
 

 
 PARMA CONSERVATION, LTD., 1100 WEST CERMAK ROAD, SUITE C203, CHICAGO, IL 60608 
    PH:  312.733.5178  FAX:  312.733.0675.        INFO@PARMACONSERVATION.COM       WWW.PARMACONSERVATION.COM 

 

1100 West Cermak Road, Suite C-203, Chicago, IL 60608 |  P: 312.733.5178        
F: 312.733.0675 | info@parmaconservation.com | www.parmaconservation.com 

 
August 31, 2018 

Mr. James Jackson 
Jackson’s International Auctioneer and Appraisers 
2229 Lincoln Street 
Cedar Falls, Iowa 50613 
 
Re:  Brazilian Hummingbirds, oil on canvas. 
 
Dear Mr. Jackson, 
 
Thank you for referring this painting to us for condition assessment and conservation.  We are  
grateful to have had the opportunity to study it.  The painting was examined using microscopy, 
regular light photography and micro-photography, near infrared imaging and x-radiography 
and solubility tests for cleaning.  The information drawn from these methods of examination 
will help us to confidently proceed with the conservation of this beautiful painting.  You will 
find our conclusions and supporting illustrations contained, herein. 
 
REPORT 
 
Brazilian Hummingbirds from “The Gems of Brazil” Series - 1863 -1864 (FIG. 1). 
Attributed to: MARTIN JOHNSON HEADE [1819-1904]. 
Oil on canvas. 
30.48 x 25.4 cm. (12 x 10 in.) 
 
Background 
“American painter Martin Johnson Heade (1819–1904) specialized in landscapes, seascapes, and 
still lifes during his long career. Born the son of a farmer in rural Bucks County, Pennsylvania, 
Heade began to paint in his late teens after he received art training from a neigh- bor. At age 
twenty-four, Heade launched a career as a portrait painter and spent the next fifteen years traveling 
around the United States and Europe in search of commissions. He was nearly forty years old when 
he began to paint the New England coastline and salt marshes, subjects whose light and atmosphere 
would preoccupy him for several years.  
 
Heade began painting hummingbirds in 1862. He had long been fascinated by the tiny birds’ 
quivering movements and jewel-like plumage. The next year, in 1863, he journeyed to Brazil on 
the first of three expeditions he made to South and Central America. At that time many artists and 
scientists undertook similar trips to study, draw, and document the exotic plants and animals of the 
lush tropical rain forests. Heade was particularly interested in the many types of hummingbirds in 
Brazil, as only the ruby-throated species was found in the north- eastern United States. In Brazil, he 
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began a series of small pictures called “The Gems of Brazil,” which depicts the great variety of 
hummingbirds in landscape settings.” 1 

 

A very close replica (chromolithograph) of this painting resides in the collection of the Museum of 
Fine Arts, Boston (FIG. 2).  “Gems of Brazil” was the title given to twelve pictures, first exhibited 
by Heade in Rio de Janeiro in 1864, representing part of the twenty paintings intended to be 
chromolithographed and published in London” 2  
 
Regular light and microscopic examination  
The painting appears to be executed on a fairly tight weave mechanically woven canvas that looks 
consistent for its period.  The canvas has oxidized to a light brown color and is somewhat brittle.  
The upper left corner of the painting has split canvas at the fold-over edge (FIG. 3). Heavy soiling 
is seen on the recto canvas where not protected by the stretcher (FIG. 4). The stretcher is a period 
artist-grade stretcher with mortise and tenon laps at the miters that can accept keys for tensioning.  
The original keys are missing and should be replaced.   
 
Short iron tacks were used to affix the canvas to the stretcher.  A quantity of ten (10) tacks were 
used along the bottom tacking edge, ten (10) tacks along the top edge, nine (9) tacks along the left 
edge and nine (9) tacks along the right edge. The canvas has disintegrated around several of these 
tacks so that they are no longer holding the artwork to the stretcher. 
 
The paint layer is seen in fairly stable condition with a history of paint loss around the fold over 
edges (FIG. 3). The losses appear to have been the result of abrasive forces rather than 
delamination issues (tenting or flaking) with the paint layer, itself.  Though the losses expose edges 
of extant paint, these edges are not dangerously insecure.  Fine craquelure (age cracks) can be 
examined throughout the paint layer.  These are stable and normal for the painting’s age.  The paint 
layer was very thinly executed on a thin preparation (ground) layer (< .03 in.). 
 
Ultraviolet light examination 
Long wave ultraviolet light examination shows a yellow-green autofluorescence in the varnish 
layer (FIG. 5).  Passages of this varnish flow over areas of previous paint loss letting us know the 
varnish is not original (FIG. 6). Minor retouching was observed on top of the varnish, but only in 
the vicinity of former paint losses along the fold-over edges of the painting.  
 
Infrared imaging 
NIR imaging in the 800-950 nanometer range show passages of carbon containing pigments.  
These correspond closely to the picture observed in daylight.  No discernable underdrawings nor 
was a signature observed (FIG. 7). 
 
X-radiography 
Radiographs revealed precisely where the previous paint losses are located around the perimeter 
edges of the piece, obscured by former retouching and darkened varnish (FIG. 8). 
 
_______________ 
1  https://www.nga.gov/content/dam/ngaweb/Education/learning-resources/an-eye-for-art/AnEyeforArt-          
MartinJohnsonHeadeJohnJamesAudubon.pdf 

 
2  https://www.mfa.org/collections/object/brazilian-hummingbirds-iv-heliactin-cornuta-161433 
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The locations of the original tacks are shown clearly.  Passages that contain dense pigments, such as 
white lead chromate, are most visible in the feathers of the hummingbirds.  Moss on the branches 
(where the birds are perched), apparently painted with a white pigment, failed to light up in the 
radiographs.  This suggests the moss may have been painted with zinc chromate pigment, which is 
half as dense as lead chromate pigment.  Both pigments are period and are known to have been used 
by the artist.3  Pentimenti (former artistic design) in the form of different branches can be seen in the 
lower right quadrant of the painting. 
 
Solubility testing 
The varnish was tested for solubility and cleaning at points along the right and left edges of the 
painting.  The varnish was characterized as a natural resin, such as damar or mastic, and is soluble in 
polar hydrocarbon solvents.   
 
The area of moss on the branches was also tested to determine strength of the underlying paint in 
that location.  A gelled aromatic hydrocarbon was applied to the varnish and allowed to dwell for a 
minute or two.  The gel and solubilized vanish were subsequently cleared with a 1:1:1 solvent blend 
of Acetone, Ethanol and Water.  The underlying paint was unaffected by the test, strengthening the 
assertion that the moss was painted with zinc chromate pigment and is contemporaneous to the 
artwork (FIG. 9, FIG 10). 
 
Conservation Treatment 
Conservation treatment should commence with the careful removal of the iron tacks, then facing of 
the entire paint layer and tacking margins with Japanese tissue and BEVA 371 solution.  The 
painting can then be removed from the stretcher.  The verso canvas will be cleaned with a silicone 
sponge and a low suction vacuum, prior to consolidation on the vacuum table.  The painting will 
then be cleaned of all unoriginal retouches and discolored varnish. 
 
Because the original canvas is brittle, with tacking margins torn at the upper left corner and canvas 
that has disintegrated around the old tack holes, the painting will be strip-lined with 200 loomstate 
Belgian linen.  This will strengthen the tacking margin and allow us to stretch the painting on its 
original stretcher. The locations of the original tack holes will be used.  The iron tacks will be 
replaced with new copper tacks. 
 
The areas of paint loss will be compensated with filling material made from anhydrous gypsum and 
RSG to most accurately mimic the flexibility and density of the original paint and ground layers.  
The painting will be varnished with Regalrez 1094, a low molecular weight, permanently soluble 
preservation varnish developed by Rene de la Rie, a conservation scientist formerly of the National 
Gallery, Washington, D.C.  Regalrez is designed to approximate the optical properties of damar 
varnish, without yellowing.   Tinuvin 292 will be added for UV stabilization.  Color compensation 
(inpainting) will be performed with pigments ground in Larapol A81 reversible conservation 
pigments.  A final spray varnish of Acryloid B72 will be applied with a high performance HVLP 
spray gun. 
 

Submitted by:  Elizabeth Kendall, Director, PA, AIC 
Parma Conservation, Ltd. 

________________ 
3  Author(s): Elizabeth Leto Fulton, Richard Newman, Jean Woodward and  Jim Wright. The Methods and Materials of Martin 
Johnson Heade.  Source: Journal of the American Institute for Conservation, Vol. 41, No. 2 (Summer, 2002), pp. 155-184 
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FIG 1.  Daylight photograph of painting. 
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FIG 2.  Chromolithographic replica of painting at the Fine Arts Museum – Boston. 
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FIG 3.  Micro-photograph of the upper left corner of the painting.  The canvas is oxidized and 
has split due to abrasive wear.  Paint losses are also associated with the perimeter edges of the 
painting. 
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FIG 4.  Heavy soiling of the verso canvas. 
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FIG 5.  Long wave ultraviolet photograph. 
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FIG 6.  Micro-photograph showing natural resin varnish applied over former paint losses (left) 
and former retouches performed on top of the varnish (right, dark purple). 
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FIG 7.  Macro detail of NIR imaging.  No discernable underdrawing, nor was a signature 
observed. 
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FIG 8.  X-radiograph of painting.  Pentimenti (former design of artist) appears in the form of a 
branch traversing from the bottom center, then moving up and to the right.  This branch does 
not exist in the artist’s final presentation. 
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FIG 9.  Micro-photograph of moss before cleaning test. 
 

F 
FIG 10.  Micro-photograph of moss after cleaning test. 


