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A ll works that are handed down
over generations have one thing in
common:  at some point, they will 
require conservation or even restoration.
While this is very understandable for
“Old Master” artworks that were for
years viewed by candlelight in rooms
heated with wood and coal, it is equally
true of pieces only several decades old
which, depending on the materials used
to create them and their environment,
may have suffered equal or greater 
damage.  Further, earlier attempts at
restoration have frequently damaged
older works, as less qualified restorers
utilized materials and technologies 
that had the effect of altering the 
artist’s original intent.

One of the most qualified restorers
working today is Stuart Pocock.  The
proprietor of Pocock Fine Art & 
Antiques of Ft. Lauderdale, Florida,
Mr. Pocock specializes in American art,
including the paintings of the “Cape
Ann School” and the works of 
Johann Berthelsen.

Mr. Pocock came to the art of restoration
through his family.  His mother, Pauline,
came to the United States in 1980 and

established a gallery (the current Pocock
galleries have been located on the same
street for 30 years).  His sister returned
to Florence, Italy, in 1987 and studied
restoration at the prestigious Instituto
per l’Arte e il Restauro where she worked
on multiple significant artworks 
including a number of Renaissance
masterpieces.  On her return, she 
performed conservation work for 
local museums.

Prior to joining the family galleries
some 14 years ago, Mr. Pocock worked
as a private consultant.  Recently, Mr.
Pocock was kind enough to speak with
The Canvas regarding restoration in
general and Johann Berthelsen’s work 
in particular.

The Canvas: What are the first steps 
you take in restoring a painting?

Stuart Pocock: We always try to judge 
exactly how much is needed.  The 
first things we look for are the 
obvious — tears, scratches and 
holes — that must be repaired.  
Next, we check for earmarks of 
previous restorations.  For instance,
some paintings have been over-
cleaned to the extent that oil has 
been removed and the canvas 
becomes visible.  Also, we examine 
the back of the canvas to determine
if the work has been patched or 
remounted.  Once we’ve done 
a thorough assessment, we can 
then proceed with the work.  

The Canvas: What would be the 
next step?

Stuart Pocock: Depending on the 
condition and the extent of 
earlier restorations, we make 
a determination about what 
materials were used and how we 
have to proceed.  For instance, in 
the 19th and 20th centuries, English
restorers used wax-based compounds
and, once we’ve ascertained that 
they are a factor, we know what we 
have to do.  What we are looking 
for is an earlier restoration that can 
be reversed so that we can re-address
the restoration with the latest 
available technologies.

A common conservation technique
is to line the existing canvas with 
a new backing.  This is oftentimes 
used to repair a damaged canvas 
but also to address craquelure 
(cracking of the pigment layer 
that eventually compromises 
pigment adhesion).  A painting 
on canvas will generally require 
such treatment simply based on 
age, since the bonding of the dried 
pigment layer to the malleable 
canvas degenerates over a period 
of time.  

In the case of a lining or the 
re-lining of a previously restored 
work, the canvas is removed from 
the stretchers or other backing.  
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We then sand and vacuum the back
of the canvas in preparation for the
new lining materials.  The step is 
critical as not only does it remove 
debris or previous adhesives used, 
but also prepares a non-oxidized 
and smooth bonding layer for the 
lining material we will now use.  
The process is quite involved and 
if not completed properly, any 
flaws will be magnified once the 
lining is completed.  Once the 
canvas is prepared, a lining 
material is adhered to the canvas 
with a reversible heat activated 
adhesive on a purpose-built 
hot-table.  

With the assistance of a slight 
vacuum drawn on a membrane 
covering the painting, the adhesive 
saturates the original canvas through
to the pigment layer, bonding 
it once more to its ground.  The 
process is really state-of-the-art 
and for my conservation work, 
I use a Mylar® Chiffon that, 
through its transparency, shows 
the original undamaged canvas. 

The most common treatment 
for any work that comes into the 
gallery, however, is to remove old 
varnishes and covering layers of 
soot and nicotine — pollutants that
develop over time and darken and 
yellow the paintings.  Most artists 

formerly mixed their own varnishes,
often with oil additives that became
magnets to dirt.  Undoubtedly, 
these varnishes yellowed over time, 
and that layer of varnish and any 
accumulated dirt needs to 
be removed.

The process is rather straightforward.
Using a variety of solvents, we 
ascertain which is best suited 
for the cleaning that will not 
compromise the pigment layer.  
Starting with small test areas on 

the periphery of the work, every 
color is tested for dilution.  Once 
a formulation is found, the cleaning
process commences, working again
in small areas and neutralizing 
the solvents as we proceed.  It is 
a tedious process that needs the full
attention of the conservator as 
pigment loss can happen very 
quickly.  It is also a fascinating 
process as well, as you become 
intimate with the artist’s brush
strokes, his use of color, and the 
techniques he used to create his 
work.  This further gives us an 
opportunity to study the artist’s 
technique and assess such things 
as how much paint was used and 
how he treated his brushstrokes.  

The Canvas: How do you assess 
paintings of Johann Berthelsen?

Stuart Pocock: I thoroughly enjoy 
Berthelsen’s work, both personally 
and from a conservation standpoint.
There is an underlying level of 
quality in both the art and the 
materials that he used.  Having 
conserved a great many of his 
paintings, I am extremely familiar 
with his style and periods.

The foreground and upper sky are 
usually delivered to canvas with the 
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palette knife and retain thicker 
layers of impasto.  The application
of pigment in the middle passages
is more controlled, the artist 
relying on glazes punctuated by 
brushstrokes to delineate details.
The technique is wonderfully 
controlled and brings a sense of 
dimensionality to Berthelsen’s 
paintings that is really quite 
outstanding.  These middle 
passages are also the most delicate
to clean, the light application of 
pigment in some areas being 
fleeting.  I would recommend 
that only conservators who are 
experienced with Berthelsen’s 
works tackle the cleaning of the 
artist’s paintings.  

Berthelsen did go through 
periods where his style changed.  
But, once he nailed his brush-
stroke techniques, those changed 
little over time.  I find that the 
greatest change is in the coloration
of the palette, migrating to a more
tonal pastel-like palette and 
perhaps a tightening of his 
brushstroke in the early 1950s.  
Generally, the more saturated 
palette is preferred, but some 
scenes benefit greatly by 
the subdued nuance of the 
latter works.  

When it comes to restoration, in 
all cases, we’re extremely careful.  
For example, if we have to use 
a cleanser, we experiment on the 
edge of the work to make certain 
that we are using the proper 
compound.  I like to say that 
in working on Johann Berthelsen’s
paintings, we have learned to 
caress the brushstroke so as to 
appreciate the sense of three 
dimensions that he imparts to 
his work.

The Canvas: What do you feel 
is the most difficult aspect of 
working on a Berthelsen 
painting?

Stuart Pocock: There is a tremendous
amount of subtlety in Berthelsen 
and especially in the skies of the 
snow scenes and, of course, his 
nocturnes.  As many as I have 
worked on, they are still capable 
of surprising me in the way he 
transitions from one color to 
another.  The technique is so 
masterful that, in viewing it 
casually, it is difficult to detect.

The Canvas: In your career, you 
have worked on a great many 
paintings — especially by 
Americans who were 
contemporaries of Berthelsen.  
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Where do you feel that he stands
in comparison to them?

Stuart Pocock: Over the years, I have
felt that Berthelsen was extremely 
underrated.  Fortunately now, 
as the market already had 
demonstrated until the 
beginning of the recession, we 
are experiencing renewed demand
and higher value placed on 
his paintings.  Although he is 
occasionally compared to Guy 
Wiggins, I believe it is an invalid 
comparison, as Wiggins’ paintings
tend to be more representational, 
while Berthelsen’s burst with 
color and action.  I feel that it 
is a privilege to work on his 
paintings because, as I like to say,
he “cast a poetic veil over the 
City of New York.”

The Canvas: So, you believe 
his paintings will continue 
to appreciate?

Stuart Pocock: For a work of art to 
be considered investment quality,
four elements are necessary.  The 
artist must be recognized; there 
must be an underlying quality 
to the artistic expression of the 
work; the artist must have been 
prolific and, in his lifetime, 
produced enough work to create 
a market; and the work must 
have been accomplished with 
quality materials so that it will 
last over time.  Berthelsen 
paintings have always qualified 
on the last three conditions; and,
at this time, he is rapidly receiving
the recognition that informed 
connoisseurs have always held 
for him and that is now spreading
among a wider public.

His paintings are not only 
an excellent investment but 
a delight to own and enjoy.

Stuart Pocock can be reached 
at Pocock Fine Art & Antiques 
at 954-525-3400 or by e-mail at 
stuart@pocockfineart.com.


