Conservation of an oil portrait of the Empress
Dowager Tze Hsi of China
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Introduction
From the 1860s until her death, China’s Empress
Dowager Tze Hsi (1835-1908) was the dominant pol-
itical figure of the Qing dynasty (1644-1911). When
her reputation plummeted worldwide after the Boxer
Rebellion of 1900, the Qing court initiated measures
to improve the Empress Dowager’s international
image. The most visually striking of these projects
was a series of mammoth oil portraits of Tze Hsi
painted by Western artists. American artist
Katharine Augusta Carl (1865-1938) completed four
portraits of Tze Hsi, only two of which are extant.
One, painted in 1904, is currently in the Smithsonian
Institution (SI); the other is in Beijing. Although
similar in scale, pose, and style, the Beijing portrait
is more intimate and casual. However, a century of
exposure to the elements has left the Beijing portrait
severely damaged and retouched, limiting a compre-
hensive comparison with the Smithsonian portrait.
The life-size canvas in the ST was the most famous of
Carl’s four portraits of Tze Hsi, achieving in its day
extraordinary popular and diplomatic prominence.
In the portrait, Tze Hsi is seated formally on an intri-
cately carved chair, wearing a luxurious yellow robe
richly embroidered with characters indicating longev-
ity, interspersed with narcissus. Behind her is a stand-
ing screen decorated with her official seals, plus
brightly colored phoenixes bearing the eight auspi-
cious symbols of Buddhism in their beaks. The
massive painting, in its elaborately carved, 5 m tall
standing frame designed by Tze Hsi herself, dominated
the Palace of Fine Arts at the St Louis World’s Fair,
1904-1905. For the next 100-plus years, the painting
was relocated several times and consequently became
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ravaged by time and travel. Finally, in September
2011, the Empress’s portrait was shipped to the SI’s
Museum Support Center in Suitland, MA, USA
where both the painting and its original frame under-
went a full-scale technical analysis and examination,
followed by extensive treatment (Fig. 1) to repair exist-
ing damage, stabilize structural supports, and estheti-
cally integrate inpainting with the original paint.

The painting

When it arrived at the SI, the painting was covered
with extensive drying cracks, some merely hairline,
and some wide and sharp-edged. The most severe
drying cracks appeared on the Empress’s face and
robe and the garment covering her upper right arm.
These cracks may reflect the conventional pressures
under which the artist was forced to work during her
short stay at the Palace. Carl’s book, With the
Empress Dowager described the considerable interfer-
ence she met with from the Imperial Court [1, p. 161]:

I was obliged to follow, in every detail, centuries-
old conventions. There could be no shadows and
very little perspective, and everything must be
painted in such full light as to lose all relief and
picturesque effect.

Born in New Orleans to a well-to-do family, Carl
studied painting in Paris under William-Adolphe
Bouguereau (1825-1905). Portable X-ray fluorescence
examination of Carl’s pigments revealed a palette of
typical late nineteenth- to early twentieth-century
Western oil paints. In the Tze Hsi portrait, Carl
initially emulated the style of Bouguereau, a conserva-
tive salon figure painter. However, under scrutiny from
the Empress and her Court officials, Carl apparently
began reworking areas of the portrait, applying new
layers of paint before the base paint was completely
dry. The top layers of paint then shrank as they
dried, breaking into ‘islands’. This reworking is
evident in a photograph of the painting taken shortly
before its completion, wherein many of the
Empress’s features are only roughly defined. In the
unfinished painting, the face shows evidence of
Carl’s extensive attempts at modeling and shading,
suggesting a broad intention to capture subtle
nuances of Tze Hsi’s features. In contrast, the face in
the final portrait is flat and featureless, a striking
visual confirmation of the pressure Carl was under
to abandon nineteenth-century Western standards of
realism, and accommodate to Qing conventions of
more idealized portraiture.

Examination with infrared reflectography revealed
(Fig. 2) that Carl had also made alterations to the
Empress’s eyes, eyebrows, and hairline, and to the pla-
cement of her left hand and sleeves. Not surprisingly,
drying cracks appear in these altered areas, some
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Figure 1 Jia-sun Tsang, Senior Paintings Conservator at Sl,
Removes Old, Discolored Varnish from the Life-Size Portrait
of the Empress Dowager Tze Hsi of China
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visible under natural light. Analysis of old paintings
often reveals pentimenti, or changes made by the
artist during the painting process, which are hidden
beneath subsequent layers of paint. Pentimenti may
become visible as top layers of paint become transpar-
ent over time. In Carl’s painting, drying cracks and
pentimenti confirm her extensive reworking of her
subject.

Conservation treatment cannot eliminate drying
cracks, but inpainting can make them less distracting
and unsightly. Using paints made from pigments
ground in polyvinyl acetate (viscosity designation
AYAC, http://www.museumservicescorporation.com)
and watercolor, and formulated to be removable if
necessary, SI conservators esthetically integrated
barely visible dots of inpainting within cracks in the
original paint. After several months of treatment,
inpainting restored the palette of brilliant colors
favored by Carl, improving the painting’s esthetic
and clarifying its composition.

The canvas itself had degraded and could no longer
support the painting properly. Earlier repairs and
fabric patches had created areas of severe deformation
that were treated by removing the old repairs and
humidifying and flattening the canvas under weight
and vacuum. The painting was then lined with
Sunbrella® acrylic awning fabric (http://www.sun
brella.com) using BEVA® 371 adhesive film (http://
www.conservationsupportsystems.com). Because the
eight-piece wooden stretcher with two vertical and
two horizontal crossbars, made by local craftsman
using local material, was in excellent condition, the
stabilized painting was mounted onto the original
stretcher with minor adjustments.

The frame

The original frame, masterfully carved and con-
structed by local artisans, is integral to the formal pres-
entation of the painting. In her book, Carl wrote that
the frame was made of camphor wood, but analysis at
the SI suggested that the wood is most likely Paulownia
tomentosa, an ornamental tree native to much of
China, with soft wood that is easily carved. Close
examination further revealed that superior craftsmen
worked on the formal fagade, using widely practiced
techniques to carve Chinese designs and motifs,
while less competent workers constructed the back of
the frame. Structural treatment of the frame included
carved wooden in-fills to replace areas of loss, replace-
ment of broken tenons, and the addition of cleats with
interlocking dovetailed wooden pins at the top corners
of the frame to stabilize the upper section. To maintain
the integrity of the original frame, conservators used
cottonwood and tulip poplar for any replacements
and inserts within the frame, as these Western woods
most closely mimic the characteristics of Paulownia
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Figure 2

Infrared Reflectography Reveals Drying Cracks
and the Artist’s Alterations to the Empress’s Eyes, Eyebrows,
and Hairline
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tomentosa. The entire frame was intensively dry
cleaned, and a new surface coating has restored the
wood’s soft luster. To mitigate damage from seismic
events, a mechanism will eventually be added to
secure the frame to a wall.

Such a large-scale project required the collaboration
of a team of 56 dedicated craftsmen and technicians,
including painting and furniture conservators, conser-
vation scientists, art handlers, a curator and registrar,
photographers, fellows, and interns. Begun in
September 2011, full restoration was completed in
November 2013.
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