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In 2002 the Rijksmuseum acquired 

a large delftware jar and cover 
dating from around 1665 (fig. 1). This 

acquisition was unusual not just in its 
impressive dimensions and its fine 
blue decoration in Chinese style, but 
because of the conspicuous old repairs 
with iron rivets (fig. 2) and a label 
inside the cover reading ‘Mrs Bernard’s 
in the care of A.N. Teos [?], nth of 
April 1850’ (fig. 21).1 The seller of the 
jar said that this note referred to the 
itinerant repairer who had mended 
the cover and rim in England in the 
mid-nineteenth century.2

Although the prominent repairs with 
rivets and brown filler are unsightly to 
modern eyes, the curators and restorers 
decided after some discussion not to 
remove them: repairs like this are part 
of the history of the object and evidence 
of the restoration techniques used in the 
past. This decision clearly illustrates 
how ideas about old restorations have 
changed in recent times. Thirty years 
ago, these old-fashioned rivets and 
glued joins would have been removed 
without a second thought and replaced 
with a less obtrusive repair.

Since the nineteen-eighties restorers 
have become increasingly interested in 
the history of their profession and the 
changes in techniques and in the ethics 
of the job. This is most evident in the

/
Jar and cover, 
Delft, c. 1665. 
China, h. 61 cm.
R.ij ksmuseum, 
Amsterdam 
(inv. no. BK-2002-11).

fields of paintings, sculpture and build­
ings,3 but there has also been more 
research into the history of ceramic 
restoration in recent years.4

Old restorations are common in a 
collection of historic ceramics like the 
Rijksmuseum’s and most of the objects 
the museum deals with have been 
repaired before, often several times. 
As a rule there is little if any informa­
tion about when, by whom and for 
whom these repairs were done. Always 
assuming that the information is 
correct, the reference to a possible 
repairer, client and date of repair 
consequently makes the delftware 
jar and cover extremely interesting. 
The piece sparked a desire to find out

F/g. 2
Detail of the repair 
with iron rivets (fig. 1).
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more about old repair techniques and 
products and about the background 
and history of the professional repair 
and restoration of ceramics in the 
last few centuries in Western Europe, 
particularly in the Netherlands, France 
and Great Britain.

Repairing Ceramics
Until the eighteenth century, informa­
tion about the development of repair 
techniques and about the professional 
restoration of ceramics is scarce and 
fragmentary. Archeological finds are 
the most important source of datable 
information. It is difficult to say when 
people first started to mend pottery, 
but it would seem self-evident that the 
practice is almost as old as the use of 
the objects. Excavations at sites in 
the Middle East and Europe that date 
from around 7000 bc have turned 
up earthenware objects that show 
traces of repairs with bitumen, animal 
glues, plaster, lead and iron rivets, 
or sometimes just the holes through 
which cord, sinew or metal wire was 
threaded to mend cracks or breaks.5 
The chief aim of these early forms of 
repair was to make the object usable 
again. It was extremely difficult to 
achieve a strong, durable bond with 
the natural glues that were available, 
and so since antiquity people have 
used mechanical repair techniques 
involving metal to make cracked or 
broken pottery watertight and heat 
resistant again.

In the Rijksmuseum’s ceramics 
collection, which covers a period from 
around ad 1500 to the first half of the 
twentieth century, there are a great 
many pieces with metal rivets. This 
mechanical joining technique was used 
very widely to repair china and porcel­
ain in the eighteenth, nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, and is actually still 
in use in China today. In their 1963 
book China Mending and Restoration, 
Parsons and Curl devoted no fewer 
than 170 pages to describing all the 
variations of the riveting method, 

which had meanwhile developed into a 
complex art.6 Thanks to this standard 
work and a number of other nineteenth- 
and twentieth-century publications, 
the technique of riveting is very well 
documented. The principle is simple: 
holes are drilled on either side of the 
break, and the two pieces are then 
pressed together and secured with metal 
links. Little equipment is required for 
the job. In 1899, Hasluck explained that 
‘a drill, some diamond bits, a pair of 
combined cutting and holding nippers, 
some brass wire and a little plaster of 
Paris are all that is necessary’ (fig. ß).7

Drilling holes in porcelain and china 
is the trickiest step in the riveting 
process, and various nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century ‘diy’ books provide 
lengthy instructions about how to use 
different types of hand-drills (fig. 3) 
or even a simple, well-sharpened awl.8 
The rivets were often made of brass, 
but other metals were sometimes 
preferred - iron, tin-plated brass or 
silver were all used on occasion.9 
There were two main riveting methods: 
the ‘through and through' rivet and

Fig. 3
J. HOWORTH, 

The Art of Repairing 
and Riveting Glass, 
China and Earthen­
ware, London.
Office of the Pottery 
Gazette, London 1900.

36



OLD REPAIRS OF CHINA AND CLASS

Rg. 4
Through and through 
rivet: the metal wire 
is threaded through 
the holes on either 
side of the break (after 
C.S.M. Parsons, F.H. 
Curl, China Mending 
and Restoration.
Faber and Faber, 
London 1963, fig. 19, 
p. 107).

Fig- s
The handle of a 
teapot repaired with 
brass wire. Teapot, 
Nieuwer-Amstel, 1808, 
porcelain.
Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam (inv. no. 
BK-KOG-318-A-1).

the U-shaped rivet. In the through 
and through method, a metal wire is 
threaded through the drilled holes. 
Descriptions of this method usually 
recommend fine binding wire, of 
the kind used by florists. The wire is 
laced in and out through the holes, 
and finished off by twisting the ends 
together (fig. 4). It can then be cleaned, 
polished and soldered over."’ The 
drawback to this technique is that the 
holes are drilled all the way through 
and the repair can be seen on both 
sides. It achieves an extremely strong 
join, however, which makes it ideal for 
mending breaks in awkward places 
such as handles (fig. 5) and knobs, and 
in areas with a great deal of decoration 
in relief (fig. 6).”

U-shaped rivets produce a less visible 
repair. This method also involves 
drilling into the object, but not all the 
way through. A rivet is inserted into 
the two holes on either side of the 
break. It has to be of such a length that 
it is at full stretch when pulled into 
position with its legs constantly exer­
ting pressure on the walls of the two 
holes, so that it clamps the two pieces 
together (fig. 7).12 The advantage of

F/^. 6
A repair to the knob 
on a lid made using 
brass wire and the 
through and through 
method.
Detail of a chestnut 
vase, The Hague, last 
quarter of the 18th 
century, porcelain. 
Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam (inv. no. 
BK-BR-575-G).

Fig- 7
U-shaped rivet (after 
S. Buys, V. Oakley, 
The Conservation 
and Restoration of 
Ceramics. Butter­
worth-Heinemann, 
Oxford 1993, figure 5.1).
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Fig. 8
Drilling holes at an 
angle of 15 degrees 
with the aid of a 
Chinese string drill 
(after C.S.M. Parsons, 
F.H. Curl, China Men­
ding and Restoration. 
Faber and Faber, 
London 1963).

using U-shaped rivets is that it is not 
necessary to drill holes all the way 
through, and this means that objects 
with a reasonably flat surface, such 
as plates, saucers and bowls, can 
be riveted on the least visible side. 
Precision in drilling the holes is crucial, 
perhaps even more than with the 
through and through rivet. Authors 
stressed that the holes had to be 
exactly opposite each other and the 
rivets had to cross the crack at right 
angles, as otherwise their action would 
tend to pull the broken edges out of 
true.13 To take full advantage of the 
tensile strength of the rivet, the holes 
should be drilled at an angle of 15 to 
20 degrees towards the fracture (figs. 
7, 8), so that the rivets would not come 
out.'4 If the rivets were put in properly 
there was actually no need to use any

Fig- 9
Porcelain plate 
repaired with brass 
rivets. Plate, Meissen, 
third quarter of 
the 18th century.
Porcelain, 
diameter 34.5 cm. 
Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam (inv. no. 
BK-17474-54).



Fig. io
Rivets on the back 
of a plate concealed 
with paint.
Plate with a scene 
from the Prodigal 
Son, Delft, second 
quarter of the 
18th century.
China, diameter 
18 cm.
Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam (inv. no. 
BK-NM-12400-59).

Fig- a 
Countersunk brass 
rivets on the back 
of a dish.
Dish with a design of 
the Last Judgment, 
Delft, second quarter 
of the 17th century. 
China, diameter 42 cm. 
Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam (inv. no. 
BK-NM-12400-151).

glue.15 The wire used to make the rivets 
was D-shaped, usually brass (fig. 9) 
or iron (fig. 3)16 and sometimes even 
silver. It was shaped and cut to size 
with nippers.'7 The rivets could be 
made less conspicuous by touching 
them up with enamel paint (fig. io)'8 
or countersinking them in a groove 
filed between the drilled holes. Once 
the rivets had been inserted, they were 
filed smooth and flush to the surface 
of the object (fig. 11).19

Rivets were probably originally used to 
repair wooden objects. An account of 
occupations in Paris in the thirteenth 
century describes travelling repairers 
who mended wooden bowls with brass 
and silver wire.2“ One of the earliest spe­
cific descriptions of repairing ceramics 
with metal wire comes from China. At 
the end of the sixteenth century, Matteo 
Ricci, a Portuguese Jesuit living in China, 
wrote about the extraordinary prop­
erties of porcelain. ‘This porcelain, too, 
will bear the heat of hot food without 
cracking and, what is more to be won­
dered at, if it is broken and sewed with 
a brass wire it will hold liquids without 
any leakage.’21 The same technique 
was described by the Jesuit missionary 
Martin Martinius in his account of 
Kangsi Province in 1664.22 He reported 
on the occupation of porcelain mender 
and the sophisticated way these artisans 
were able to make holes in the thin, 
fragile porcelain with a diamond drill 
similar to the tools used in Europe to 
engrave glass and decorate rock crystal. 
Later in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, the professional repair of 
ceramics was quite often described and
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sometimes even illustrated in western 
books about China (fig. 12). The remark­
able similarity between the repair 
techniques and the trade of china 
mender in China in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries and in western 
countries a century later led some 
authors to believe that the technique 
of riveting had its origins in China.23

The irreversible traces that have been 
left on so many objects in collections 
as a result of mechanical joining with 
rivets might almost lead one to over­
look the fact that glues were also used 
in previous centuries. Recipes for 
glues and fillers based on egg whites, 
natural resins, waxes and oils abound 
in books from the eighteenth century 
onwards, and were widely used by 
individuals and professional repairers.24 
The last vestiges of these old natural 
glues have often disappeared, however, 
or are very difficult to detect.

And lastly, missing pieces were not 
infrequently replaced wholly or in 
part with non-ceramic materials like 
metal and wood. Restorations of this 
kind were probably entrusted to other 
craftsmen - silversmiths, wood turners 
and clockmakers.25 In the Rijksmuseum 
collection, for instance, there are a 
number of glasses with a replacement 
foot made of wood or silver (fig. 13), 
and porcelain objects with ormolu 
handles or knobs (fig. 14).

Mending China and Porcelain 
for a Living

China menders were probably an every­
day sight from the fifteenth century 
onwards. Their occupation was often 
portrayed in songs and farces, like this 
passage from a Dutch farce of 1405 in 
which one of the characters explains 
how he earns his living: '... and I can 
mend your stoneware jugs and your

F/^. 12 
Plate with a design 
of a man ‘lacing’ 
ceramics, after 
a print from The 
Costume of China, 
G.H. Mason, 
London: W. Miller, 
1800.
Plate, England, 
c. 1805-10.
© v&A Images/ 
Victoria and Albert 
Museum, London 
(inv. no. c.1-1970).
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Fig. 14 
A lid and a teapot 
with a replacement 
part made in bronze. 
Lid of a tureen, 
Netherlands, 
c. 1780 to c. 1820. 
Porcelain, I. 24.7 cm. 
Rijksmuseum 
Amsterdam, 
(inv. no. BK-15974-142); 
Teapot, Netherlands. 
Porcelain, h. 16.5 cm. 
Rijksmuseum Amsterdam, 
(inv. no. BK-1977-261-A).

«««Mas

F/5. 13
Wine glass, Netherlands, 
façon, de Venise, h. 17.2 cm. 
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam 
(inv. no. BK-KOG-1698).
Wine glass, Netherlands 
or England, h. 18 cm.
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam 
(inv. no. BK-BR..294).



Fig. 15
Detail of a print 
featuring 17 hawkers: 
‘Cries of London’, 
17th century.
Engraving (Hamburg 
Collection).
British Museum © 
Trustees of the 
British Museum, 
London.

Fig. 16
CASPAR LUYKEN,

Breekje wat, 
breekje wat, 1708.
Drawing, 12.6 x 9.7 cm. 
Amsterdams
Historisch Museum, 
Amsterdam (signature: 
ta 14282).

milk pails made of clay ...’26 In the 
words of a fourteenth- or fifteenth­
century Dutch song, we hear the street 
cries that hawkers used to advertise 
their wares, among them the man who 
repaired bowls and lamps, and the 
china mender: ‘If you break a bowl, 
I’ll mend a bowl ... 1 mend lanterns, 
lanterns, lanterns, I rivet dishes and 
saucers.”7

A set of seventeenth-century 
English prints about street trades in 
London features one of the earliest 
illustrations of a ‘mender of P[itchers 
or pots?] and glasses’ (fig. 15). Equally 
interesting is a drawing of a woman in 
a set of street traders made by Caspar 
Luyken in 1708. An inscription on the 
back reads ‘Breekje wat, Breekje wat’ 
(‘china to mend') (fig.16). Here, unlike 
the print of the English china mender, 
there is nothing to indicate that the 
woman in the picture repairs ceramics 
or glass. Fortunately, however, it is

possible to link this print to a caption 
under a picture of an alley in Leiden 
in a book published in 1682: ‘China- 
to-Mend ... Here lives a woman who 
earns her living by making any broken 
pots whole again.”8

The connection between the expres­
sion ‘Breek je wat’ and the cry or the 
name of a china mender also occurs 
in a 1721 tale in which an unfortunate 
‘damsel’ who has just broken a ‘porcel­
ain’ basin in two hears the street cry of 
the itinerant mender, ‘china to mend? 
china to mend?’. The story continues, 
‘China-to-Mend appeared with her 
basket full of ingredients and machines 
to mend the bowl, one piece of which 
she [the young lady] had already 
coated with quicklime mixed with the 
white of a fresh hen’s egg.”9 There are 
numerous references in eighteenth­
century writings to the use of a 
mixture of quicklime and egg white 
as an adhesive for mending pottery; 
it is described, for instance, in the 
‘Volmaakte Hollandse Keuken-meid’, 
a manual for kitchen maids published 
in 1759.30 Other illustrations of 
‘China-to-Mend’ can be found in sets 
of prints of eighteenth-century trades 
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and occupations, among them a figure 
holding a jug, with the caption ‘Breek 
je wat’ beneath (fig.17).

It is clear that mending china became 
a trade in its own right in western 
countries as the eighteenth century 
progressed. By the end of the century 
there were even different types of 
repairers and a greater range of repair 
techniques. These developments were 
without doubt related to the growing 
supply and popularity of ceramic 
products - glazed earthenware, Orien­
tal porcelain and European bone china 
- which could be found in ever more 
households. In English-speaking 
countries these artisans were called 
‘china menders' or ‘china riveters’, 
in France they were ‘recouseurs’ or 
‘raccommodeurs de faiences et de 
porcelaine', in Holland ‘porselein- 
krammers’ and in Germany ‘Porzellan­
flicker' or ‘Porzellannieter’.

There is a quite detailed early 
description of the trade in a French 
encyclopedia of 1760, where the term 
‘raccommodeur de faiences et de 
porcelaine' is defined as ‘a person who 
can make broken china and earthen­
ware usable again’. This is followed 
by a technical explanation of how the 
‘raccommodeur’ uses the through 
and through method to rivet broken 
china and makes the holes good with 
a mixture of olive oil, egg white, 
ground glaze and chalk. The technique 
described for porcelain is different: the 
pieces are glued with a mixture of egg 
white and white lead or quicklime and 
egg white. The author, Abbé jaubert, 
asserted that the discovery of riveting 
dated from the early eighteenth 
century and could be attributed to one 
Delisle of Normandy. The occupation, 
which was not an official trade or 
craft but nonetheless required skill, 
supposedly spread rapidly throughout 
the kingdom. This did not please the 
manufacturers of china, who went 
to court in an attempt to have the 
occupation of china mender banned. 
But, continued the encyclopedist, the

‘raccommodeurs’ - supported by the 
citizens, who recognized their useful­
ness - were granted the right to repair 
china and porcelain.’1 The attribution 
of the discovery of riveting to Delisle 
did not go uncontested, and as early 
as 1877 it was described in a French 
history book as the rediscovery of 
an old technique.” A few years later, 
Abbé Jaubert’s thesis was gently 
mocked in Leland's Manual of Mend­
ing and Repairing Antiques: ‘But the 
archaeologist will say of his claim, as 
the English judge did of a similar one, 
that the plaintiff might as well apply 
for the patent for having discovered 
the art of mixing brandy with water.’33

The China Mender
One form of the trade that was com­
mon in several European countries 
was the itinerant china mender - a 
figure comparable to the travelling 
knife-grinder and the tinker. Riveting

Fig. >7 
Detail of a popular 
print showing 36 
different trades. 
Woodcut, published 
by the heirs of 
Hendrik van der Putte, 
Amsterdam, first 
quarter of the 
19th century. 
Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam (inv. no. 
RP-P-0B-102.077).

$ad &ael fiatyg.

teat/ ^ethje tear.
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is obviously an ideal way of repairing 
broken china on the spot, requiring as 
it does little in the way of tools and 
materials. The trade was not difficult 
or expensive to learn, but it was not 
very lucrative or highly esteemed 
either.34 Despite this humble reputa­
tion, in France the ‘raccommodeur de 
faience et de porcelaine’ was one of 
the most popular hawkers portrayed in 
prints, figurines (fig. 18) and postcards 
(figs. 19, 20) and one that frequently 
appears in stories and songs, and even 
in films and documentaries.35 The skill 
of this picturesque tradesman was 
sometimes linked in ballads or comic 
prints with mending broken hearts or 
patching up a failing marriage.36

At the end of the nineteenth century 
Barthelet drew a lively portrait of a 
French ‘raccommodeur’ who carried 
his workshop with him. ‘Anyone who 
has visited the wonderful city of Paris 
could not help noticing the china 
mender .... With a square box strapped 
on his back, brightly painted and 
ornamented ... he walks about the 
streets, enters each house-yard, and 
causes the air to resound with his 
guttural and most compound yell....

Fig '8
Le raccommodeur 
de faïence, Niderviller. 
Porcelain, h. 14.7 cm. 
Sèvres, Musée 
national de Céramique 
© RMN / Martine

Fig-19 
Postcard, France, 
around 1900. 
Private collection.

Beck-Coppola 
(inv. no. MNC18703).

Fig. 20 
Postcard, France, 
around 1900. 
Private collection.

LES PETITS METIERS DE PARIS 
SMALL TRADES OP PARIS

Le Raccommodeur de Faïence 
The China-mender
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At the first chance of a job, he accepts 
it. Seated on his box in an alley-way, 
at a corner, in a yard or sometimes on 
the street, one may see him handling 
the broken portions of a dish or the lid 
of a pitcher.’37

Itinerant china menders were active 
in the United Kingdom, too, from 
the eighteenth century onwards. The 
family archives held in Panmure House 
in Edinburgh include records of the 
sums paid to one David Spalding 
between 1761 and 1765 for repairing 
various objects.38

The label in the delftware jar 
described at the start of this article may 
well refer to just such an itinerant china 
mender (fig. 21). So far, regrettably, 
it has not proved possible to find any 
leads for the names Bernard and A.N. 
Teos, nor have any other objects been 
found with similar references - objects 
that might have been in English collec­
tions, perhaps around Oxford.39 The 
provisional interpretation is that Mrs 
Bernard either owned the jar or was 
responsible for it - perhaps as a house­
keeper - and that A.N. Teos (?) was the 
china mender.4“ Although many women 
worked as china menders, in this case 
the fact that there is no title before the 
name suggests it was probably a man.

As well as these travelling menders, 
who were certainly not associated with 
high degrees of reliability and skill, 
there were also more qualified trades­
men, particularly in Britain and 
America. ‘In some cases work can be 
entrusted to the local china repairer, 
who is well known and who has 
through good workmanship proved his 
ability. It frequently happens, however, 
that dependence must be placed on 
itinerant repairers. Most of our readers 
will no doubt have had experience 
with their sham rivets, their bogus 
secret bolting or their alleged process 
of burning and fusing .... On account 
of their many despicable and dishonest 
deeds, all confidence in them is lost 
....’4' These English and American 
menders are also known for their

« A- 2

Fig. 21 
Detail of the label 
inside the cover 
of the jar in fig. i. 
Jar and cover, 
Delft, c. 1665. 
China, h. 61 cm. 
Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam 
(inv. no. BK-2002-11).

advertisements, which are an import­
ant source of information about their 
charges and methods (fig. 22).42

The image of the china-mender in the 
Low Countries corresponds pretty 
closely to that of his French counter­
part, as the example of Jan de Krammer 
(John the Riveter) of Delft and Over- 
schie illustrates. He lived in Trompet- 
straat in Delft and in the early part of 
the last century he tramped around the 
villages and farms in the area mending 
pottery and china. He has become

F/5. 22 
Advertising handbill 
for Edmund Morris, 
‘China rivetter’, 
c. 1770.
British Museum, 
Bank 37.11, 
© Trustees of the 
British Museum 
London.



Fig. 23 
Advertisement from 
the Blathwayt papers, 
reproduced by 
kind permission of 
Gloucester Archives 
(reference number 
Di799/A39o).

a legend thanks to the slogan he painted 
on the simple wooden toolbox he 
carried on his back. It read ‘Staying for 
dinner, Jan?’ If one of his customers, 
curious, read it aloud, the retort came 
quick as a flash: 'Don’t mind if I do, 
guv!’43 The picture of the itinerant china­
mender with his tools on his back is 
also found in other, less innocent cir­
cumstances, such as the description in 
an 1857 police gazette of a man called 
Bakker who was wanted for arson.44 
Records of china-menders are found 
in Dutch archives from the eighteenth 
century onwards, and the occupation 
is listed separately in trade directories 
up to 1889.45 In his analysis of the 
population of Rotterdam around 1830, 
Kersbergen describes the occupation 
of china-mender as ‘typically Jewish’.46

The presence of china-riveters in 
the Netherlands is confirmed by finds 
of objects made of earthenware, china 
and even glass that have been repaired 
with brass wire and strips. These items 
were found in excavations of houses 
dating from 1760 to 1840 in Zutphen, 
Dordrecht, Noordwijk, Nijmegen 
and elsewhere.47 ‘Riveted china’ is 
also mentioned in several eighteenth­
century inventories.48

Various newspaper advertisements 
relating to repairing ceramics that 
appeared at the end of the eighteenth 
century bring to light other aspects of 
the china-mender’s trade. The story of 
a certain Sieur Rupano reveals that the 
wanderings of some itinerant menders 
were not confined to a single country: 
in the Den Bosch Dinsdagse Courant 
of 13 August 1771, this ‘Sieur Rupano’ 
announced his impending arrival 
during fair week. As well as selling 
pens, curing corns and possessing the 
secret of reading ancient writings, he 
could ‘mend broken china in a manner 
never before seen’.49 Rupano was also 
recorded in Paris during this period.50

We also find china-mending com­
bined with other skills in the intriguing 
story of Timotheus and Jaques Pastres. 
Between 1724 and 1758 their advertise­
ments appeared in both French and 
Dutch newspapers, puffing off a ‘large 
clock without equal’ and the technique 
they had perfected for making paper 
porcelain of a whiteness and shine that 
surpassed Japanese porcelain. From 
this material they made all sorts of 
items - tea sets, dishes and more. They 
could also mend broken china and 
insert new pieces invisibly.5'

China Burner and Mender
Q U E E N

•
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Fig- 24 
Remnants of a failed 
attempt to reattach 
broken pieces by 
fusing them with 
glaze.
Tulip vase, Delft, 
c. 1680 to c. 1700. 
China, h. 83 cm.
Rijksmuseum 
Amsterdam 
(inv. no. BK-1978-13).
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‘The China Burner’
In the eighteenth and nineteenth cen­
turies china was sometimes repaired 
by firing it again. In England this arcane 
and uncommon technique was the 
specialty of‘china burners' like Edward 
Coombes (fig. 23) and Philip Daniel, 
who worked around Bristol and 
Plymouth between 1785 and 1801 and 
were in the habit of marking their 
repairs.52 The Bristol City Museum 
collection includes a number of pieces 
of hard paste porcelain mended by 
this means and marked on the bottom 
with the name of one or other of these 
‘burners’ and the date of the repair. 
The process involves coating the edges 
of the broken pieces with a glaze that 
has a low melting point and firing the 
object, probably supported in a clay 

form, in a muffle kiln. Although the 
technique is described in a number 
of nineteenth-century books and is 
referred to in seventeenth-century 
Chinese manuscripts, there are few 
other examples of the use of this risky 
procedure for mending china.53

The advertisement placed in a Dutch 
newspaper by the chemist Ferdinand 
Kumpff in 1770 may well refer to this 
method. He invited readers to witness 
a series of tests, so that they could see 
with their own eyes how ‘fine porcel­
ain that is broken can be fused in the 
fire so that it is as good as new and 
usable straight away’.54 In the Rijks­
museum collection there is just one 
delftware object that has been repaired 
- not very successfully as it happens - 
by firing (fig. 24).



From Repair to Restoration
Around 1850 a different sort of repairer 
started to emerge in western countries. 
We know about their working methods 
and ethics from the contemporary 
literature for china collectors and 
amateur repairers. In 1865 for instance, 
P. Thiaucourt, himself a ‘peintre- 
sculpteur, réparateur d’objets d'art’, 
published his ‘Essai sur l’Art de 
restaurer les faiences, porcelaines etc.’55 
His book opens with an enthusiastic 
foreword written by a collector who 
recommends this useful little volume 
to all amateurs who, like him, had 
been gripped by the ‘china collecting 
fever’.56 Thiaucourt describes the 
different products and techniques that 
can be used to glue, fill and retouch 
ceramics, and provides even more 
useful information for collectors in 
the form of an index of manufacturers 
of porcelain and china.

This publication was followed in the 
second half of the nineteenth century 
by other books and articles written 
by repairers for ceramics collectors. 
The authors described themselves as 
‘artist-repairer of fine decorative 
wares’ or ‘céramiste reparateur’.57 
Some of them commended themselves 
as the authors of other interesting 
books on china who had long been 
associated with the ‘Manufacture 
de Sevres’.5” In his ‘Art de restaurer 
soi-même les faiences et porcelaine’ 
Ris-Paquot was clearly addressing 
himself to collectors with instructions 
on how to maintain a collection 
properly. He added that men could 
readily be assisted in this delightful 
pastime by their wives, whose sensitive 
natures and delicate white hands were 
perfectly suited to handling objets d’art 
and arranging them to best effect.59

It is evident from these books that 
the means and methods of repair had 
developed and diversified. From this 
time on, the aim was to restore the 
appearance of objects that were 
intended solely for decoration and as 
part of a collection. The different steps

required to make an object complete 
and beautiful again are described with 
particular emphasis on recreating mis­
sing pieces and retouching damaged 
areas. Rivets were still being used, 
but some authors, Thiaucourt among 
them, were at pains to distance them­
selves from the riveters and other 
‘raccommodeurs’. When it came to 
drilling the holes that were sometimes 
necessary, he advised the amateur 
repairer to have this ‘coarse and thank­
less work’ done by a china-riveter or, 
better yet, by a firm that specialized in 
mechanical drilling.60
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OLD REPAIRS OF CHINA

A German stoneware jug in the Rijks­
museum collection is a good example of 
a collector’s item that has been restored. 
The handle and part of the top have 
been painstakingly reconstructed - in 
all probability in the second half of the 
nineteenth century when the object 
was in the collection of Jan Pieter Six, 
one of the leading stoneware collect­
ors in the Netherlands. Although the 
shape of the handle and the lion’s head 
are not entirely correct, when the piece 
was restored in 1996 it was decided to 
retain this old addition in view of its 
historic value (figs. 25, 26).

These nineteenth-century repairers 
can be seen as the forefathers of 
modern ceramic restoration, which 
underwent its last major development 
with the advent of synthetic polymers 
in the nineteen-fifties. Some techniques 
and considerations are still very 
recognizable - keeping objects upright 
when gluing, for instance, the problems 
caused by discolouration of the 
retouches and the concern that unscru­
pulous antique dealers could take 
advantage of a restoration that is too 
perfect.6' Some comments are surpris­
ingly modern. In 1888, for example,

26
Jug with a design of 
the seven liberal arts 
and the seven virtues, 
Germany, last quarter 
of the 16th century. 
Stoneware, h. 42 cm. 
Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam 
(inv. no. BK-NM-9431).
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Fig- 27
Plaque with a design 
of figures and cattle 
in a river landscape, 
Loosdrecht, last 
quarter of the 
18th century.
Porcelain, h. 18.8 cm. 
Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam
(inv. no. BK-1977-15-A).

Garnier wrote of the unnecessary 
retouches carried out by some restorers 
and their endeavour to achieve an 
invisible result: 'When the piece leaves 
the restorer’s hands it appears to be 
absolutely intact ... the practitioners 
of whom we speak do not scruple to 
cover the china as much as possible, 
even the intact areas ... In general we 
have abandoned this manner of restor­
ation, at least in museums and most 
study collections, where damaged 
pieces are restored as well as possible 
without trying to mask the lines of 
the break and render them invisible; 
missing pieces are often filled in with 
plaster, tinted to temper the harshness 
of the white, without repainting the 
decoration.’62

During the nineteenth century the 
dividing line between repairing and 
restoring ceramics was often rather 
vague and the two approaches existed 

alongside each other - and sometimes 
even together. A good illustration of 
this is a Dutch china plaque that was 
repaired with rivets even though it is 
an ornamental object. Worse still, the 
rivets were inserted on both sides and 
some of the holes were drilled in very 
unfortunate places, including the face 
of the female figure (fig. 27).

Both forms of ceramic repair 
continued to exist until the nineteen- 
sixties and a clear distinction was made 
between repairing china and pottery 
for everyday use and restoring decora­
tive and historic objects.63 In his 1983 
book, Porcelain Repair and Restoration, 
Nigel Williams of the British Museum 
consigns riveting, with a few qualifi­
cations, to the chapter ‘History of 
Porcelain Repair’: ‘It may not be 
considered correct to place riveting in 
this historical section, since to class it 
as an old technique might be thought 

SO



an insult to those who still use the 
method. Many modern restorers, 
however, consider it unnecessary, ugly, 
destructive and also corrosive since 
rivets may stain the porcelain. I dislike 
riveting but can understand, though 
I am not entirely convinced by the 
arguments put forward by these restorers 
who believe that domestic china 
repaired by resins and used every day 
is subject to weakening by both cold 
and hot water, detergents and grease, 
whereas rivets are not affected by any 
of these factors.’64 One of the first art­
icles to suggest that rivets in museum 
pieces should be seen as part of the 
history of the object appeared at 
the end of the nineteen-eighties. The 
author proposed removing rivets with 
care, treating them against corrosion 
and replacing them in the object.65

The Rijksmuseum’s restoration work­
shop deals with old restorations of 

ceramics and glass in different ways, 
depending on the condition and stability 
of the repair, its historical background 
and its appearance. In some cases, 
where its historical value weighs 
heaviest, the old restoration is retained 
and, if necessary, conserved. This is 
the case with the delftware earthen­
ware jar with rivets (figs. I, 2, 21) and 
the stoneware jug that belonged to 
the collector Jan Pieter Six (fig. 26). 
In these instances, the fact that the 
old restoration does not live up to 
our present-day ethical or aesthetic 
standards is accepted because it gives 
us a unique view of the technical and 
ethical aspects of earlier china restor­
ations.
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