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Report on the

Condition and Restoration of

an Oil Painting brought from
Ramalingavilasam Palace Museum,
Ramanathapuram

M. S. ASHOK DEEN

Archaeological Chemist

3

e

Generally a painting is categorized into four layers. They

are 1. Support or Carrier. 2. Ground. 3. Pigment or
Paint. 4. Preservative Coating. Depending upon the support
the paintings are classified as Rock Painting when it is
painted on a Rock, Wall Painting when it is Painted on a
wall, Glass Painting when it is on glass, Easel Painting
when canvas or panel is used on easel. Hence a conservator
should have depth of knowledge of the basic materials, such
as the supports, grounds, binders, solvents, varnishes and
preservatives, so that he can select the nearest materials
matching the original, which should also be reversible. ©On
this basis, I like to discuss an oil painting on canvas
bearing the portrait of Sankaracharaya of Srungeri mutt,
which was brought from Ramalingavilasam Palace Museum,
Ramanthapuram for restoration. It was examined and
restored.

Location

The oil painting on canvas was on display at
Ramalingavilasam Palace Museum, Department of Archaeology.
Ramanathapuram.

Condition of the locality

The Ramalingavilasam Palace is a tourist spot at
Ramanathapuram. The water table is saline. Humidity
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and temperature fluctuate. It isa dry place with lot of dust
and dirt generated in the air by the movement of heavy vehicles.

A portrait of Sankaracharaya of Srungeri Mutt —
History of the painting

.The Ramalingavilasam Palace’ was « donated by
Sethupathi kings of Ramanathapuram to the Tamilnadu Govern-
ment. The portrait is one of the many objects gifted to the
Department of Archaeology from the collections of the
Sethupathi kings. It bears the artist’s name as C. Ramenpillai.

Description of the painting

It is a canvas painting of size 115 cm. x 69 cm. holding an
outer frame of size 10cm. x 10cm., with inner beading coated
with gold colour. The whole backside was covered with
galvanized sheet.

Condition of the Painting

The oil painting on canvas was brittle due to age and
environment,, tears were found, dust and dirt had accumu-
lated, stieaks were noticed, the surface was dry without
varnish, and the red saffron colour was found to be
bleeding at some places. Earlier restoration has been found.
The frame is made up of teak wood with inner beading
coated with gold colour, The rear side of the painting has
been stretched on the inner frame. The whole rear portion is
covered with galvanized iron sheet which had totally rusted.
The right side corner has been lost, two rings made up of
iron had been fixed to the object frame at 40 cm from the
top and it has started rusting, and the canvas painting was
torn at five places :

1. To a length of 3 cm. at 22 cm. from the bottom on the
left portion of the painting.

2. Restored earlier with a 12cm. x 10.5 cm. piece of paper
pasted and matched to the original colour at 46 cm. from
the top to the left side of the painting.
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3. The same has been done with a help of 2.8 cm. x 2.9 cm.
paper bit at 3 cm. from the top to the right side of
the painting.

4. To length of I cm. at 34 cm. from the top to the right side
of the painting, and

5. To alength of 4 cm. at 14 cm. from the top towards leftside
of the painting.

Methods of Restoration

The oil painting on canvas was first dismantled from
the frame. The accumulated dust, dirt and white accretion
on the suiface of the canvas were swabbed with clean cloth.
Later the canvas was removed from the stretcher frame care-
fully. Since the canvas was very dry a mixture of linseed oil
and turpentine in the ratio 1:I was applied on the surface
of the oil painting to provide flexibility to the canvas. All
the torn and weak areas of the canvas were relined with
seasoned canvas pasted at the back of the original canvas
with the help of bee’s wax and mastic resin in the ratio
4:1 mixed well by heating. Before relining a tissue paper was
given a facing with maida flour paste, so that the painting
doesn’t get damaged when it is placed on the front
side while relining. Excess wax and bubbles formed
while relining were removed by a regulated heating spatula
moved from center to the sides. Then after setting, the oil
painting on canvas was placed on the stretcher frame with
suitable keys, so that the canvas was tight and uniform.
Since the facing of tissue paper with maida flour paste is
reversible it was removed easily. The excess bee’s wax on the
surface of the painting was tremoved by swabbing with cotton
dipped in benzene, and the difference in level between the
relined canvas from the back to the original canvas was infilled
with a putty prepared with zinc oxide, linseed oil and oil
paint matching the original colour. This was allowed to dry.
This process of infilling was carried out till the level
of depth equalized with the original ground of the
painting, This was followed by retouching with oil colour for
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the lost portions and stained portions, and then allowed to dry.
Again a mixture of turpentine oil and linseed oil in the ratio
of 1:1 was applied and allowed to dry. Finally a coating of
picture varnish was applied to act as a preservative and the
restored oil painting was fixed to the outer frame.

The oil painting now is on display at Ramalingavilasam
Palace Museum, Ramanathapuram for posterity. Only when a
friendly environment like controlled temperature and humidity
is possible the life of the object is extended. Otherwise a
frequent periodical examination is a must to keep it intact.
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M’4°§ Korkai and Iron Smelting
% S. Ramachandran
Epigraphist

Chennai

orkai, the ancient port - city of the Pandyas, situated in
Tiruvaikundam taluk of Tooththukkudi ‘district is now
a sleepy village. The name Korkai can be derived from the root
word Kol or Kolluttolil i.e. craftsmanship or the profession of
artisans. Korkai might have been the emporium of artisans,
where ironsmiths, goldsmiths @ and carpenters, partticularly
ship-builders abounded. Tt is mentioned in Cilappatikaram
(uraiperukatturai) that one thousand  goldsmiths were
slaughtered and sacrificed to the goddess Nangai at Korkai
by Verriverceliyan. It was perhaps as a mark of atonement
for the crime committed by the royal goldsmith and the
subsequent tragedy which changed the fate of Kannaki the
heroine of Cilappatikaram.

We are not sure whether such a large scale massacre
was possible, but, it is interesting that Korkai was chosen
for such an event. The abundance of artisans, particularly
goldsmiths in Korkai in those days is implied in this version
of the occurrence. There is one temple called Akkasalai
Vinayakar temple at Korkai, the name itself suggesting its
conneccion with Akkasalai or mint, which was usually under the
control of goldsmiths, as it was the custom followed in
those days. (The word akkasali is still used in Kannada to
denote a goldsmith). The name of one Vira Pandiya Acariyan
a Kammala (artisan) is mentioned in a 13th century inscrip-
tion inscribed on the walls of this temple. Even now, this
temple is under the management of goldsmiths.

The famous megalithic burial site of Adichchanallur is
situated 20 kms. west of Korkai. Near Adichchanallur, there
is Alwartirunagari, the birth place of the Vaisnavite saint
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Nammalwar. The original name of this village was Kuruhur,
The word kuruhu was used to denote the furnace of artisans
in Cilappatikaram.  (utulaikkuruhu)  According to the
artisans of this area, this village was previously their head
quarters. It is mentioned in ‘“Mukkootarpalli’’ a 17th
Century literary work, that a big mansion surrounded by
gardens, which served as the residence of a goldsmith, who
was under the exclusive service of the Pandyas (Valutikulap-
pattanar malikaippunkadu) was situated a. Alwartirunagari.

There is a village called Alwarkarkulam near Tiruvai-
kundam, the taluk head - quarters. [t is learnt from an
inscription engraved;on the northern wall of the gopura of the
Alwartirunagari Perumal temple, that this village was consi-
dered as the western hamlet of Alwartirunagari and its name
was Karkalam. (melpitakai karkalam). The term Fkarkalm
implied that stone quarrying was going on here in olden
days!. There is -one parambu (elevated mound) here, which
contains, lateritic soil and quartzite, containing silica. This
quartzite is called cinikkal in this area. This mound
extends upto the Vallanadu hills, and in the year 1998,
Mr. Billy Graham, Lieutenant Colonel (Retired) discovered
some tuyeres and iron slag in these hill ranges. After this
discovery was reported to the author of this article, he
explored the mound at Alwarkarkulam and found iron
slags scattered all over the entire area.

Of course our fore fathers were well aware that quart-
zite served as a catalyst while iron ore was smelted. It has
already been mentioned that people call it as cinikkal. 1t
is interesting to know that the word cini is used for explo-
sives in Kattabamman Kathaippatal.>* The Kadambur Zamindhar,
who assisted the British [East India company in the
suppression of  the Poligar rebellion, and who = was
gifted with one third of the villages that were
previously under the control of Kattabomman, was conferred
with the title “Cini Vellalar” euphemistically meaning one who
produces cinikkal or quartzite, There are many parambus or
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elevated mounds containing lateritic soil and quartzite, in that
area. The British Bast India company probably procured
quartzite from the Kadambur Zamindhar and wused it for
manufacturing explosive material, quartzite enhancing the
heat and subsequently the impact of explosion.

At the outset, it was mentioned that Korkai might
have been an emporium of artisans and craftsman. it has
now become an established fact that Korkai and Adichcha-
nallur were important centres in the megalithic period (Circa
8th century B.C. to 3rd century A.D.), when iron smelting was
practised on a large scale. River sand containing iron ore
called olukkarai or olukku aral was collected in heaps and iron
extracted with great labour. This practice is in vogue even
now in this area, though the quality of the product is
inferior. A palm - leaf manuscript belonging to 1857 A.D.
mentions that such iron objects were locally manufactured at
Eral near Korkai, and exported through the port of Thooth-
thukkudi.> Such references confirm the fact that iron smelting
had been practiced here for the past 2800 years. [t has already
been established by the Department of Archaeology that pecple
who were familiar with iron technology and who buried the
dead in huge urns, lived here in the 8th Century B.c.*

1. w163, 5pés00aL GF Qerdwartd s As5rs s,
udliy : erphlerserr, Qearamear-28, 2002.

2. ué. 83, 88-8LQUrBLST arOTH  SOVF EQTDL&EGLDL,
GOML wugliny, 1960.

3. “pait grég wLsHESTTO &5 - HHDOUGHTLD ST FId NS
Slweand sSeETaiOuTert Ianss srai  SHm. Grrwsrd
IS o eTer Pewedaaly, LHu &eur@idly Ciy.

4. Damilica Vol. I, p. 42. Editor : R. Nagaswamy, Dept. of Archaeology,
1970.
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