
Conservation and Restoration

One of the duties of any museum or gallery is to protect works  
of art from loss, damage or neglect and to preserve their collection  
for future generations. Often conservation involves taking measures 
to prevent damage from occurring, but sometimes conservators  
are required to carry out work to mend damage that has  
already occurred.

What conservation work has been carried out for the exhibition? 

King Henry VIII  
by an unknown artist,  
Oil on panel, c.1535-40 (NPG 3638)  
Showing surface paint loss before recent 
conservation treatment

King Edward VI  
by William Scrots,  
Oil on panel, c.1546 (NPG 442) 
The now brown-green background of this painting was originally blue  
but has faded over time due to the presence of the pigment ‘smalt’

X-ray 
Unknown noblewoman,  
formerly known as Margaret Tudor,
by an unknown artist
Oil on panel, c.1520-40 (NPG 1173)  
Showing a crack down the entire panel which has now been mended

For paintings on wood (the majority of 
sixteenth–century portraits), more serious 
structural damage can include the warping  
and cracking of the panels, particularly  
around the joints (where the panel has been 
made from more than one piece of wood).  

Surface paint loss

The discolouring of protective varnishes,             
making the painting appear yellowish in colour

The build up of surface dirt

Fading of some pigments 

Typical examples of the type of damage that  
can occur in paintings of this age include:

–

–

–

–

–

The majority of the paintings in this exhibition have not been on public 
display for many years, and many of them needed conservation work. 
As the paintings displayed here are all around 400 years old or more, 
they have inevitably suffered over time, either from physical damage or 
from the natural degradation that occurs in some painting materials.



Conservation and Restoration

Using these techniques, conservators at the 
National Portrait Gallery have learned, for 
example, that the portrait formerly known  
as Thomas Howard (NPG 1732), on display  
in this exhibition, has been significantly  
re-painted at some point in its history, so much 
so that little of the original paint surface 
remains. However, infra-red reflectography has 
revealed hand drawn pencil marks underneath 
the paint, particularly around the hand of the 

sitter (see image above). These first marks of  
the artist reveal how the painting was originally 
intended to look. This technique can be very 
useful, especially for works such as this that  
have changed in appearance over the years. 
Drawn marks such as these can also reveal 
whether or not the portrait has been copied  
from a pre-existing pattern, or if it has been 
drawn free-hand, suggesting that it is an  
original design. 

What can be done to prevent further damage from occurring?

It is important to keep paintings in an environment where the temperature and the humidity 
(the amount of moisture in the air) can be controlled, both when they are in storage and when 
they on display. Ideally, the temperature should be kept around 21ºC and the relative humidity 
should be around 55%. Humidity levels are particularly important in preventing damage to 
paintings on wood.  

Conservation Research

In addition to helping preserve works of art, conservators can use their scientific expertise to 
undertake research which will help curators and art historians learn more about the object.  
By examining the condition of a work of art and the materials from which it is made, we can 
learn a great deal about its history. Conservators can use the following scientific techniques to 
help with this research:

Detail of unknown man, 
formerly know as  
Thomas Howard,  
4th Duke of Norfolk  
by an unknown artist,  
Oil on panel, c.1560 (NPG 1732)
Infra-red reflectogram of the 
hand showing underdrawing

Sir Henry Lee  
by Antonis Mor,  
Oil on panel, 1568 (NPG 2095) 
Photomicrograph detail of  
the ring on his left sleeve, 
showing the red stitches 
holding it in place.

X-ray  
to look at the object through the paint  
and access the condition of the panel  

Photomicroscopy  
highly magnified images of the surface  
of the work to show painting technique  
and small details

Dendrochronology  
an examination of tree rings in order to  
establish the approximate date of wood  

Paint sampling  
an analysis of the pigments used 

Infra-red  
reflectography a digital imaging technique  
used to view drawing underneath the paint


