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Short notice  
Tracing Willem Kick: A Collaborative 

Journey in Reconstructing Seventeenth-
Century Imitation Lacquer

t h e  r i j k s
m u s e u m

b u l l e t i n

•  m i c h è l e  s e e h a f e r  a n d  j a n  d o r s c h e i d *  •

growing interest in recon -
struction as a methodological 

approach is being observed among 
conservators, art historians and 
historians of science, reflecting their 
increasing focus on understanding 
the material as an integral part of a 
work of art.1 Researchers emphasize 
the valuable insights to be obtained 
from a perso nal involvement with 
specific materials. An inherent sense 
of material properties and work - 
ability can be gained from this direct 
personal engagement. In the words  
of Marta Ajmar, Associate Professor 
and Director of Research at the 
University of Warwick: ‘even the  
first contact with it makes you aware  
of the resis tance and potential of  
the material’.2 Pamela H. Smith, 
founder of the Making and Know - 
ing Project at Columbia University, 
claims that early modern crafts - 
people and experienced practitioners 
possessed a far greater ‘intimate 
knowing’ of materials than today’s 
historians.3 Reconstruction is partly 
based on subjective and plausible,  
but un verifiable experiences and 
inter preta tions.4 A historically 
accurate reconstruction is impos - 
sible to achieve through the study of 
written sources, whereas approxi-
mations – ‘historically informed’ 
reconstruc tion attempts – provide  
a muc better understanding.5 

Reconstruc tion enables us there - 
fore to approach historical sensory 
experiences more closely.6 
 Like porcelain, imported East-  
Asian lacquerware was a popular 
sensory object in the seventeenth 
century. Lacquerware was prized  
for its glossy surface, deep sheen and 
‘soft’ appearance. A rich contrast was 
created by decorating the often dark 
black pigmented lacquer surfaces with 
powders and strewings of various 
metals as well as inlays of mother-of-
pearl and other precious materials.  
To achieve a perfect lustrous surface, 
lacquer is applied in numerous lay ers 
most commonly to a wooden sub strate. 
Raw lacquer derives from the refined 
sap of a tree from the Anacardiaceae 
family, found only in East Asia. Histor -
i cally, this material was unfamiliar to 
European practitioners.7 
 At the onset of the seventeenth 
century, Willem Kick (1579-1647) was 
one of the first craftsmen in Northern 
Europe who attempted to imitate 
Asian lacquer, using available materials 
like linseed oil and various resins.  
Only a few of his works have survived 
to the present day. Already in Kick’s 
own day, connoisseurs distinguished 
genuine Asian lacquer from his 
imitations produced in Amsterdam. 
Less influenced by East-Asian models, 
the design and style of his creations 
were adapted to a European taste.8 

< A Detail of the lid of the 
casket (fig. 1)
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to select a comparable recipe for the 
reconstruction of Willem Kick’s lacquer 
application. While recipes for imitating 
Asian lacquer proliferated in the late 
seventeenth century, only a few used  
in the early years after 1600 could be 
identified. Two recipes from Kick’s 
time contain linseed oil and also ex-
plicitly refer to an East-Asian connec-
tion in the title.13 Both recipes are listed 
in the so-called Mayerne Manuscript 
(c. 1620-46), a book compiled by the 
physician Sir Theodore Turquet de 
Mayerne (1573-1655) containing 
numerous recipes and observations 
regarding various art and craft 
technologies.14 
 Mayerne’s first linseed oil recipe, 
called ‘Vernix de la Chine’ (Chinese 
Varnish), contains both lead and a 
material known as ‘litharge’, a reddish-
yellow lead-monoxide pigment.15  
How ever, these substances did not 
appear in the technical analysis of the 
caskets, thereby ruling out this recipe. 
Mayerne’s second recipe served as the 
basis for the reconstruction.16 Besides 
instructions on the various processing 
steps, the ingredients mentioned 
closely correspond with the materials 
found in the analysis and include: 
linseed oil, umber, amber, shellac, and 
oil of turpentine. An exact replication  
of the recipe proved challenging due  
to material availability and differences 
processing and handling certain mate r-
ials given modern-day health and safety 
knowledge.   
 For the reconstruction (fig. 2), the 
first step was to mix the cold-pressed 
linseed oil with umber (fig. 2a). Due  
to difficulties obtaining the specified 
‘nut sized pieces’ of umber, umber 
pigment was utilised. This mixture  
was brought to a boil. As directed,  
the reddest pieces of amber were 
simultaneously heated in a separate 
container.17 To control both processes 
precisely, the mixtures were heated 
using hot plates instead of an open fire. 
In the case of the highly flammable oil, 
the experiment was carried out with 

Kick’s work was admired, exchanged 
as diplomatic gifts, staged in paintings 
and collected.9 One example is a casket 
by Kick in Amalia van Solms’s (1602-
1675) possession, that was displayed 
alongside her collection of genuine 
Asian pieces, and explicitly mentioned 
in her 1632 inventory as being ‘from 
Amsterdam’.10

 Over time, the objects created by 
Kick have aged and lost their pristine 
appeal.11 Today it can be difficult to 
ascertain why these objects were once 
so highly valued. Either to revive the 
appearance or due to mechanical 
damage, many original surfaces  
have undergone restoration and 
conservation treatments. Scientific 
analysis can help reveal the material 
composition, condition, previous 
repairs and physical history of objects. 
At this time, only scant information 
exists regarding Kick’s working 
methods. While he appears to have 
made no annotations documenting 
his work, contemporaneous recipe 
books reflect the materials and 
methods commonly applied in his  
day and speculatively may have  
been used by Kick. By combining  
the expertise from the fields of art 
history and art conservation, this 
article describes how a collaborative 
journey bridges the gap between 
historic recipe books and advanced 
technical analyses. Through the  
process of reconstruction light is  
shed on the appreciation of Kicks 
artefacts in the seventeenth century.

 Reconstruction of Lacquer
Based on scientific and technical 
analysis carried out by Christina 
Hagelskamp and Jan Dorscheid on  
two caskets attributed to Willem 
Kick in the Rijksmuseum collection 
(inv. nos. bk-2007-6 (fig. 1) and  
bk-2014-1), linseed oil, rosin (also 
known as colophony) and Venice 
turpentine were identified as the  
main components of the varnish.12  
This material analysis made it possible 
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crushed shellac was then added to the 
mixture, which was again brought to  
a boil. Once it had slightly cooled, the 
fragrant oil of turpentine was heated  
in a water bath and added to dilute the 
thick, honey-like, amber-linseed oil 
mixture. The result was a dark, viscous, 
shimmering liquid, inter spersed with 
lumps and particles (fig. 2d). The 
undesirable lumpy as pect stemmed  
in part from the amber not being 
completely dissolved, and also, from 
using umber as a pigment, versus the 
aforementioned ‘nut-sized pieces’. 
Even so, a positive effect was observed: 
due to the disproportionately large 
surface area of the umber pigment,  
its function as a drier in the oil, 

Fig. 1
willem kick 
(attributed to), 
Casket, 1618.  
Lacquered wood, 
12 x 15.4 x 11.95 cm.  
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. bk-2007-6.

extra care, overseen in its entirety by 
the responsible fire safety officer.18  
The oil mixture was boiled and stirred 
several times. It was then ignited and 
allowed to burn until it became a thick, 
blackened substance with a brownish 
hue (fig. 2b). The heating of the amber 
resulted in a heavy, thick smoke for-
mation, but failed to produce the 
intended liquefaction. The somewhat 
burnt amber was then ground into 
powder, before boiling it with some  
of the linseed oil that had been pro-
duced. Upon observing that parts  
of the amber dissolved well, the 
remaining amber was mixed with  
the oil and again brought to a boil  
(fig. 2c). In accordance with Mayerne,  
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Figs. 2a-f
Preparing the varnish 
for the linseed oil 
recipe, top left to 
bottom right: raw 
cold-pressed linseed 
oil; igniting the hot 
oil; adding the amber; 
re-heating the mix-
ture, sieving out any 
remaining particles; 
mixing lampblack into 
the basecoat on a 
glass grinding plate. 
Photos: Michèle 
Seehafer

2a 2b

2c 2d

2e 2f
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Figs. 3a-e
Various steps of the 
lacquer application,  
top left to bottom 
right: applying  
the final gesso layer 
with lampblack; 
sanding with horse 
tail; sanding the first 
black oil layers; 
polishing with char-
coal; buffing the 
surface with leather. 
Photos: Michèle 
Seehafer

3a 3b

3c 3d

3e
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speeding up the film-forming process, 
was considerably stronger than usual. 
Lastly, as stipu lated in the recipe of the 
varnish, the mixture was strained to 
remove any large particles (fig. 2e).
 Before applying the initial varnish 
layer to the oak sample board, an 
undercoat consisting of a layer of 
rabbit-skin glue and three chalk gesso 
layers was prepared. Lampblack was 
mixed into the final gesso layer (fig. 3a) 
and the first layer of varnish (fig. 2f). 
 When it came to the varnish’s 
application, the recipe lacked sufficient 
detail. This suggests Mayerne wrote 
his recipe book with highly skilled 
craftsmen and experienced practi-
tioners in mind.19 For more detailed 
descriptions of the use of the materials, 
A Treatise of Japaning and Varnishing 
(1688) by John Stalker and George 
Parker, the first book solely dedicated 
to the manufacture and application of 
imitation Asian lacquer, was consulted. 
The treatise states that the surface to be 
lacquered must be absolutely smooth: 
‘spare no place, or pains’.20 Horsetail 
(also known as ‘Dutch rush’) and tripoli, 
a fine abrasive powder, were recom-
mended for sanding.21 Horsetail proved 
to be a highly effective but rather coarse 
option (fig. 3b). During the lacquering 
process, meticulous sanding turned out 
to be crucial to achieving the desired 
result (figs. 3c-e). The Mayerne recipe 
places no emphasis on this aspect. The 
impor tance of trial and error during 
recon structions is evident, as has been 
pointed out by others.22 With each 
subsequent layer of varnish, the imper-
fections in the underlying gesso ground 
became increasingly noticeable. To 
achieve the desired final result and 
gloss effect, many more varnish layers 
therefore had to be applied with inter-
mediate polishing, thus underscoring 
the importance of sanding and polish-
ing the preparatory layers to perfec-
tion, a highly cumbersome task. After 
applying two layers of the varnish with 
lamp black, the pure unpigmented 
varnish was added. As more layers were 
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applied to the surface, the drying  
times con tinued to increase. This time-
consuming working process explains 
why un finished caskets were kept  
in Kick’s warehouse alongside com -
pleted ones, as described in his estate 
inventory.23 
 To compare the material aesthetic  
of Kick’s work made of linseed oil 
varnishes, another recipe containing 
shellac, a widely used material in 
various lacquer recipes towards the 
end of the seventeenth century, was 
also reconstructed on an oak sample 
board. The recipe originates from 
Johannes Kunckel’s (1630-1703) Ars 
Vitraria Experimentalis from 1679.24  
The book soon grew in popularity and 
was used by artists and practitioners 
throughout the centuries.25 Although 
today best known for glass produc - 
tion and its compilation of glass 
recipes it also contains several recipes 
for different lacquers. These recipes 
originate from various sources, 
including other recipe books, oral 
accounts by Dutch artists and 
Kunckel’s own experiments.26 The 
recipe chosen called for a blond 
shellac-to-spirits ratio of 1:6 and a 
high-proof alcohol; therefore, we used  
a 96% Ethanol.27 Except for applying 
the same preparatory layers, consisting 
of a perfectly smooth gesso ground, 
the only time-consuming step was  
that the mixture had to be stirred  
for several hours and then allowed 
to settle for several days. To repro -
duce Kunckel’s technique, the first 
varnish layers were again mixed  
with lampblack.
 A side-by-side comparison of  
the two sample boards showed that  
the lustre on each board differed 
signifi cantly, with the oil providing  
a some what deeper shine and the 
shellac a rather hard brilliance (fig. 4). 
A compari son of both methods 
revealed that the materials’ application 
also called for diverging approaches. 
Because shellac dries rapidly, multiple 
coats can be applied on a given day; 

Figs. 4
Samples showing  
the various stages 
of application.  
Left: linseed oil
varnish; right: 
shellac varnish. 
Photo: Iben Bølling 
Kaufmann

with each added layer, however, mate r-
ial handling becomes increasingly 
com plex. Conversely, lacquer applica-
tion with linseed oil varnish is trickier  
in the initial stages, but subsequent  
coats are easier to handle. With both 
recipes, a skilled hand and the prompt 
application of the varnish were 
essential.

 Reconstruction of Decorations
Kick’s patrons were probably not  
only attracted to his creations because 
of the black lacquer. They would also 
have been drawn to the combined 
effect of the surface’s glossiness and 
the shimmering, gold ornamental 
decoration, comparable to the rich 
contrast of genuine Asian models. 
Accordingly, efforts were also made  
to reconstruct the decorative work. 
By tracing Kick’s designs, insight was 
obtained into his delicate brushwork. 
That said, even the initial steps of 
transferring them onto the plates 
proved difficult. Mayerne, Stalker and 
Parker all suggested the use of chalk 
for this purpose.28 While this technique 
worked well on the shellac, the chalk 
could not be wiped off the linseed oil. 
Whether Kick himself encountered 
this issue is uncertain. As a skilled 
craftsman, he may not have had to 
trace his designs.
 For the decoration, Kick utilized 
mordant gilding and shell gold, 
common methods at the time (fig. 5).29 
For the reconstruction, both oil 
mordant and gum arabic mordant  
were compared side by side. Mayerne’s 
recipe for ‘Making Oil for Applying 
Gold’ involved heating up oil and 
mixing it with lead powder and garlic, 
serving as the mordant.30 Due to health 
concerns, lead powder was not used in 
the reconstruction. The oil mordant 
was effective on the shellac surface but 
was repelled on the oil sample board. 
The surface tension was reduced with 
soapy water. Unfortunately, this had 
the undesirable consequence that the 
gold leaf adhered to both the mordant 

< 
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and the varnish surfaces on the board, 
with no conclusive solution to resolve 
this issue. To at least approximate  
the effects of Kick’s technique, a  
gum arabic barrier was used to mask  
the background of the decoration  
and subsequently removed once the 
mordant and gold leaf had been 
applied. In comparison, the handling 
of the gum arabic mordant described 
by Kunckel – recommended only for 
experienced practitioners by Stalker 
and Parker – indeed proved difficult 
(fig. 6).31 The process was eventually 
successful, after abandoning the mastic 
recommended by Kunckel and through 
reactivating the gum arabic mordant 

by breathing upon it. Overall, the 
application of the decoration turned 
out te be highly laborious and more 
challenging than expected, especially 
in the case of the linseed oil sample 
board, which posed numerous 
difficulties.

 Conclusion: 
 Addressing the Senses
Imitating Asian lacquer is a time-
consuming endeavour, requiring 
patience and attention to detail. 
During the reconstruction, various 
senses were utilized. Through visual 
and tactile examination, for instance, 
the surface smoothness was evaluated. 

Fig. 5
willem kick 
(attributed to),  
Casket, c. 1620-25.  
Lacquered wood,  
19.5 x 20.6 x 15.2 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. bk-nm-5267.
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Through olfactory inspection, the 
scent of the oil of turpentine mixed 
with the drying oil, or absence there -
of, was used as a distinct indicator  
that the next layer of varnish was ready  
to apply. Also external factors, e.g. 
weather and physical conditions, 
affected the outcome. The embodied 
intrinsic know ledge of the materials 
and tools reveal Kick’s artistic and 
manual skills. 
 Exactly why Kick’s objects were  
so highly prized remains an open ques-
tion. What we know from traveller  
Jan Huygen van Lindschoten’s des -
crip tion, however, is that one quality 
people admired about the Asian lac -
quer at the time was the ‘brightness of 
[the] colour’ and that it was as ‘smooth 
as a mirror’.32 During the reconstruc-
tion, these were precisely the qualities 
we ourselves encountered. Perhaps 

Kick was unique in that he was able  
to create an intensely shimmering, 
mirror-like surface while also posses-
sing the knowledge and skills of how 
one subsequently added gold decora-
tion to said surface. 
 Joining the expertise of art history  
and art conservation proved in - 
valuable in the interpretation of the 
appreciation of Kick’s work, as there  
is often a tendency for the knowledge 
of surface perception and material 
processes to become lost amidst 
written art historical sources and 
analytical results. The reconstruc - 
tion gave valuable insights into art-
technological processes and shed 
further light on Kick’s work shop 
practice, bringing us closer to under -
standing the original state and appre-
cia tion of his works and of the objects 
now on display in the Rijksmuseum.

Figs. 6
Left: final result with 
the linseed oil varnish; 
right: final result with 
the shellac varnish.  
Photo: Iben Bølling 
Kaufmann
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