.

Bl

Fig. 7 An abandoned cut mark on one of the Nebamun fragments, and the dent or crush mark which
may have been created by the levering up of a neighbouring fragment (image with courtesy of the
Trustees of the British Museum)

39 Although this brutal method resulted in considerable loss — it is amazing that it was possible to get any intact sections of
painting this way — it would have been helped by the straw content of the plaster, (the arriccio (coarse base plaster layer)
of so many of these detached ancient Egyptian painting fragments), which would have given the plaster some flexibility
and cohesive strength.

40 See Parkinson, 2008.
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There is little information about the packing and transport of the paintings removed at this
time. The Nebamun paintings, which arrived at the British Museum in 1822, appear to have
been transported in crates, unbacked, possibly resting on timber batons*' and cushioned with
some kind of softening material.

By the late 19th century, evidence of a more ‘rescue’ approach can be seen in the case of
the detachment of the Tomb 100 painting from Hierakonpolis. Discovered in 1898-1899
by E W. Green, the tomb was located in low-lying desert, with the area already threatened
by cultivation.** Following Green’s discovery, the site was again lost and is now fully under
cultivation. Green’s decision to detach the painting and take it to Cairo Museum was in a
sense its best chance of survival. Unfortunately, no details as to how the detachment and
transport took place were found during this research; Green’s dig diary of April 1899 just
notes,I have not yet finished drawing the painted tomb which I must do, and then take it

down, pack it up and send it down to Cairo by some manner’.*’

Despite this example, writing in his 1931 publication Seventy Years in Archaeology* Flinders
Petrie describes the situation in Egypt even in 1882 as ‘like a house on fire’. He describes his
duty, as he saw it, as ‘that of a salvage man, to get all I could quickly gathered in’. But unlike
many working in Egypt at the time, Petrie put a lot of thought and effort into both on-
site and post-excavation conservation.”” He provides details of conservation and detachment
methods and materials used at his Amarna excavations (1891-1892), including his attempt
to preserve excavated painted pavements in situ. This involved practical conservation work
— cleaning, consolidation (with tapioca water, a consolidant apparently used in early stone
conservation)“ and the creation of a shelter over the paintings, with a raised walkway to allow
for viewing. Sadly, some years after this work the floor paintings were attacked and broken up
by locals*” — 22 fragments were recovered and sent to Cairo Museum.* This disaster seems to
have influenced thinking at the site for a long time afterwards, resulting in the detachment for
preservation of many areas of painting.

41 See Miller, E., 2008. ‘Conservation of the Paintings’ in 7he Nebamun Wall Paintings as before.

42 See Corbin, N., Friedman, R., Excavations at Hierakonpolis [Online] Available from https://www.arce-nc.org/
Friedman2.htm (Accessed 29/09/2020).

43 Many thanks to Renee Friedman for sharing the PDF of his diary with me.
44 Petrie, W. E, 1931. Seventy Years in Archaceology. Re-published Cambridge University Press 2013.

45 Jaeschke, H., Jaeschke, R., 1998. ‘Early Conservation Techniques at the Petrie Museum’ in Brown, C. E., and Watkins
S. C., eds. Conservation of Ancient Egyptian Materials. United Kingdom Institute for Conservation Archaeology Section.

46 Weatherhead, F, 2001. ‘Recording and conservation of painted plaster from the early excavation at Amarna’ in Davies,
W. V., ed. Colour and Painting in Ancient Egypt. British Museum Press.

47 Annoyed at visitors to the pavements walking through their fields — Petrie appears not to have thought of a walkway to
get to the pavements.

48 Petrie, 1931 — as above and Petrie, W. E., 1894. 7ell El Amarna. Methueun & Co, Weatherhead, 2001, as above.
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Petrie describes in detail the method he used to detach the ‘Princesses panel’ now in the
Ashmolean in Oxford.*” Recognising the quality of the wall painting and its vulnerability to
loss due to brick theft already occurring at the site, he felt it would be safer in a museum.”® He
used a kind of stacco for the detachment, cutting away the supporting mud bricks from behind
the painting and its mud plaster substrate until it was left standing upright. He describes
supporting the upright section with a box lid padded with newspaper and completing the
detachment by cutting away the bottom edge and leaning the section forward so it could be
transported face-down on the box lid to his hut. This detachment was made without using
any kind of facing or consolidant on the front (like the very early stacco a massello methods) —
extremely risky, but a method that may have helped the painted surface to survive in a visual
condition not too different from its original state. Writing about early conservation work
on Amarna wall paintings, Fran Weatherhead®' suggests Petrie may not have had access to a
suitable consolidant or facing medium at the site, and fortunately did not resort to using wax
— used elsewhere on smaller wall painting fragments, which darkens surfaces overtime, attracts
dirt and is notoriously difhicult to remove from wall paintings®* — or the tapioca water he used
on the painted pavements.

The backing of the section for transport is also described: loose mud was removed from the
back of the painting, which was then reinforced with a series of wooden batons to form a grid,
with a new mud and sand plaster applied over this support. Once the new plaster had set, the
painting was turned over and a lightweight board padded with wool was lashed to the front.
The painting was transported to the Ashmolean on this support.

There are later records of detachments at Amarna undertaken in the 1920s, with the site
under the directorship of H. Frankfort, and the 1930s under J. Pendlebury.”® In the 1920s, an
extensive area of wall painting was detached using a method similar to stacco. The method was
devised by the chemist and early conservation scientist Alfred Lucas,’* with instructions sent to
Mrs Frankfort, who undertook the work following Lucas’s instructions. Lucas’s method began

49 Petrie, 1894, Petrie, 1931, as above.
50 Petrie, 1894, Petrie, 1931, Weatherhead, 2001.

51 She has two books on the Armana wall paintings, Weatherhead E J., 2007. Amarna Palace Paintings, EES Excavation
Memoir 78, London and Weatherhead E J. and Kemp B. J., 2007. The Main Chapel at the Amarna Workmen'’s Village
and its Wall Paintings. EES Excavation Memoir 85, London, as well as many articles.

52 Attempting to remove/reduce wax applied in the early c20th from wall paintings is still a common issue faced by
conservators, including myself, working on in situ wall paintings in historic building and churches in Europe.

53 Weatherhead, E, 2001. ‘Recording and conservation of painted plaster from the early excavation at Amarna’ in Davies,
W. V., ed. Colour and Painting in Ancient Egypr. British Museum Press.

54 Known for his work on Egyptian artefacts, including the objects from the tomb of Tutankhamun, for the antiquities

service in Egypt — and author of an early book on conservation methods ‘Antiques — Their Restoration and Preservation’

1933.
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with surface cleaning with alcohol and consolidation with ‘celluloid’™® (cellulose nitrate,” a
commonly used conservation consolidant of the time) in amyl acetate, applied by spray. A soft
cloth was then attached to the (now non-water soluble) surface of the painting with starch
paste. Rare archive photos show aspects of the on-site conservation work:> one image shows
the padded board brought up against the cloth surface (the top of the cloth was then nailed to
the board); another shows the mud bricks taken down from behind the painting. The bottom
edge was then, presumably, cut through. The detached painting was laid horizontally, and
the original backing material pared down.’® The back was consolidated with ‘celluloid’; the
lacunae were filled with a mixture of mud and chopped straw and, finally, plaster of Paris was
poured onto the back to make a rigid support. The various sections were then transported to
museums backed in this manner (the main sections are now at the Egyptian Museum Cairo
and the British Museum).

[ T AT P |

Fig. 8 On site conservation/transfer work at Amarna 1926, facing material is applied to the wall painting
fragment to be detached (image courtesy of the Egypt Exploration Society)

55 In ‘Antiques —Their Restoration and Preservation” Lucas suggests that unvarnished painting on gesso, plaster and stone

can be ‘protected and caused to adhere again by spraying with a dilute solution of celluloid or cellulose acetate’.
56 Unfortunately, cellulose nitrate darkens and discolours with age.

57 In the Egypt Exploration Society archive, but reproduced in Davies, W. V., ed. Colour and Painting in Ancient Egypr.

British Museum Press.

58 Frankfort, H., 1927. Preliminary Report on the Excavations at Tell el-‘Amarnah, Journal of Egyptian Archaeology 13, pp.
209-18.

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/publications/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_NO/author.aspx

ISSUE 26 2022 20



Wall Paintings Transfer : A Short History, and the Experience as Applied to Ancient Egyptian Paintings

TR 126~ 2T,

Fig. 9 Amarna 1926, the front face of the wall supported with props and blocks (image courtesy of the
Egypt Exploration Society)

Fig. 10 On site conservation work on painted panels at Amarna 1926 (image courtesy of the Egypt
Exploration Society)
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In her 1950s book on the excavation, team member Mary Chubb describes a method of
wall painting detachment used in the 1930s at the Amarna excavations under Pendlebury.”
Chubb describes consolidating the front surface by spraying with ‘celluloid’ in amyl acetate
with the help of Mrs Pendlebury. They then gradually took down the brick wall from behind
the painting, while simultaneously supporting it by dropping spoonfuls of plaster of Paris
behind it ‘as tiny crevices developed between the bricks and [the original] plaster [...] until at
last the painting was backed by a new white wall, about an inch thick’. The painting was then
supported from the front with a board ‘bandaged’ with cotton wool and, once the plaster of
Paris had set, the painting was cut away at the base and lowered face-down onto the board
to be transported back to the dig house. Chubb also provides details of how the transferred
paintings were packed for transport: in double cases, the inner one lined with cotton wool
‘to minimize jarring’, and ‘entirely insulated from the outer one by straw and tight rolls
of newspaper’.

While most of the methods used to detach Egyptian wall paintings discovered in
this research and described here show variations of stacco or stacco a massello, there are
also two instances of szrappo used in the early 20th century to detach paintings under
Ernesto Schiaparelli.

Schiaparelli brought a well-known professional restorer, Fabrizio Lucarini, who also worked
at the Uffizi Gallery,® to work on the conservation of tombs, including the recently discovered
tomb of Nefertari® in the Theban necropolis. He was also commissioned to undertake the
detachment of the paintings from the mudbrick-lined pyramid chapel of Maia in the Deir
el Medina in 1906 (now in the Museo Egizio in Turin). As well as the detachment, Lucarini
undertook the transposition of the Maia paintings from the temporary (facing) canvas to
the permanent (backing) canvas in the field in Egypt,%* this is verified in photos of the Maia
expedition now in the archive of the Opificio dell Pietre Dure in Florence. ©

In 1914 a second strappo detachment was undertaken under Schiaparelli, on paintings
from the tomb of Iti in the necropolis of Gebelein (now also displayed in the Turin Museum).
Schiaparelli had found the tomb in 1911, roofless, and offering no protection to the
paintings. Lucarini was not with the team, but Schiaparelli’s assistant, Virginio Rosa, carried
out some preliminary conservation work on the paintings — a light clean, consolidation

59 Chubb, M. 1954. Nefertiti Lived Here. London, Geoffrey Bless.

60 Bertelli, F., D’Amicone, E., Vigna, L., 2013. ‘Le immagini dall’Archivio Storico dell'Opificio e i restauri egizidi Fabrizio
Lucarini: le pitture di Iti e la cappella di Maia’ in OPD Restauro, No. 25, 2013, pp. 363-376.

61 Bertelli et al., 2013.
62 Bertelli et al., 2013.

63 Bertelli, F.,, 1987 ‘L’Archivio storico dell’Opificio delle Pietre Dure: politica amministrativa e attivita di restauro’” in

‘OPD Restauro’, No. 2, 1987, pp. 115-120.
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(with an unspecified consolidant) — as well as the application of a yellow paper,** to act as
a protective layer, before coving the paintings with fine sand for protection.® Schiaparelli
obtained permission from the antiquities authorities to remove the paintings in 1914.%
Lucarini himself was unable to travel then, but Giovanni Marro, and Michaelangelo Pizzo
detached the paintings, following his instructions.”” Marro, an anthropologist on the mission,
offers this account:*® ‘after careful removal of dust and any other foreign material’, it took the
team ‘several days to meticulously fix all these paintings using different chemical solutions’
according to the ‘different colours and thickness of substrate’. Afterwards, the paintings were
covered ‘with large patches of canvas coated with a uniform layer of hot glue.” The facing was
applied in the evening and the next morning they were ‘satisfied. .. to see big rolls at the foot of
those walls® bare now of every trace of painting, the retractable power of the glue as it cooled
was such that it had not only removed the paint layer but also a layer of plaster of a thickness
of up to one centimetre’. Marro describes scraping off this layer to reduce the thickness of
the painting to 2-3 millimetres. Following the transport of the sections to Italy he describes
the transposition of the paintings to a ‘casein” covered’ permanent canvas applied to their
reverse side, this had a ‘retractable power superior to that of the [previously used] glue’ which
‘achieved the aim of detaching the paintings from the [facing] canvas’. The transposition
to the permanent canvas, and the related conservation work, was undertaken by Lucarini
himself, in Florence, in between work on other paintings.”

It is not quite clear why strappo was used to detach these paintings.”* It may have been to do
with weight and the logistics of transport when detaching the entire painted decoration from
a tomb, the fact that Lucarini was a skilled and professional restorer who undertook a lot of
strappo detachments in Italy, or possibly the ability it gave to detach lager sections of painting

64 Recent examination with video microscope, UV fluorescence and IR reflectography revealed the patterns left by this
yellow paper and even some remaining paper fragments adhered to the surface. Cardinali, M., Cavalleri, T., Croveri, P,
Greco, C., Moiso, B., Piccirillo, A., Triolo, P, Scarcella, A. V., ‘Enhance Knowledge to Improve Conservation: the Iti
and Neferu Wall Paintings’. Poster presented at the British Museum Mellon Symposia — A Closer Look at Murals. June
2019.

65 Cardinali et al., 2019.

66 Bertelli, F., D’Amicone, D., Vigna, L., 2014 ‘Restauro delle pitture egizie della cappella di Iti (2150-2100 a.C. ca) ad
opera di Fabrizio Lucarini: prosecuzione della ricerca e sviluppi tecnici e storico-culturali’ in OPD Restauro No. 26 pp.

335-353.
67 Cardinali et al., 2019.

68 Marro, G. 1929 ‘TEsplorazione della Necropoli de Gebelén; Dai lavori della Missione Archeologica Italiana in Egitto’.
In Atti della Societir Italiana per il Progresso delle Scienze XVII Riunione — Torino, Settembre 1928. Pavia. Frat. Fusi.

69 They had obviously not taken the precaution of securing from above to protect from spontaneous detachment.

70 Possibly calcium caseinate, traditionally used to mount the detached paint layer to a canvas, or lime caseinate, also used
as a mounting glue since the c19th, usually with some added animal glue.

71 Bertelli et al., 2014. I am extremely grateful to my colleague and friend Simon Connor for roughly translating Marro’s
account and for the Bertelli 2013 and 2014 articles for me.

72'The final important collection of wall paintings, collected by Schiaparelli in the Egyptian museum, those of Gau el-
Kebir were detached using the more conventional stacco method, Bertelli et al., 2013.
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than would have been possible with szacco a massello or stacco — in the case of the Iti paintings
individual panels are up to 100x80 cm.

Post-transfer treatment and early conservation methods

Unfortunately, there is little early museum treatment documentation recording initial
conservation/display work following the arrival of the detached paintings. In a 1988 paper
discussing early conservation at the Ashmolean, then Head of Conservation Mark Norman
states that in Oxford the days of no conservation record keeping ‘extended well into the
195057 — until 1957 no records of any kind were kept, leaving the understanding of early
treatment methods and materials up to ‘a certain amount detective’ work by the conservators
carrying out later interventions.”* Scientific analysis now makes it increasingly possible to
identify many of the materials applied and to determine different treatment campaigns.
Analysis in the 2000s of the Nebamun paintings at the British Museum established several
different conservation interventions, which used a variety of surface coatings including animal
glue, cellulose nitrate, carnuba wax mixed with beeswax, cellulose acetate,”” a mixture of
beeswax, resin and carnuba wax, as well as soluble nylon.”®

Except for the szrappo detached Turin paintings, which were backed with canvas on wooden
stretchers, the most common early backing material for detached Egyptian paintings was
plaster of Paris. The backings/supports appear not to have necessarily been added immediately
after objects arrived at museums or in collections; for example, the Nebamun paintings were
not backed until 1832, more than ten years after they arrived at the museum,”” and it appears
that the Hierakonpolis painting was not backed in the current system until 1931. It was also
ten years before the Iti paintings were ready for first display, at Sant Appollonia in Florence.”

73 At the Petrie Museum a workbook which briefly listed treatments was kept between 1952-3 (part of which was then
destroyed by fire), from 1962-75 more detailed individual work records were kept — see H. & R. Jaeschke 1988, as

previously.

74 Norman, M., 1988. ‘Early Conservation Techniques and the Ashmolean Museum’ in Brown, C. E., and Watkins, S.
C., eds. Conservation of Ancient Egyptian Materials. London. United Kingdom Institute for Conservation Archaeology
Section.

75 Used to replace cellulose nitrate for many treatments in the 1920s and 1930s, see Horie, C. V., 1987. Materials for
Conservation. London. Butterworth.

76 A consolidant which came into use in the 1950s, until it became clear that once the original solvent (ethyl or methyl
alcohol) used to dissolve the nylon (N-methoxymethyl nylon) had evaporated, the material reverted to nylon 66, which
is insoluble in all solvents used in conservation — soluble nylon was dropped as a consolidant within a couple of decades
of introduction (see Horie 1987).

77 Revealed during conservation work in the 2000s, when a dated newspaper was discovered between two layers of plaster
— see Parkinson, 2008, as before.

78 it was not until 2015 that all the Iti paintings were finally displayed at the Turin Museum in the correct order, with a
layout that recreated their original location and aspects to each other, see Bertelli et al.

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/publications/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_NO/author.aspx

ISSUE 26 2022 24



Wall Paintings Transfer : A Short History, and the Experience as Applied to Ancient Egyptian Paintings

Some paintings were prepared more quickly: the Maia paintings were reassembled and
displayed four years after their detachment,”
W.H. Young was found on the reverse of the Princess Panel’s plaster backing. As Young was
brought to the museum when Arthur Evans was Keeper, 1884-1908, it seems that this piece
may have been backed reasonably soon after arrival.

while the signature of the Ashmolean’s restorer,

Early plaster of Paris backings appear to have been cast with wooden boxes/frames as an
integral part of the support. Discussing the remounting and conservation of archaeological
wall painting in the British Museum collection in a 1987 article, Eric Miller® describes the
mounting systems of 24 Egyptian wall paintings, the earliest from Maidum, the majority
from the Theban Necropolis, all of which arrived at the museum in the 19th century. He
found similar methods for all fragments and suggests that sections were mounted face-up,®
placed within wooden frames with plaster of Paris poured around them ‘to fill the gap between
the object and the frame’.®? The extent to which the plaster of Paris encased®® the fragments
varied, with a Theban fragment completely surrounded in plaster, but the thinner and flat
Maidum fragments only held by plaster at the sides. In the case of the Nebamun paintings,
studied extensively in the early 2000s conservation campaign, the plaster mount was often
found to be a very thin concave layer on the back of the painting, with a much thicker layer
supporting the edges and corners. %

A lot of the work in later conservation interventions on these historically transferred
paintings is associated with the mounting in plaster of Paris. The degree to which fragments
were encased in plaster of Paris, the amount of moisture absorbed, and the length of time
a transferred painting was exposed to high relative humidity had a profound effect on the
condition and level to which they were adversely affected. For a fragment completely encased
in plaster, the introduced water had no way of evaporation except through the painted surface.
Subsequent surface coatings were then applied in successive conservation interventions to

79 Bertelli et al., 2013.

80 Miller, E. G., Lee, N, J., Ellam, D., R. 1987. ‘Remounting and Conservation of Archaeological Wall Paintings at the
British Museum’ in Recent Advances in the Conservation and Analysis of Artifacts. London. Summer Schools Press.

81 During the conservation campaign on the Nebamun fragments in the 2000s removal of the old plaster backing revealed
that the one panel, Viewing the Geese panel had been mounted face down in a backing method which appeared to have
utilized its travelling crate, with wooden batons fixed to the side of the crate and a plaster backing applied between the
batons. See Miller 2008, as before.

82 This agrees with the findings of conservator Fiona Allardyce working on the Egyptian wall painting fragments at
Kingston Lacey (collected by William Banks, a contemporary of Salt’s), recorded in a 1987 conservation report in the
National Trust conservation archive, she describes the original supports as wooden cases built around the fragments, with
gypsum [plaster of Paris] poured into the spaces between the fragments and the edges of the cases.

83 Recent conservation treatment on two sections of historically mounted wall painting fragments at the Sempergalerie in
Dresden (which arrived the in the sculpture gallery in 1911) also describes the fragments as encased in plaster of Paris.
See Heinrich, M., 2020. ‘Agyptische Wandmalereifragmente aus einem Grab in Theben’ in Restaurierte Meisterwerke zur
Wiedererdffnung der Sempergalerie. Sandstein Verlag, Dresden.

84 Birkholzer, K., 2008. ‘Remounting the Paintings for Display” in Middleton, A., Uprichard, K., The Nebamun Wall
Paintings ; Conservation, Scientific Analysis and Display at the British Museum. Archetype Publications.
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address the deterioration of the paint layer caused by this surface disruption. These added
materials often required further intervention as they in turn failed, darkened, or contracted to
produce cupping or flaking of the paint layer. In the case of the Nebamun panel Viewing the
Geese, the shrinkage of applied coatings caused both ground and paint layer to lift, resulting
in surface deformation.®

Water from the plaster of Paris often penetrated the original arriccio® (the coarse mud
plaster layer),leaving characteristic dark halo marks around the perimeter of the painting as
the water drew out tannins from the arriccio on drying. In some cases, water also caused the
mobilization of soluble salts. In a process described in detail by Miller, who observed it on the
Nebamun fragments,” there were instances where the hemihydrate (the dry component of
the plaster) having gone partially into solution when mixed with water, appeared to have been
carried to the intonaco of the painting as it dried, precipitating there as gypsum. This newly
formed gypsum then exerted external pressure on the original structures, resulting in spalling
of both paint and plaster.

Other problems with plaster of Paris mounts include internal delamination of the mount
layers, delamination of surface layers, separation and detachment of the painting from the
support, cracking, and rust where metal reinforcement was used within the plaster. Plaster
of Paris also produces extremely unwieldy and brittle transfers, which are vulnerable to
mechanical damage due to their weight if not handled, displayed and stored carefully.®®

Later Conservation

A lot of damage caused by the plaster of Paris mounts, associated with the introduced
water and the setting process, occurs at the time of, and shortly after, casting. Where later
conservation assessments of the old plaster of Paris mounts have found them still to offer
support, and not to be detrimental to the fragments e.g. in exerting too much pressure on
them, original materials have been stabilised and conserved, and the old mounts adapted to
produce a secure backing system.® In the 2000s conservation and redisplay of the Nebamun
paintings, five of the eleven fragments could have their early mounts adapted — involving
the removal of the backboards of the display boxes, supporting the fragile concave backs of
the plaster of Paris with polyester resin props and attaching the new backboard. In two of

85 Dinsmore, 1988.

86 The terms arriccio and intonaco are borrowed here from Italian fresco painting, to differentiate between the coarse lower
plaster layers (arriccio) and the upper, finer plaster (intonaco) on which the paintings are directly executed.

87 See Miller, 2008, as before.
88 See Brajer, 2002.

89 In the case of the Kingston Lacey fragments, some were stable enough to be conserved by grouting to consolidate
detachments and surface treatment alone. The recent conservation of the Dresden fragments also left the old plaster
backing in place, with conservation work concentrated on the face of the painting.
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these cases, the plaster collar around the painting was completely cut away, after the back was
stabilized, and replaced with foaming epoxy resin to achieve the required level of stability. For
the others, only a small margin of the plaster of Paris was taken down on the front surface to
expose the arricco around the painted fragment, allowing a visual fit with the presentation of
the remounted fragments.”

In many cases, however, these old plaster of Paris mounts have now failed, as the construction
materials deteriorate, layers detach and the mounts no longer offer an adequate stable
support system.

Various replacement mounting systems have been devised, which comply with modern
conservation standards and are designed to be reversible’ rigid supports, removable without
risk to the original material, and much lighterweight than the plaster of Paris systems.

In 1982, two of the Nebamun paintings were remounted using a system of casting in
polyurethane collars, with clingfilm used as a separation layer between the collar and the
arriccio. The collar was then bolted to a polyester resin and glass fibre backing plate which was
screwed onto the wooden display box. In his 1987 article about the mounting and display
of Egyptian wall paintings, Eric Miller describes the system used to remount the Maidum
panels using foaming epoxy resin’ to cast the mould and duraluminium, an alloy of copper
and aluminium, as a backing plate. He describes the process of the de-mount and remount,
with aluminium foil or cling film used as a barrier layer between the epoxy foam and the
original plaster.

Karen Birkholzer describes the different mounting methods used for the Nebamun
paintings in the 2000s campaign® Four paintings required complete remounting (two of
these because it was discovered that they joined together; one of which had actually been
backed using the 1982 removable system). The old backings were removed (in the case of
the plaster of Paris mounts by careful gradual trimming away, under magnification, using
a micro drill). After consolidation of the original materials, the paintings were mounted,
following a separation layer of Paraloid B72 and glass micro balloons, in foaming epoxy resin.
As already detailed above, five paintings didn't require full remounting, and had their existing

90 Mounts for some of the Kingston Lacey fragments were adapted where the plaster of Paris was exerting pressure on the
original plaster at the corners of the frame — it was trimmed back, and then replaced with polystyrene blocks (covered
with a lime and sand mortar) attached to the wooden backing board.

91 The use of a separation layer only makes the mounting system itself reversible of course, not the transfer process.

92 Foaming epoxy resin was chosen for its strength, durability and reversibility. The method used at the British Museum
was developed from a method first developed in Hull in 1962. At the British museum it became used as standard
backing for mosaics (Blackshaw, S. M., and Cheetham, H., 1982. Foaming epoxy resin — a useful mounting medium for
conservation. Studies in Conservation 27, pp. 70-4., Bradley, S. M., Boff, R. M., and Shorer, 2. H. T., 1983. A modified
technique for the lightweight backing of mosaics. Studies in Conservation 28, pp. 161-70. Shorer, P. H., 1982. Mosaics:
a support-backing for exhibition and storage in the British Museum. Mosaic No. 6, pp 5-9) and was later further
developed at the museum as a backing method for wall painting fragments.

93 Birkholzer, 2008.
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mounts adapted, while two paintings, which had been more recently remounted, required
minimal modification to their supports. These were the second of the 1982 polyurethane
and glass fibre mounted paintings, and Viewing Produce (Geese), which had been subject to a
conservation campaign in 1999 and was the first of the Nebamun paintings to be mounted
using the foaming epoxy resin backing system.

Fig. 11 Nebamun paintings: the separation layer Paraloid B72 and glass micro balloon paste, used
between the arriccio and the foaming epoxy resin (image with courtesy of the Trustees of the British
Museum)
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Fig. 12 The removable polyester resin and glass fibre backing plate from the 1982 mounting of
Banquest (guests and musicians) (image with courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum)

Fig. 13 Nebamun paintings: casting the foaming epoxy resin over the back — with separation layer —
and the wooden support structure (image with courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum)
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In contrast to these multiple conservation interventions on paintings removed using stacco
and stacco a massello and mounted in plaster of Paris, the transfers and associated conservation
work by Lucarini on the Turin paintings appear to have required little remedial treatment
to date.” Recent research on the paintings suggests there may have been one area of later
conservation intervention on the Maia paintings.” Other than that, one minor intervention
in the 1980s is recorded, which involved surface cleaning and securing of micro detachments.
Analysis of the Iti paintings, meanwhile, revealed historic retouching, as well as the paraffin wax
coating Lucarini describes using in historic documentation, and at least one later intervention
— where a modern alkyd resin was detected over two filled areas.” To date, no intervention
has been required for the stretchers and framing system.”” This low level of later remedial
work to the paitings speaks highly of Lucarini’s skills, not only in affecting the transfers and
the associated conservation work, but also in the creation of the wooden structures which
support the paintings. In the case of the Maia paintings they are exhibited to exactly replicate
the tomb, with the presentation involving the creation of complex curved surfaces with the
wooden skeleton.

Current Site-Based Conservation Detachment and Backing

While the transfer of wall paintings is highly unusual in the present day, as stated in the
introduction to this article, it is still occasionally undertaken in specific circumstances. The
examples outlined below show methods of current practice which reflect contemporary
conservation ethics, as well as lessons learned from earlier work. They utilize backing and
mounting materials developed in consequence of experience from earlier interventions, as
well as the growth of conservation as a scientific field. In accordance with current conservation
standards, practices are tailored to the specific circumstances of the object, location, and also
take into consideration future display conditions, as well as the practicality and the availability
of materials.

I was unable to find a very recent published example from what is now modern Egypt,
but in 2017-18, a large and significant fragment of Kushite wall painting was transferred at
the site of Dangeil, in what is now Sudan, where the British Museum, in co-operation with
the National Corporation for Antiquities and Museums Sudan has been excavating since
2000.” Due to the close relationship between classical Egypt and the northern Sudan cultures

94 The initial strappo and re-backing is a very invasive technique, and of course the only part of the ancient paintings to be

preserved has been the paint layer on an early 20th century backing system.
95 Bertelli et al., 2013.
96 Cardinali et al., 2019.
97 See Bertelli et al., 2013.

98 Anderson, J., Guiducci, E., Sweek, T., 2020. ‘Finding Sustainability in the Desert: Conservation of the Archaeological
Site of Dangeil, Sudan, and Its Associated Collections’ in Studies in Conservation [online] available from: DOI:

10.1080/00393630.2020.1761183 . (Accessed 20/10/20)
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for over 2000 years, the similarity of the painting materials and stratigraphy,” as well as the
environment and context of the site, it is felt to be relevant to use this transfer example.

The painting was discovered in 2015, but not fully exposed until 2018 when conservation
work was initiated.'® With its survival in situ seriously threatened due to the detachment of
the plaster layers, the volatility of some of the pigments, the extreme weather conditions of the
site (which made it unlikely the painting would survive the winter once exposed), structural
instability and partial collapse of the wall on which it was executed, and the impossibility of
ensuring safety from vandalism and theft, the decision was taken to transfer the painting. A
local destination was available for its display once detached: a new museum in Berber.

Fig. 14 The Dangeil wall painting fragment, before detachment and transfer (image copyright Berber-
Abidiya Archaeological Project)

The usual conservation approach at the site, due to its remoteness, the difficulty of
importing materials (cost of purchase, shipping, and problems at customs), as well as wider
considerations of sustainability, is one which aims to use simple conservation techniques and
locally sourced materials wherever possible. This specialised intervention, however, required
the majority of the materials specific to the intervention to be brought in to the site by
the conservator. This required highly detailed forward planning of the entire operation, by a
conservator already experienced in the practice.

99 Although this painting was on a lime plaster and not the mud plaster which has been the case for most of the historic

wall painting transfers described above.

100 Bashir, M., S., Anderson, J., Guiducci, F, Hajduga, R., el Rasheed, R., K. 2019. ‘QSAP: Dangeil 2018-19.
Conservation challenges and an ever-expanding sacred landscape’ in Sudan and Nubia, the Sudan Archaeological Research
Society, Bulletin No 23, pp. 101-110.
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The intervention itself could be broken down into the following steps:'”" documentation;

preliminary surface cleaning; consolidation of the paint layer using acrylic resin Paraloid B44
(strong consolidation with a relatively high concentration of the resin was necessary to ensure
that the paint layer survived both the facing and un-facing operations). The surface of the
painting was then faced using locally sourced cotton gauze and PVA. The detachment was
made using a series of different length metal blades (created on-site, adapted from available
materials'® ) inserted behind the painting and plaster layer to cut it away from the substrate.
The detachment method was a type of stacco,’” with an extra length of gauze extending above
the painting and secured onto the padded wooden board supporting the front surface during
the detachment. Once the painting was completely freed from the substrate, the board could
be carefully laid to the horizontal and the painting transported on it to the dig house.

The new support was then created, working from the back of the painting. Again, the
selection of materials used reflected the practicalities of the situation: what was viable and
transportable in luggage to the site, as well as the future conditions that the transferred
painting would be subject to — the museum in which it would be displayed was not finished
at the time of the transfer, so it would first be stored in antiquities services storage before later
transportation and display at the museum.

The back of the plaster was consolidated with acrylic dispersion Plextol B500, and a
wooden frame assembled around the fragment. The back of the plaster was then built up
with several layers of hydraulic lime mortar (NHL 3.5), taking the mortar to the edges of the
wooden frame to create a panel. This mortar acted both as a support but also as a separation
layer between the original plaster and the subsequent backing materials. The mortar backing
was left for 20 days for the carbonisation process. After this, three layers of carbon fibre textile
of different weights (200 g/m2 and 400 g/m2) were applied with bi-component epoxy resin,
combined with bars of Hexalite (aluminium honeycomb panel).!* The bars were inserted
both horizontally and vertically, to act as further support in critical areas, and to prevent the
panel flexing.

Once backed, the painting could be turned over, the facing tissue removed, and surface
conservation carried out. The support was designed to be light, robust and resistant to the
extreme weather conditions in Sudan. The materials chosen were inert, fireproof, resistant
to pests and require no long-term maintenance. The whole piece was designed to be self-
supportive, for ease of transportation and display.

101 The entire operation is outlined in a poster presented at the British Museum Mellon Symposia — A Closer Look at
Murals, June 2019. Anderson, J., Guiducci, E, ‘Detachment and application on support of a Kushite wall painting from
Dangeil, Sudan: when tradition and innovation come together’.

102 Personal communications with Francesca Guiducci.
103 As above.

104 This material selection was made due to transportability to the site — bringing a full Hexalite board would not have
been practical.
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A second example of relatively recent practice of transfer following modern conservation
ethics covers a 2003 rescue intervention. This project involved the transfer an Egyptian wall
painting from the Taharqo temple in Qasr Ibrim,'® in Egyptian Nubia.

The painting is a rare example of Kushite painting dating from the time of Pharaoh Taharqo
(690-664 BC). It measured 2.72 m wide and 2.08 at its highest point. Cyclododecane (CDD)
was selected for the consolidation and as a protection material during the removal and re-
backing process over traditional adhesives, to enable the removal of this large section in a single
piece. CCD, a wax-like substance, sublimes (passes from a solid state directly to a vapour) at
ambient temperatures, disappearing and leaving virtually no residue. It has been used since
the 1990s and is now a fairly standard method used for the consolidation of archaeological
artefacts and skeletal remains before block lifting.'*

The rescue operation was necessary as the painting was in danger of imminent loss due to
rising water levels in the area. The excavation at the site, by the Egypt Exploration Society,
had started in 1963 in response to an appeal by UNESCO following the start of the Aswan
High Dam project. By 1975, the promontory on which the site was located had become an
island. Two wall paintings were discovered in the 1970s on the northeast and northwest walls
of the sanctuary of a small mud-brick temple on the site, but an alarming rise in water levels
in 1998 destroyed the southeast and southwest areas of the temple, including most of the
paintings on the northeast wall of the sanctuary. The northwest painting was subject to this
salvage mission.

British Museum conservator Eric Miller made a site visit in February 2001 and drew up
a detailed plan for the removal/rescue. The following season the water level continued to
rise and the decision was made to proceed with the removal of the painting, with official
permission granted in 2003.

As with the Dangeil transfer, the project had to be meticulously planned in advance due to
the practicalities of working on the remote island site, the need for the import of specialized
materials, the common delays at customs for imported materials and for all the necessary
permissions. The rescue aimed to remove the wall painting from the original wall support,
apply a temporary backing and transport it to the Nubian Museum in Aswan for further
study, re-backing, treatment, and eventual display.

105 Miller, E., Rose, P, Singleton, D.,, 2004. “The Taharqo Wall Painting Rescue at Qasr Ibrim, Egypt’ in Bass Rivera,
A., Rainer, L., eds. The Conservation of Decorated Surfaces on Earthen Architecture. The Getty Conservation Institute, pp
15-23 Los Angeles.; Miller, E., Rose, P, Singleton, D., 2007. “The Taharqo Wall Painting Rescue Project’ in Sudan and
Nubia, the Sudan Archaeological Research Society, Bulletin No 11, pp. 72-82; Miller, E., Singleton, D., 2010. “The Design
and Application of a Carbon-Fibre and Foaming Epoxy Resin Backing System for an Egyptian Wall Painting Rescued
from Taharqo Temple at Qasr Ibrim’ in Dawson, J., Rozeik, C., Wright, M.M., eds. Decorated Surfaces on Ancient
Egyptian Objects; Technology, Deterioration and Conservation. Archetype Publications Ltd. London.

106 This information is taken from the Subliming Surfaces: Volatile Binding Media in Conservation Conference and
Workshop, held in Cambridge, UK on 15-17 April 2015, reviewed in ICOM-CC Scientific Research Working Group
Newsletter, Vol. 1, No.1, 2015. [Online]. Available from: http://www.icom-cc.org/54/document/scientific-research-
working-group-newsletter-1-no-1-2015/2id=1387 (Accessed 29/10/2020).
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Hans Hangleiter, part of the original German group which first developed the use of
volatile binding media in conservation in the early 1990s and (with specific relevance to this
case) developed the technique with Elisabeth and Erhard Jaers for its use for the removal of
wall paintings,'” was consulted by Eric Miller to help formulate the method. Using research,
data collected at the site and results from field tests'® scientific calculations at the British
Museum estimated the rates of CDD sublimation under the hot and windy conditions likely
to be found on-site. The resulting findings were used to create the following transfer method:

A four stage facing/support system which comprised:

*  surface consolidation, using CDD

*  aseparation layer (CDD)

* afacing layer of polyurethane foam, working as a counter mould
*  atimber frame to hold the painting and counter mould

Once the front of the painting was secured on the facing system, the mud brick wall
behind it was taken down using szacco, the painting and coarse plaster layer (the arricco) easily
separating from the mud brick.

When the section of wall painting had been completely freed on all sides the wooden
frame was lowered face-down, and a temporary polyurethane foam backing (used to protect
the painting during transport) was cast over the back of the mud plaster, over an aluminium
foil separation layer. The supported fragment was then transported by boat and land to the
museum where the new backing/mounting system was created, and conservation carried out.
The full process of the transfer is described in detail in Miller et al., 2004 and 2007. In
summary, following the removal of the temporary support, this involved, consolidation of
the back of the mud plaster with Mowithal B30H (polyvinyl butyral), followed by a the
application of a more concentrated solution over muslin squares, to act as an intervention
layer between the backing and the plaster. The new support system was created using a grid of
carbon-fibre tubing embedded in Araldite epoxy foam, attached to the mud plaster in a way
that offered a means of removal if necessary.

The system was selected as one that could be delivered to the site in its component parts,
of manageable sizes, that would not be damaged by customs inspections or by local transport.
The materials were selected with a view to the thermal fluctuation the painting would be
subjected to in storage and on display; they were also insect- and pest-resistant. The resulting
lightweight rigid backing system was designed for good longevity in display and storage, and
also to enable the painting to be turned and worked on with the conservation work necessary

to before display.

107 Hangleiter, H. M., 2000.” Temporary protection of sensitive surfaces: About the usage of volatile binding agents’.
Deutsche Restauratoren Vereinigung Conference, Berlin, November 2000.

108 It is illegal to remove samples from Egypt.
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A Further Consideration on Current Site-Based Practice

It is worth emphasizing with regard to the above more recent examples of transfer, carried
out according to contemporary conservation standards, that the conservators undertaking the
work were experienced practitioners, and that the work was undertaken with detailed, focused,
forward planning and prior research involving professional teamwork and consultation.

By contrast, Brajer makes an alarming point in her 2002 book on wall paintings transfer,
that now that the techniques are rarely taught as part of conservation training, inexperienced
conservators whose only knowledge of the matter comes from reading the two practical
chapters in Mora, Mora and Philipot’s ‘Conservation of Wall Paintings’ have been known
to carry out transfers with tragic results. She cites an example of a tomb painting in China,
transferred by a group of Western conservators with no previous experience of this operation.
It was hastily detached due to the imminent destruction of the tomb, but the result was a
‘series of transfers that bore no resemblance to the original painting — the tone was darker, the
surface deformed and covered with a residue of the organic facing adhesive, and a substantial
amount of the paint layer was lost. The result was as bad as the outright destruction of the
paintings would have been, she writes.'”” Sadly, this sounds very similar to the situations
described in the early 19th century during the detachment frenzy, as though no lessons have
been learned.

It is vital to note, therefore, that as well as the ethical, material and practical considerations
to be scrutinized before undertaking a detachment, the skills and experience of the proposed
conservators who will undertake the work must also be carefully considered.

Conclusion

This overview of the practice of wall painting transfer has aimed to demonstrate what a
drastic intervention it is — not only due to its irreversibility and the fundamental alteration
of the structure and materials of the object but also the historic damage it has caused to
paintings; most of the remedial conservation work now undertaken on transferred paintings
is a direct consequence of the transfer process.

Transfer fundamentally changes the nature of wall paintings: they are displayed out of their
original context and architectural setting and can be transformed into objects with very little
relation to their original character.

109 Brajer, 2002.
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Fortunately, these lessons from history, and the development of conservation ethics, now
only allow the transfer of paintings if it is their only chance of survival. It is to be hoped
that with the continued development of conservation as a field, of new treatment methods
and materials and the growth of conservation science, there will be more in situ treatment
methods available to prevent the detachment of many paintings.

But in some cases, as in the recent transfers discussed here, transfer will still be the only
method to rescue a painting. It is therefore important that transfer techniques (and the multiple
complications of the practice) are understood by conservators and lessons are learned from the
past and that there are professionals in the field with the skills and experience to undertake
this work. This research has made all-too clear the damage that can be done by unskilled or
inexperienced transfer practitioners throughout the history of the practice.

From this overview, it is clear how important forward planning of operations is, as well as the
selection of suitable materials, considering not only the object and the context of the working
site, but also the future conditions to which it will be subjected — with care taken that there is
provision for the housing, as close as possible to the original setting, of the detached painting
before undertaking the detachment and that the future display conditions are understood
and taken into account while planning the operation. The importance of good conservation
record keeping, which can inform any future work, also cannot be underestimated.

The materials selected need to be stable, inert, well understood, and, for sustainability,
requiring minimal maintenance. It is worth noting the comparatively good condition of
the Lucarini transfers; not only was he was clearly a skilled and experienced practitioner, he
appears to have worked using an informed selection of traditional materials, whose long-term
effects, longevity and compatibility were well understood.

But as history has shown, the methods and materials traditionally used for transfer have
often been extremely detrimental to the objects — particularly, in the case of Egyptian paintings,
with the widespread use of plaster of Paris as a backing material. Past practice shows that
the use of compatible, durable, stable, well-understood and thoroughly researched materials,
selected with the specifics of each object, location and context, are crucial.

As an aside, and in regard specifically to early conservation treatment work (and not the
choice to transfer a painting, the detachment itself, or the backing material used) it is worth
noting remarks made by Mark Norman in his paper about early conservation techniques:'"
‘the modern day conservator is often faced with the problem of having to cope not only
with the deterioration of the object itself, but also the breakdown of the materials previously
used in its preservation; it is salutary to remember however that although the [present day]
conservator may complain about having to literally pick up the pieces now, if our forbears
had done nothing at the time many of the objects would not have survived excavation, let
alone storage and display in the museum.” Considering the amount of conservation work

110 Norman, 1988, as before.
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often required as a direct result of the earlier treatments methods, it is possible to lose sight of
Norman’s point.

Since the introduction of synthetic materials in the 1960s, the range of materials available
to wall paintings conservators, as Bajer states, has never been greater. This further highlights
the importance of retrospective and continual evaluation of materials and methods used in
transfers and the related conservation work.

It is hoped that with continued research, along with this re-examination of current and
past practices, improved techniques for wall painting transfer, in the cases where it is the only
option for a painting’s survival, can be achieved.
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a. Fibre glass plate
b. Aluminium honeycomb
c. Fibre glass plate

1. Paint (and original plaster)
2. Glass microballoon and Paraloid B72 resin
as a backing and intervention layer
3. Epoxy resin
4. Pre-made aluminium honeycomb sandwich plate
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