
Although the brightly colored, late 18th-century painted enamel teapot has little known prove-
nance before Henry du Pont acquired it for Winterthur in 1963, it is not difficult to imagine  
a wealthy English person in the late 1700s using it to pour tea for guests in the drawing room. 

In the intervening centuries, age and a life that may not always 
have been quite so genteel have taken a toll on the teapot, as 
Winterthur/University of Delaware Program in Art Conserva-
tion (WUDPAC) Fellow Allison Kelley found this year when 
it came to her as a treatment project. Allison, an objects major 
with a preventive minor, documented discolored and flaking 
overpaint, loss of some of the base layer of enamel, exposed 
and oxidized spots of copper, and a large area of restoration 
that likely masked additional damage.  

The teapot was probably made in what is now 
Guangzhou (Canton), China for the English and American 
markets sometime between 1750 and 1800, based on skills 
taught to Chinese craftsmen by Jesuit missionaries a century 
earlier. Round with a curved spout and a handle, the teapot is 
made of copper and coated with white enamel that was then 
decorated with polychrome enamel decorations in pinks, 
blues, and greens. The decorations depict Chinese figures in 
Chinese settings and are unusual because decorations on  
teapots created for the export trade typically showed Western 
figures in European settings. This difference helps create a bit 
of mystique around the little object, which represents one of the 
earliest junctions of western trade with China and the cultural 
intersection of four countries – France, China, England, and 
the United States. 

This rich history has been only one happy aspect of 
a project that Allison said “gives her joy” as she sits with the 
teapot and continues her treatment. Another was the work that 
led to an unforeseen discovery when Allison, while removing old restoration materials and overpaint near 
the curved spout, uncovered an original design that had been concealed by the previous restoration. Working 
carefully, she discovered the hand of a little boy who appears to be feeding a deer, and, in another spot, she 
found a bit of turquoise paint unlike any other color in the decoration. When Allison completes her treatment, 
the teapot will be returned to the Winterthur collection where, she believes, it may be selected at some point 
for display. If so, it will be just the latest stop in its long and well-traveled life. 
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Top and above: WUDPAC Fellow 
Allison Kelley working to reduce 
overpaint and fill material on the 
kettle. Right, top down: Detail of front 
when viewed in ultra-violet (UV) light, 
the extent of previous restoration is 
revealed; an up-close view of the deer 
and boy figures with overpaint in 
place; and an up-close view showing 
the deer and boy figures with the 
overpaint removed, revealing the arm 
of the boy feeding the deer. Images: 
Evan Krape and Allison Kelley. 

Art Conservation and preserving a ceramic puzzle

In 2017, a severely compromised contemporary Mexican ceramic jar that had broken into dozens 
of pieces was gifted to the Winterthur/University of Delaware Program in Art Conservation 
(WUDPAC) for its study collection. This year when WUDPAC Fellow Abigail Rodriguez, an objects 
major and textiles minor with a strong interest in murals and architectural conservation, began 
treating the object, she was daunted and saddened by the amount of damage it had suffered.
Yet she also liked artist Lydia Quezada’s (b. 1956) riff on traditional Mexican pottery and soon began to feel a  
connection to the artist’s process in creating the piece. She also felt cheered at the prospect of bringing it back to life.
           The ceramic jar or olla is a piece of Quezada’s well-known “three blacks” pottery, in which the vessel 
is reduction fired after being hand-sanded, polished, and painted. The black surface of the earthenware object 
appears either smooth, glossy or flat, depending on the process used to finish and decorate it. On this olla, the 
interior and most of the exterior are smooth, while two large circular areas placed symmetrically on opposite 
sides of the body have been burnished to a high gloss. Matte lines and borders hand-painted atop the glossy 
areas form a design of spiraling curves and geometric shapes.
 Abby approached the olla like a puzzle and began by laying the many pieces side by side on a table. 
After fitting the pieces together, she used ParaloidTM B72, an easily reversable acrylic adhesive, to attach the  
pieces and reconstruct the olla. To avoid having to then tape the pieces in place until they dried because that 
could leave a residue on the surface, Abby instead anchored them in place by setting them in a “sandbox” she 
devised by filling a shoe box with glass beads. Her final step was to paint and tone about 15 small areas of 
loss she had filled with Flügger acrylic putty. After experimenting with paints and methods of application, she  
decided to use an airbrush to apply paint that would match the tone of the matte, flat, or glossy surface. To 
protect the surrounding areas, she applied plastic wrap so that her inpainting only covered filled sections. Abby 
hopes that once her treatment is complete, she can one day share her work with the artist.
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Above and top: During treatment, 
Winterthur/University of Delaware 
Program in Art Conservation Fellow 
Abigail Rodriguez examining sherds 
and creating fills for a ceramic jar, or 
olla, a piece of artist Lydia Quezada’s 
reduction-fired “three blacks” pottery. 
Right: Before assembly, the ceramic 
sherds were laid out like a puzzle, with 
larger pieces in their relative positions. 
Far right: The olla after treatment. 
Images: E. Krape, I. Messina, and 
A. Rodriguez.


