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ABSTRACT

Historic house-painting, a single aspect of interior decoration
forming the background to upholstery, decorative painting, pictures,
and furnishings, from about 1660 to the 1830s is considered from
both technical and aesthetic viewpoints. 1In Part One the techniques
available are analysed and the paint colours and finishes in use,
including graining, marbling, and gilding, defined. Study of
documentary sources was carried through into the manufacture of
obsolete pigments and preparation of an illustrative series of over
two hundred colour samples. The limitations and constraints
imposed by paint technology are found to have provided an essential
background in the aesthetics of interior colour, and to provide
the key to interpretation of evidence for the latter. Instability
of colour, either by fading or discolouration, together with cost

were of primary significance.

Against this background, Part Two describes the use made of
paint colour in interiors, relating it where necessary to
upholstery. The colours used at different dates are defined, and
their architectural organisation within a room established. The

way colours were used in a sequence of interiors is examined, and
close links identified with room usage and status as it changed
and developed. The influence of classical sources, most notably
in connection with the work of Robert Adam, is described; and the
importance of developing abstract colour theory traced. The way
nineteenth-century development of the latter came to obscure

eighteenth-century ideas of colour is also observed.

In Part Three, a sequence of case studies based on the
correlation of documentary evidence for the treatment of a room
with the use of microscopy for the examination of paint samples
taken from it, provides a corpus of dated and accurately defined
examples; and a series of additional technical studies illustrates

specific points made in the first two Parts of the study.

13
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Background to

the study

INTRODUCTION

'Taste is not hereditary; no one has yet been found

to possess this talent by intuition. On the contrary,

it is to be acquired by gaining a competent knowledge
of the o0l4’'.*

The foundations of this study were laid during the
three~year duration of the Berger Research Fellowship
which I held at the Institute of Advanced Architectural
Studies from May 1975. 1In the period since, it has been

possible to complete many more investigations of individual

bulldings and rooms than feasible earlier, and a great deal
more information has been gathered, both from this and other

sources. At the time of my appointment, Edward Croft-Murray
had preduced his important survey Decorative Painting in

England 1537-1837, published as two volumes in 1962 and
1970; but despite the great interest in recent years in

interior decoration and the decorative arts in general,
house-painting, which provided the essential background to
uphoistery and works of fine art besides those o0f the decor-
ative painter, had not received detailed attention, and
Croft-Murray's book was virtually confined to artistic and
semi-artistic matters. More recently, studies of upholstery

have resulted in Peter Thornton's Seventeenth-Century Inter-

ior Decoration in England, France and Holland (1978) and
Karin Walton's unpublished M.Phil. thesis 'Eighteenth-century

Upholstery in England', submitted to the University of Leeds
in 1980. The present study is therefore designed to comple-
ment these by considering the setting of house-~painting

against which such decorative elements were placed.

On starting work on house-painting in 1975, such infor-
mation as had been published on its r6le in interior decora-
tion consisted mainly of odd references scattered throughout
a4 wide range of books, although in 1914 and 1922 Margaret
Jourdain had devoted a certain amount-of space to the subject
in her important volumes Decoration in England from 1660 to
1770 and English Decoration and Furniture of the Later
EZEEEEE_EEEEEEQ_ilZ§9:l§§9)- This had been partially supple-

mented in 1974 by a chapter on 'Colour and the painter's
17
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craft' in English Interior Decoration in the 18th Century
by John Fowler and John Cornforth, but this was very much

the result of empirical assessment and reflects the exper-
ience of a fashionable interior decorator faced with the
challenge of interpreting a range of historic interiors.
Indeed, the authors stressed that their writing was tenta-
tive, and, they suggested, it would 'be rash to try to

differentiate between, let us say, a Palladian and a neo-
classical way of painting a room... as our knowledge stands
at present it is impossible to give precise guidelines'.*
Published information on true historical practice was there-
fore slight, but the related field of historical fine-art

technology had received considerable attention. Rosamund
Harley's doctoral thesis 'Documentary Sources on the His-
tory of Artists' Colours in England, c. 1600-1835', pre-
sented to the University of London in 1967 was published in

slightly shortened form as Artists' Pigments c. 1600-1835
in 1970 and has proved.invaluable since there was consider-

able overlap between the pigments used by the painter and
house-painter, although employment of certain expensive

and exotic varieties was restricted to the former, and cer-
tain crude grades to the latter, to whom cost was vitally

important. -Subject to this qualification, Dr. Harley's

work largely superseded that of Richard M. Candee ('Mater-
jals towards a History of Housepaints', Masters thesis,
Cooperstown Graduate Program, State University of New York,
1965) and Theodore Z. Penn ('Decorative and Protective
Finishes, 1750-1850', Masters thesis, University of Dela-
ware, 1966), and provided an essential body of accurate
information to which-house-painters' pigments could be

related.

At the National Gallery, london, too, much work had
been carried out on the technical examination of historic
fine-art paint and the identification of pigments, a subject
which has rapidly developed still further since Joyce

Plesters published her article 'Cross-sections and Chemical
Analysis of Paint Samples' in Studies in Conservation in

1956. The latter has revertheless proved most valuable in

- the course of research, and formed the foundation on which,

at the instigation of Peter Thornton, Miss Jo. Darrah of
18
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the Victoria and Albert Museum had commenced the series of
studies of paint from rooms at Ham House, Surrey; Osterley
Park, Middlesex; and Apsley House, London; for the interior
arxangement of which the Museum is responsible. Although
as translated into redecoration the early results were con-
sidered controversial, these experiments were of great

importance in showing the way forward, especially since

they raised many queries about the accuracy of the tradi-
tional procedure of making ‘scrapes' in rooms where it was
desired to find the original colour scheme. Indeed, afthough
sometimes quite successful when carried out by extremely
skilled hands (as in the work at Culzean Castle, Ayrshire,

bj R.A. Snowden of the Stenhouse Conservation Centre, Scot-
tish Development Department, Edinburgh), ‘scrapes' have now
been proved, as described in the Introduction of Chapter IX,
forming Part Three of this thesis, to be generally extremely
unreliable and ofteh highly misleading. In addition, some
of those responsible for 'restorations' appear often to have
regarded themselves as free to modify the scheme believed

to have been revealed by 'scrapes', thus distorting the
record still  further. Much of John Fowler's work for the
National Trust too seems to have ‘-been conceived on the basis
that colour in historic interiors should be regarded 'with
the same understanding as an advanced cookery recipe', since,
as he and John Cornforth out it: -'Memorable coockery is
based on flair and freedom of interpretation!.* Reflecting
this approach, at Wallington, Northumberland, the Trust

reported apropos 'the 1968 redecoration of the Saloon:

.'Scrapes revealed that the walls were originally a
lilac blue with the ornament white, but if this had
been repeated, it was felt that the effect on the
ceiling would have been overpowering and so it was
decided to reverse the colours, making the walls

white and the ‘ornament lilac.'*

Many acclaimed ‘'restorations' had therefore to be rejected

as evidence for tha present study, and, with only the very

few exceptions identified in the text, all the investigations

reported below have been carried out using cross-sections
prepared by myself.

19
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Thus, in 1975 a good foundation of technical informa-
tion and methodology linked to the related field of fine
art was available. - Its development for the investigation
of house-painting was, however, in its infancy; and there
was an almost complete absence of coherent knowledge about
the way ordinary paint colour was conceived and used in
interiors. To a large extent this was undoubtedly owing
to the scarcity of references to colour in seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century architectural literature, and to the
difficultiés earlier writers had found in the interpretation
of these and material from other historical sources. Wwhen
the diarist Mrs. Lybbe Powys visited Fawley Court, Bucking-
hamshire, in 1771, for example, she noted: 'The hall is a
very noble one... It's stucco'd of a French grey.'* Quite
apart from the difficulty of knowing what constituted

‘French' grey to eighteenth-century eyes, unless it was to
be assumed that the entire Hall at Fawley was painted in

this colour, much more information about the precise ele-
ments to which it had been applied would be needed to under-
stand its appearance; and many similar references were
extremely tantalising in the same way. Also, although it
had been suggested on the basis of their antique appearance
that various rooms in certain houses retained their original

paint, for proper research it was necessary to be certain of

this; and in several.instances (including the Balcony Room
at Dyrham, Gloucestershire (now Avon); the Saloon at Uppark,
Sussex; and the Boudoir at Attingham Hall, Shropshire)* it
was found that earlier schemes are present beneath the exist-

ing finish. Much. confusion had been caused by such assump-

tions of authenticity; whilst the position was further com-

plicated by the almost complete lack of coloured architec-
tural drawings from the first hundred years covered by the
study, and the added fact that even from the 1750s when
they become quite common, it was often difficult to trans-
late watercolour into the finished effect. Sometimes, for
exanple, walls simply tinted on a drawing could be hung
with. fabric rather than.being painted. This was the case
in Adam's Drawing Room.at Audley End, Essex, Columbani's

- post facto " (c. 1780) drawing of which* shows the walls in

pink; and schemes might also be changed in execution, as is

evident from notes giving an alternative set of colours on

20
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the reverse of a toloured ceiling design by George Dance
the younger.* There was too the difficulty of knowing
when yellow stood for yellow and when for gilding. Occa-
sionally, as on many by Adam, architectural drawings have
manuscript notes on them concerning the colours to be used;
but both here and with painters' accounts there is the same

difficulty of interpretation as-with diary references and

othe¥ contemporary descriptions. It was clear, therefore,
that only two things would provide the key, a proper working
knowledge of eighteenth-century paint technology and colour-
mixing practice, and a series of accurately established

examples of. colour schemes of different dates.

For the interpretation of samples taken in connection
with the lattér, the first was a sine qua non, and work
therefore commenced with the study of contemporary technical

treatises and other documents reviewed below. This material
was collated and a series of experiments in colour mixing
using historical materials and formulae carried out. The
results were written up in the form of a typescript report,
of which eight copies were made in September 1976 for circu-
lation to Berger Paints and a number of authorities for
criticism.* It contained three main sections dealing with
the materials -used by the house-painter, how these were made

up into paint: and the way this was-applied, and a descrip-
tion of colour-mixing practice followed by a glossary of

colour-names illustrated by colour samples. Thus equipped,
it was possible to embark on the investigation of a series
of rooms, all of which were distinguished by the survival
of documentary evidence for their original schemes and
chosen with an eye to achieving a good spread of dates and
Cost classes, Five were eventually completed: the Balcony
Room at Dyrham of 1694; the Servants' Hall at Boughton
House, Northamptonshire, of about 1700; the Old Drawing
Room at Pitzhanger Manor, Ealing, Middlesex, of 1768; the
room belonging to the Royal Society's Housekeeper at Somer-
set House, London, of 1780; and the Breakfast Room at
Pitzhanger of 1803. These too were written up in the form
of a report (dated July 1977), in this case six copies
being made.* This second phase of work, besides providing
a series of key reference points to which other material

21



-could be related, showed firstly that the information
obtained by the earlier technical phase of work was
accurate; and secondly, as already indicated, confirmed
that 'scrapes' were virtually useless in investigation.
Finally, it was possible to turn to purely documentary
evidence,'and,'with the knowledge gained from the first
two phases of work, establish a reasonably coherent out-

line of the use made of house-painting colour throughout

the period covered by the study. This programme was com-
pleted by the conclusion of the Berger Research Fellowship
in May 1978, and since then it has been supplemented by
research into graining, marbling, and related topics; whilst
many more rooms have been investigated. In addition, fur-
ther research has been pursued into particular aesthetic
matters, notably the classical sources drawn upon by
eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century architects; and
practical experience in the redecoration of historic ihter-
iors has allowed understanding of historic practice and out-
loock to mature. Finally, following re-assessment of the

Berger Research Fellowship phases of study and their aug-
mentation with all this new information, the whole has been
put together in the form of the present thesis.

Conclusions ‘ Altogether, the most fundamental fact to emerge from

the study has been that it is impossible to approach the
understanding of hisﬁoric-interiors'through.modern concepts

of colour and taste in their redecoration. Modern thinking
on the matter is separated from that of the eighteenth cen-
tury by the theories of the nineteenth, which, as explained
in Chapter VIII, have formed many of the preconceptions
which characterise present-day outlook. Just as the study
of early music has reduced the scale of the orchestra, and
removed many rich Victorian sonorities together with the
hitherto ubiquitous vibrato from authentic performance, so
too early interiors as originally seen might appear today
rather bland and lacking in the roundness which has come to
be expécted.éEXactly like early‘musié, however, they gain
in *Fclarit)fr and, once the conventionsof the earlier age have
becdme‘familiaf} ih'architeétural expression and interest.
This is most.ﬁbtiéeable, pérhapé,'in the case of the earliest
interiors here considered, those of the Baroque and Palladian
22



eras, which seem in the majority of cases to have been
conspicuously drab in terms of paint. In these, dull
tones and whites or off-whites predominated, used in a
way reflecting fairly formal ideas of architectural
Organisation; and where brighter colours were used, they
“'were positioned in such a manner that they were set off
by these cheaper shades. With the advent of the rococo,
however, paint colour began to be used more generally, and
about 1750 pastel tints came into use on ornamented ceil-
ings. This idea was seized enthusiastically by neo-
classical architects, and, combined with the study of
antique survivals, was devéloped during the second half
of the eighteenth century, most notably by Robert Adam.

In the early nineteenth century the development of a coher-
ent colour theory led to an entirely new approach to colour,
which, added to an interest in the new historical models
provided by increasing knowledge of antique and other
styles, and coupled with contemporary changes in life

style, culminated in a revolution of taste, superseding

and soon causing to be forgotten the earlier ideas of inter-

lor paint colour with which much of this study is concerned.

Also of importance is the link which emerged and may
now be seen clearly to have existed between technology and
the aesthetic use of colour. The influence of cost has

already been touched on, and its fundamental significance

will immediately be appreciated when it is realised that
whites, browns, and other ordinary or ‘common' colours
were being sold at 4d. per pound in the 1730s, whilst pinks
and some greens were two or three times that price, and the
best deép green seven-and-a-half times that of white, at
*11 2s.6d.* Technology also directly established the limits of
what could be achievedhin paint colour. It was, as one
eighteenth—century'writer implied by the title of his book
(reviewed below), the 'handmaid to the arts', and house-
painting was very mucﬁ an 'art' of the possible. Architects
were certainly familjiar with the best way to achieve archi-
tectural effect through exploitation of the materials and

techniques of the day, and William Chambers, for example,
gave detailed technical directions to the Earl of Charlemont

over the materiais to be used in painting the Saloon at the
23
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Casino, Marino, Dublin.* The constraints imposed by
technology were, indeed, so basic to the age, that it

was felt important in presenting the results of the pres-
ent complete research programme in this thesis that a

full account of it should precede aesthetic discussion.
Accordingly, Part One is devoted to that topic: Chapter

I deals with the nature, origins, properties, costs, and
degree of usage of all the materials known to have been
employed; whilst in Chapter II the manner in which they
were made up into paints and varnishes of different kinds
and the ways they were applied is discussed. This is fol-
lowed by consideration of gilding, graining, and marbling,
and by a glossary of the natural architectural finishes
imitated in paint. Chapter III analyses the colour mixtures
in use and the names attached to them, which are again set
out in the form of a glossary and illustrated by samples
prepared using historical formulae. Part Two of the study,
divided into five chapters (IV to VIII inclusive), relates
the way in which the use of paint colour developed from the
opening years of the Restoration to just after the end of
the Regency; and in Part Three, Chapter IX provides a full

account of the different case studies and smaller analytical

exercises performed on, samples of paint removed from speci-

fic interiors.

Although this study has been confined primarily to the
subject of house-painting, it has naturally been necessary

~also to consider_ at certain key points the relationship

between it and the work of the upholsterer and decorative
painter. - With the latter in particular there was often some
overlap; and in 1665, for example, when Robert Streater, the
King's Sarjeant-Painter, contracted for work at Clarendon
House, Piccadillf, London, besides the rates to be paid for

ordinary paint-work it was agreed that trompe l'ceil roses
were to be painted between the modillions of the exterior

cornice at 2s. each, with the proviso.that these were 'not

~ to be painted by any of his Seruants, but by himself to be

touched and Finished'.* -It is clear, therefore, that

.« throughout the period being considered a number of painters

would do-both ordinary and decorative painting in this way,
and this was evidently .regarded as a common skill exhibited
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by several members of the Painter Stainers Company of

London. On occasion, of- course, especially at times when
Italian or French styles were being introduced, artists
from abroad would be employed for specific exercises.
Thus in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth cen-
turies Laguerre and Verrio, for example, were much employed
-on ceilings and architectural schemes in the great houses
and palaces of England; in the 1760s Adam was employing
Italians such as Cipriani, Pergolesi, 2Zucchi, and Rebecca
to paint arabesque and medallions in his interiors; and a
little later artists such as Boileau were associated with
schemes by Holland in the French style. The relationship
between their work and that of the house-painter is dis-

cussed- again in Chapter VI.

Considering the role of the architect vis d vis that
of the upholsterer, it seems clear that the choice of paint
colour in new buildings was commonly regarded as the pro-
vince of the former. Sir Roger Pratt, for example, noted:
'Mem., Leaves to be brought to the architect wherof to make
his ¢hoice as to the colour', relating the latter firmly to
architectural considerations such as the sizes of rooms and

*14 ~ the amount of light within them;* whilst even at the very

end of the period under consideration, at a time when uphol-
stery probably played its greatest part in interiors, the
architect Sir Jeffry Wyatville carefully defined his res-
ponsibility at Windsor Castle, Berkshire<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>