Conservation of Korean Scorched Paintings, Nakhwa

Following the successful conservation of three Korean folding screens, Hunting Scenes,
supported by the National Museum of Korea in 2021, the museum has started a multi-year
conservation project with conservator, Mr. Tomokatsu Kawazu from Studio Sogendo, in
2023 to conserve two Korean scorched paintings, Nakhwa, with support from the National
Museum of Korea.

Nakhwa, are paintings made using a heated iron on paper, silk, or ramie. Nakhwa emerged
in the early 19" century and developed throughout the early 20" century in Korea, but the
art form went almost extinct later until Nakhwajang (Pyrography) was designated as
National Intangible Cultural Heritage by Republic of Korea in 2018. While traditional ink
paintings use brushes, Nakhwa artists use a heated iron to create texture strokes with a
particular set of techniques on paper or silk to create images such as landscape, flowers
and plants, birds, garden rocks, and insects.

USC Pacific Asia Museum has in its collection, two works done by artist Park Gye-dam
(1869-1946) that were donated to the museum in 1973. The pair of paintings depicting
blooming lotuses, birds, pines, and men fishing over the cliff were both rolled and stored in
storage without ever being exhibited due to their poor conditions and little-known
information. They were re-discovered in 2020 by Sujin Kim, then postdoctoral researcher at
the Central Research Institute of Korean Studies, who came to do research on these two
works. A subsequent article was published on Art MinHwa in August 2020. Understanding
that we have such rare and unique works in the collection, the museum looked for an
opportunity to conserve the works so they could be shared with the public. Fortunately, the
museum was awarded a grant from the National Museum of Korea in 2022 to support this
conservation project.



Both works were sent to Studio Sogendo in early 2023 for examination
and conservation. After close examination, the conservator had
reported various condition issues needed to be addressed. Both works
showed heavy creasing horizontally and multiple wrinkles throughout.
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The paper showed wrinkle or bubble-like delamination of the top layer of support, loss in
the lines, and lifting along the edges of the losses due to the paper support being burned
with an iron. Strong strokes were equivalent to severely burnt lines, turning into carbon
particles now lost in many areas and lines, and making the overall image look faded. The
backing paper's adhesion was weakened too. The works also had stains, lifting at the

corners, and separation between the top layer and the back support.

The were also many scratches and lines that were initially thought to be a condition but
turned out to be lines created intentionally by the artist to express the flow of water and the

details of the lotus flowers.
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Because of the nature of the works, by burning the paper with a heated iron to create
images, the conservator was faced with some complicated problems and unique
challenges in this conservation project. The general remounting methods for scrolls would
be too risky because the strong strokes with severely burnt lines could come off with the
removal of the backing paper, and the current image would be lost. If too much water were
used during the process, the carbon particles barely attached to the backing paper would
dissolve into water and go away.

Utilizing his years of experience on conserving Asian paintings and understanding the full
condition of the works after close examination, Mr. Kawazu decided to adopt a special
method called Omoteuchi (surface backing) for the removal of the old backing paper.
Instead of picking up the original support with pigment by removing the old backing, Mr.



Kawazu first applied a layer of rayon paper using a high-water soluble paste directly onto
the painting side for protection before removing the old backing paper. It provides the
needed support and force to hold the painting side, so the painting does not come off with
the old backing paper during the removal process. The removal process was successful but
nonetheless a nervous one. If the paste used for Omoteuchi was too thick, the painting
surface and pigment would easily come off from the support at the removal of the old
backing. If the paste thickness is too weak, the original support may expand irregularly and
make the removal difficult. Here we see Mr. Kawazu’s work in progress as he laid the
painting side to the rayon paper and flattened the support with a spray and a hand brush.
He then applied another layer of rayon paper to the backside support for flipping. Once the
painting was flipped to a face up position, seaweed paste was applied to the painting
surface through the rayon paper, to infiltrate the inside of the paper and improve the
condition of the original support. A thick Kozo paper was then applied as another layer of
protection to endure the shrinkage power when the support dried on a drying board.

After the flattening support was dry, the second layer of Omoteuchi and the temporary
protect paper on the backside were removed with a spatula. The conservator then began
the removal of the old backing paper carefully, little by little with minimum moisture.
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Previous repairs were found after the old backing paper was removed. Darker colored
paper was used as a temporary fix to losses and holes. These old repairs came off with the
old backing paper.

After safely removing the old backing paper, the conservator proceeded to the next phase -
repair and paper infill. He chose similar paper for the paper infill and traced it after the
shape of the loss, then he overlapped the loss slightly with new infills using paste.






After filling the losses, the conservator moved to adding the first backing using Kozo fiber
base, wooden pulp mixed paper, like the old backing paper but much stronger. The
conservator first applied cooked wheat starch paste to the first backing paper, then lifted
with a flat hanging stick and slowly laid it down to the backside of the painting and brushed
itinto contact using a soft rubbing brush.

The conservator continued to the second backing after adequate time was given for the
first backing to dry. He selected a handmade Misu paper for the second backing of the
Nakhwa pair and used Furunori (Aged Paste) made by the conservator himself for
application.

Misu paper, made from short mulberry fiber (Kozo), helped filled the minor gap of damage
and added extra strength to the painting. The Misu paper is slightly alkaline which delays
the oxidation speed of the original support. The aged paste, which took five to ten years to
make, was a weak adhesive that made the mounting structure soft, so it would not become
hard when dried. To obtain the right amount of adhesion, softness, and flatness of the back
support, the conservator would need to use a rubbing brush to pound the back support.
Additional cushion paper was put underneath the original support to ensure the ironing
traces on the paintings were not flattened during the pounding process.



After applying the second backing, the backed supports were stretch dried on a drying
board.

After confirming the backed supports were dried, the conservator safely removed the rayon
paper added to the face of the painting for protection without picking up any pigment.
Under close examination with raking light, the conservator had determined that the former
severe creases were much moderated by the backings but still existed, and the fine lines on
the lotus petals and on the flow of water remained.



The conservator started reinforcing the numerous tears from the severe creases one by one
using thin strips of Usumino paper. He traced the tears and creases and attached them
with paste. After the first round of reinforcement, the painting was left to dry and then
rolled to rest for a period. During the resting period, secondary creases and latent damages
become more obvious, and the conservator repeated the same application cycle until all
creases were reinforced. This was a long and lengthy process that required much attention
and focus, and Mr. Kawazu had finally completed this phase earlier this year. He is now
working on the final framing of the paintings which are to be completed in Spring 2025. We
look forward to sharing the final conserved Nakhwa paintings with you in 2025, with a video
documenting the various phases of the conservation. Stay tuned for more!

Special thanks to Studio SOGENDO for the ongoing conservation effort and to the National
Museum of Korea for making this conservation project possible.




