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On the rare occasions when textile conservators want to undertake an adhesive treatment, 

they are well-versed in carefully considering both the choice of adhesive and the application 

technique (Hillyer et al. 1997). In the UK, however, it is in fact far more common to revisit 

a textile with a previous history of adhesive use that now requires further conservation.  

 

Textile conservation has a long and well-documented history of adhesive application.  As 

the range of available adhesives has grown, so too has the profession’s understanding of the 

mechanics of adhesives on historic artefacts. Application methods have evolved and become 

more refined and the last twenty years have seen much evaluation of the use of adhesives 

(Hillyer, 2010). However, many of the textiles treated with adhesives since the late 1950s 

now require further treatment. Both the presence of the old adhesive and the effect of the 

original application method further complicate the decision-making process facing the 

conservator today.   

 

This paper outlines the main reasons for considering reversal and re-treatment of an 

adhesive-supported textile while also exploring the occasions when it might not be possible 

or desirable to reverse a past treatment. The issues are illustrated in part by examining two 

large furnishing textiles re-conserved recently in the author’s  conservation studio: an 18
th

 

century Mughal velvet tent hanging owned by a major Asian museum and a set of early 18
th

 

century velvet bed hangings made for a state bed in an historic house in England. They 

make an interesting comparison. Both had different adhesive treatments that had failed, 

leaving them extremely vulnerable with brittle detaching fragments (see Table 1). Their 

different treatments demonstrate the complex decision-making processes necessary before 

re-conservation can be safely undertaken. Assessing the condition of the textiles and the 

condition of their respective adhesive supports was paramount before treatment proposals 

could be made. 
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The Mughal tent hanging or Qanat (1997.2617, Asian Civilisations Museum, Singapore – 

see Figure 1), probably manufactured in Rajasthan, was made up of panels of red silk 

velvet. Each was stencilled and painted with gold leaf, in a design of three decorative arches 

enclosing large, formal flowering poppy plants bordered by foliage. (A panel which is 

thought to be from the same tent hanging is in the Victoria & Albert Museum, London, 

IM.30-1936). 

 

The bed hangings of green silk voided, cut and uncut velvet are part of an elaborate state 

bed from the National Trust property Hardwick Hall, Derbyshire (HHE/F/321: see Figure 

2). The bed comprises four hangings, base valances, upper inner and outer valances, 

headboard, head-cloth and tester all constructed of the same velvet and trimmed with 

elaborate silk passementerie. 
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Figure 1 (left). View of tent hanging before conservation.  

Figure 2 (right). Bed hangings. 

 

 

 
Table 1: Summary description and condition of tent and bed hangings 

 

Mughal tent hanging (see Figure 3) Bed hangings (see Figure 4)  

Description 

Red velvet with silk pile and cotton warp, stencil-

printed gold leaf design. 18th Century  

Dark green complex weave silk velvet. Early 18th 

Century 

Cotton lining, not known if original Polyester replacement linings 

10 widths of velvet  

270 cm h x 440 cm w 

Head curtains: 2 x 3 widths of velvet  

330 cm h x 170 cm w 

Foot curtains: 2 x 6  widths of velvet 

330 cm h x 330 cm w 

Hand-stitched together with silk thread Hand-stitched together with silk thread 

Condition of textile 

Very poor condition; unable to hang safely despite 

previous adhesive treatment 

Vulnerable. But still able to hang relatively safely due 

to previous adhesive treatment 

Ground crisp and weak with extensive splitting 

Minimal areas of loss 

Ground weak with splitting and large areas of 

loss/holes (now filled by previous conservation) 

Horizontal splits throughout and some vertical splits, 

causing stiff flaps of velvet to protrude from main body 

of textile 

Horizontal and vertical splitting and shredding in many 

areas; flaps of velvet protruding from hangings 
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Top edge particularly weak, presumably due to weight 
of damaged textile when hanging  

Weakness not confined to particular areas due to 
historic piecing -together of velvet as hangings became 
damaged with use  

Pile substantially worn, leaving extensive bald areas 
where warp and weft are exposed. Existing pile dusts 
off when touched 

Pile still exists in most places although it dusts off 
when touched. Weft damaged and warp fully-exposed 
in some areas 

Some patched and pieced repair, possibly 
contemporary to use of tent hanging 

Hangings extensively altered and pieced together since 
original construction 

Numerous stiffly held creases; exacerbated by adhesive 
treatment. Also some creasing due to original 
application of gold leaf pressed onto wet Gum Arabic 
Over-tight lining also constraining hanging 

Some creases; predominately caused by adhesive 
treatment but some also due to gathered hanging 
position 
Over-tight linings also constraining velvet curtains 

Poorly-tensioned seams due to original construction Problems with seam tension, possibly due to adhesive 
treatment rather than original construction  

Unsightly, cobbled stitched repair prior to adhesive 
treatment 

Varied stitched repair undertaken prior to adhesive 
treatment, some visually-disturbing 

Some painted infilling of splits N/A 

 

     
Figure 3 (left). Tent hanging: detail of condition.  
Figure 4 (right). Bed hanging: detail of condition. 

In the UK, textile conservators have probably learnt more about the use of adhesives from 
studying and revisiting past treatments than from scientific testing programmes, essential 
though these are to our choice of adhesive when considering a new treatment. Past adhesive 
treatments have shown clearly that there have been a great many successes, both in terms of 
long-lasting treatments and reversals (Lewis 1998). 
 
The issue of reversibility can be thorny and complex, particularly when choosing whether to 
undertake an adhesive treatment. Problems with reversibility can perhaps be unfairly 
emphasised with regard to adhesives and specifically thermoplastics. Experience has shown 
that many of the thermoplastics used in the UK over the last fifty years are fully reversible 
(Hartog and Tinker, 1998). Starch adhesives, on the other hand, which have seen a big 
increase in usage in textile conservation since the early 1990s, have proved to be far more 
problematic to reverse without major interventions, which many textiles cannot withstand 
(Brooks et al. 1995). With the recent developments in solvent reactivation techniques 
increasing the occasions when an adhesive might be used (Lennard and Ewer 2010), textile 
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