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SCIENTIFIC METHOD IN THE 
CONSERVATION OF PICTURES 

I N the Golden Age, Plato and Aristotle walked in 
the Academy and in the Lyceum, instructing and 

disputing. We, in our time, are in possession of much 
of their labours ; we have entered into them, and 
they have become part of our inheritance. Other 
searchers after truth there were too in those days
artists and craftsmen-who fashioned things for 
delight as well as for use. But alas! less, much less, 
of their works have survived to the present day. In 
the case of paintings (originally a great number) next 
to nothing now remain&. In due time, men of genius 
in applied science appeared, men who understood 
how to harness natural law to immediate needs. 
They had to combat the Platonic tendency to dis
courage investigations concerned with gross matter, 
and for centuries there had been the lag between 
discovery and application. But it may be that man 
was not then ready for such advances. Enough to 
recollect that when a giant appeared-in the person 
of Leonardo da Vinci-he combined consummate 
artist, engineer, technician and natural philosopher 
all in one. Perhaps sensing his own incapacity to 
generalize, he strove against heavy odds to study 
afresh the works of Archimedes, and thus, with not 
inconsiderable success, to effect a junction between 
studio and laboratory. 

The centuries that have passed since then have 
taken heavy toll of man's cultural patrimony. No 
nation has escaped, though losses are probably less 
than some people imagine. But deterioration goes 
on Without ceasing: here a little and there a little, 
until some irreplaceable masterpiece stands in real 
jeopardy. The duty of conservation is plain enough. 
How is it to be shouldered ? On p. 166 of this issue 
of Nature, Dr. W. G. Constable discusses the findings 
of the Weaver Commission, appointed last summer 
to examine the methods and results of cleaning 
pictures at the National Gallery. 

In outline, the report of the Weaver Commission 
goes far, perhaps as far as it is permissible to go, in 
the direction indicated by the terms of reference. 
But its significance lies much deeper. For it is 
a wider concept than what has happened or not 
happened to certain pictures that is involved. It is 
nothing less than the place of scientific method in 
the task of conservation ; and it may be said at 
once that the report provides full vindication for its 
introduction. Clearly, every consideration and weight 
must be accorded to resthetic principles (and at a 
certain stage of operations these may well be crucial); 
but when all is said and done, supreme paintings are 
physical objects and subject to all the limitations, 
stresses and strains to which such things are prone. 
Restoration connotes much more than 'cleaning' ; a 
branch of knowledge now known fairly widely as 
'picture-mechanics' is indicative of the temper of re
sponsible people who strive to understand, and then 
to use, the advancement of laboratory techniques for 
the benefit of the national collections. They are not 
in the least inclined to wander into other people's 
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gardens, where they may or may not be welcome: 
their sole function, as they see it, is to bring to bear 
every kind of scientific device and experience, and 
to use them impersonally and impartially in the 
service of conservation. Again, just as the ablest 
physician or surgeon will realize that his patient has 
a personality, and that recovery from illness and 
sound health thereafter are closely connected with 
it, so the man of science in the service of the arts 
appreciates that a great picture was made and exists 
for glory and for beauty, for the enjoyment of man
kind. Manifestly, the responsibility of the authorities 
is to the future, as well as here and now. 

Realizing this, the Weaver Commission stressed 
the need for air-conditioning as the most important 
single item among those calculated to preserve the 
pictures in the National Gallery in the interests of 
posterity. Shortly after the pictures were returned 
from their war-time exile in Wales, the Ministry of 
Works, in consultation with the Trustees and Gallery 
officials, started to prepare plans, and intensive study 
of the problem-by no means an easy one in the case 
of such a building as that in Trafalgar Square--has 
been going on continuously. It is understood that, 
in fact, a start has already been made with the erection 
of the room for the necessary equipment, and much 
of the machinery is already on the site. Naturally, 
every opportunity is being taken to learn from experi
ence, by visits and so forth to installations, both in 
Great Britain and overseas. The project is of necessity 
being conducted in stages ; and there can be little 
doubt that a most efficient scheme will emerge in 
the end. Advantage is being taken of the atmospheric 
pollution tests made in the Gallery during 1936-37 to 
guide the engineers in the filtration problem ; for 
there is no reason for thinking that the data to-day are 
appreciably different from those of twelve years ago. 
Similarly, observations already exist relating to the 
moisture-content of panel paintings (that is, those 
executed on wood) both in the public galleries and 
elsewhere. These figures are of considerable import
ance in calculating the limit between which it is 
desirable for the relative humidity to be stabilized. 

For some months past, preliminary plans have 
been maturing for the more exact registration of the 
dimensional change in wood and fabric supports as 
a function of relative humidity and temperature. 
The experiments have been designed to reproduce as 
nearly as possible the actual conditions obtaining in 
a picture and should yield valuable information 
relating to warping, cracking and flaking. 

These activities are perhaps but a fraction of the 
scientific care of paintings. An indication of the 
problems involved is given by Mr. F. I. G. Rawlins, 
scientific adviser at the National Gallery, in an 
article, with illustrations from some of the 'cleaned' 
pictures, which is published in the July issue of 
Endeavour. It is quite clear that np single institution 
can hope to tackle all the problems presented by an 
attempt to look after great pictures adequately. 
Before the War-in fact, ever since the research 
laboratory of the National Gallery was established in 
1935-the policy has been to work in close co
operation with the Department of Scientific and 

Industrial Research. Broadly, the task is twofold: 
the application of scientific processes (mostly physics) 
to the pictures themselves, and next the 'farming 
out' of questions relating more to the materials from 
which pictures are constructed and the control 
of the environment. The fusion of both lines of inquiry 
should lead (and indeed has led) to a much fuller 
understanding of the whole subject. In the main, 
the first type of work is undertaken in the National 
Gallery laboratory itself; whereas the second is 
carried on in such establishments of the Department 
of Scientific and Industrial Research, and sometimes 
of the research associations, as convenience may 
suggest. In all cases, the Gallery laboratory is in 
control of operations and co-ordinates them all. 
Further, the Gallery has the unique advantage of 
the services of an Advisory Scientific Committee. 
This is an honorary body of six distinguished men 
of science who meet quarterly in order to help in 
whatever way they can in the application of scientific 
methods, both in conservation and as an aid to 
historical research. It was set up by the Trustees 
fourteen years ago, with the scientific adviser of the 
National Gallery (who is also in charge of the research 
laboratory) as secretary, and it is noteworthy that, 
apart from work on conservation, these years have 
seen valuable studies of resthetic as well as scientific 
aspects of the pictures in the Gallery. 

The result of all this is difficult to assess, since it 
is still something of a novelty and in the formative 
stage. But two tendencies are beginning to take 
shape : one (the short-term aspect) the value of an 
exact scientific and technical approach and control 
applied to the National Gallery's problems as such ; 
and the other (the long-term view) a definite bridging 
of the gap that has so long separated the arts and 
sciences from one another, to the detriment of both. 
It is no less through doing than through thinking 
that the scholar and craftsman, technician and artist, 
can come to appreciate each other in a common 
quest for the beautiful. 

FIBIGER: PIONEER OF 
CANCER EXPERIMENTAL 

The Danish Cancer Researcher, Johannes Fibiger, 
Professor in the University of Copenhagen 

By Prof. Knud Seeber. Pp. 206. (Copenhagen: 
Arnold Busck; London : H. K. Lewis and Co., Ltd., 
1947.) n.p. 

T HE first part of this book recounts Fibiger's 
ancestry back to 1667: some of his ancestors, 

including his father, were medical men; but they 
seem to have made no striking contributions to 
scientific knowledge. Fibiger's youth was not alto
gether happy, since his father died when he was a 
child and his mother was put to some difficulty to 
educate the children and had little time for the 
affection that might have softened Fibiger's character. 
His early history perhaps explains his rather moody 
nature, particularly in his early adult life, when, no 
doubt, he had to contend with the usual difficulties 
common to many medical men. But he seems to 
have been happy in his professional career, and 
writes enthusiastically of his early training with 
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