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As the Nation's principal conservation agency, 
the Department of the Interior has responsibility for 
most of our nationally owned public lands and natural 
resources. This includes fostering the wisest use of 
our land and water resources, protecting our fish and 
wildlife, preserving the environmental and cultural 
values of our national parks and historical places, and 
providing for the enjoyment of life through outdoor 
recreation. The Department assesses our energy and 
mineral resources and works to assure that their 
development is in the best interest of all our people. 
The Department also has a major responsibility for 
American Indian reservation communities and for 
people who live in island territories under U.S. 
administration. 
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Introduction 

The papered and bordered wall was an important 
feature of American interiors during the 18th. 
19th, and early 20th centuries. Paper hangings, 
both imported and of domestic manufacture, 
were more widely used than many of our restored 
buildings might lead us to believe. In the late 17th 
and early 18th centuries, not only were American 
walls whitewashed, painted, and "wainscoted," 
but they were also hung with a variety of materi­
als. An English visitor of 1750, James Birket, 
commented on the number of rooms in Newport, 
Rhode Island, that were hung with printed canvas 
and paper.1 There is also documentation in the 
18th century for the use of leather and textile 
wall hangings in this country. 

As early as 1700, wallpapers were recorded 
among the stock of a Boston merchant, and by 
the late 18th century, paper hangings were avail­
able to the middle class as well as to. the rich. 
American advertisers claimed that "the low 
prices at which they will be sold will make paper­
ing cheaper than whitewashing." Easily trans­
ported, papers were available at surprisingly early 
dates not only in the seaboard urban centers, but 
also in the back country. 

During the 1840's, industrialization transformed 
the business of producing wallpapers and made 
them affordable in the average household. An 
appetite for papers was stimulated by manufac­
turers: their advertisements in this period pro­
moted wallpaper for use in churches, banks, and 
offices, as well as in houses. The resulting popu­
larity of patterned walls is reflected in statistics 
of soaring production. In 1840, observers of the 
1 James Birket. Some Cursory Remarks Made by James 
Birket in his Voyage to North America, 1750-1751. (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1916), p. 8. (Reprint from 
original manuscript in the Library of Congress). 

industry reported that this country produced two 
million rolls of paper. By the 1880's paper was 
the standard wall finish and production rose to 
100 million rolls in 1890. This wallpaper craze 
continued until World War I, for almost every 
imaginable use, from nursery to butcher shops. 
Architects increasingly specified wallpapers for 
their designs, and many examples of the late 
19th-century period survive both on site and in 
photographs. 

Today, wallpaper is rarely given adequate con­
sideration in the restoration of interiors. How­
ever, it should be remembered that 18th- and 
19th-century owners, architects, and builders may 
have visualized certain spatial effects of light, 
warmth, mood, and proportion dependent on the 
use of wallpaper—effects which are completely 
distorted when the walls are painted a solid color. 
Therefore, attempts to create rooms in restored 
houses require careful consideration of the ap­
propriate interior wall finish. The likelihood that 
wallpaper may have been used should be recog­
nized and investigated. Whether the objective is 
to accurately restore an interior to a specific date, 
or to convey the feeling of a period, wallpaper 
can contribute positively to the overall success of 
a restoration. 

Striving for an accurate restoration, a high 
level of objectivity must be maintained and the 
evidence carefully considered. There are some pit­
falls to avoid in choosing the paper. Not just any 
paper will achieve the proper historical ambience, 
and finding the proper documented paper is not 
always easy. Many expensively restored late 19th-
century rooms have been unwittingly papered 
with reproductions of distinctly 18th-century 
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patterns which were readily available. The per­
sonal tastes of the board of directors, local 
decorators, influential donors or volunteer com­
mittees can pose great problems. Often, after pro­
fessional research reveals the actual paper that 
was used in a room, the results are ignored by 
members of an influential committee who con­
sider the paper ugly and therefore "inappropri­

ate." The impulse to decorate in conformity with 
20th-century taste is commonly allowed to pre­
vail, but should be suppressed. If paper is to be 
hung, patterns consistent with any evidence 
found in situ, or contemporary to the restoration 
target date and the type of room, should be care­
fully chosen. 

Figure 1: Making Paper—An 
English engraving printed for 
F.C. and J. Rivington in 1821 
shows a papermaker plunging 
his mold into a vat filled with 
pulp made from old rags, 
water and other ingredients. 
He is about to scoop a small 
quantity of pulp and water 
onto the wire surface of the 
bottom half of the mold 
known as the "frame." The 
"deckle" or top half of the 
mold will then hold the pulp 
mixture in place while the 
water drains out and the pulp 
has dried. The product will 
then be further dried, pressed, 
and flattened in the press seen 
at the left, and finished as 
paper. In this process, the 
mold could be no larger than 
the papermaker could handle 
and that, in turn, restricted 
the finished size of a sheet of 
paper. 
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Historic Wallpaper Technology 

In determining the age of wallpaper, the most re­
liable clues are the signs of the technology used 
to make it. Distinguishing handmade paper from 
machine-made, and traditional block printing 
from machine printing can help determine the 
date a paper was made. Information about the 
age of a wallpaper can, in some cases, help to 
establish the date of a wall or of architectural 
changes within a building. 

HANDMADE PAPER 

Wallpaper manufactured before ca. 1835 con­
sisted of small sheets of paper, pasted together to 
form the length long enough to extend from floor 
to ceiling. The special class of paper known as 
"hanging paper" was described in the 18th cen­
tury as "made from the coarsest and cheapest 
rags and woolen stuff." It was rarely bleached 
white, but by modern standards it was of high 
quality and strong. The size of handmade paper 
was limited by the size of the mold. The mold 
was made up of two parts, a deckle and a frame, 
and was limtied to a size that could be easily 
handled (figure 1). 

The individual sheet that made up a "piece"or a 
roll of wallpaper were not uniform in size, but 
usually were smaller than 22 by 32 inches. Early 
in the 18th century, most paper "stainers" printed 
sheets which were then pasted individually to a 
wall. But by mid-century, the sheets were usually 
pasted together to form rolls before any coloring 
was applied. The standard length of a "piece" of 
joined wallpaper, formed from the individual 
sheets, was established by English excise officials 
at 12 yards and most were 23 inches wide. 

Horizontal seams in a length of wallpaper are 
good evidence of handmade paper (as described 
above) and likely suggests that it predates ca. 
1835. Such seams are the first item to look for, 
and this can be done by shining a strong beam of 
light, held close to the wall, horizontally across 
the surface. Under this raking light almost any 
irregularity on the wall should become apparent 
in the resulting shadows. Indications of seams be­
tween the sheets and between the lengths of wall­
paper could appear, even under a coat of paint. 
However, if subsequent layers of paper have been 
applied over a handmade paper, evidence of 
seams could be hidden by the smoother surfaces. 

If an edge of the paper can be uncovered, evi­
dence of the handmade process might be indicated 
by the slightly ruffled or "deckle edge" caused by 
the uneven drainage of the water from the top 
half of the mold (called the deckle). Although 
for stationery and other fine papers, deckle edges 
are sometimes imitated on machinemade prod­
ucts, there is no evidence that this was ever done 
on hanging papers. 

If only small fragments of paper are found, ex­
amination under magnification will distinguish be­
tween the multidirectional patterns of the fibers 
characteristic of the handmade process, or the 
regular vertical alignment of machine-made 
paper. The paper should also be examined over a 
strong light for the imprint of the wires that made 
up the surface of the frame on which the pulp was 
pressed under the deckle to form the sheet. Other 
characteristics of handmade paper which might 
appear include watermarks, sometimes visible in 
areas where opaque coloring has not been thickly 
appied to the paper, and tax stamps. A royal in-
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Figure 2: Stenciling with Block Printing—An early 18th-century French pattern printed in black with stenciled 
washes of red, green, yellow and blue, is shown here in a piece 14 inches wide and 20% inches high. 
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Figure 2A: Detail of the early 18th-century French wallpaper shown in 2, which shows the thin-bodied, 
poorly registered stenciled coloring. 



signia would indicate that the paper had been 
printed in England previous to the repeal of the 
tax laws there in 1832 (figure 13). 

MACHINE-MADE PAPER 

Machines for producing "endless" paper were 
the important innovation of the early 19th cen­
tury that made possible the industrialization of 
wallpaper making. Developments in England in­
cluded the Fourdrinier machine of 1799 that used 
a cylinder to form paper. In 1817, the first 
machine-made paper was produced in America by 
Thomas Gilpin in Delaware. Though wallpaper 
manufacturers would have been the logical early 
users of the new endless paper, they do not seem 
to have adopted it in France until 1820, in Eng­
land until 1830, and in this country not generally 
until 1835. The widths of machine-made paper 
varied from country to country. By the 1850's the 
standard width of French paper was 18 inches, of 
English paper 21 inches (20 inches when hung) 
and of American paper 20 inches. Despite standard­
ization, papers from all these have been found 
in widths varying from 18 to 40 inches. 

Early handmade papers were composed of tex­
tile fibers and were generally heavier and more 
durable than later machine-made papers. The in­
troduction of wood pulp for making paper was 
first commercially successful in England in the 
1850's, and was introduced to America in 1855. 
By the 1880's, the bulk of commercial hanging 
paper stock had been greatly cheapened by the in­
troduction of wood pulp, straw, and other less 
expensive ingredients. Such paper is now charac­
teristically brittle, and browned from the acids 
present in the wood pulp. Superficial examination 
usually serves to distinguish cheap, machine-made 
papers from the handmade, that is; machine-made 
paper will tear in a neat line and the browning and 
brittleness are often all too apparent. But further 
microscopic examination may be required to de­
termine if a fragment of higher quality paper 
with a high rag content is machine-made or hand­
made. 

PAINTED PAPERS 

A few wallpapers, generally the more expensive 

ones, including Chinese papers, have been hand 
painted through all of wallpaper history (figure 
17). The brush strokes were executed in water-
base colors. Stylistic analysis, rather than a knowl­
edge of technology, will be of the greatest help in 
dating painted papers. Chemical analysis of 
the pigments used in the paints might serve to pin­
point datable pigments (some of which are dis­
cussed in the following section on block printing). 

STENCILED AND PRINTED PAPERS 

Ordinarily, in analyzing the wallpaper, a restora-
tionist will be called upon to distinguish among 
the various methods of mass-producing pattern, 
that is: (1) stenciling, (2) block printing, (3) 
machine printing, introduced in the 19th century, 
and (4) silk-screen printing, which became com­
mon after the Second World War. 

Stenciling 

Early 18th-century wallpaper makers in France 
produced pattern outlines from woodblocks using 
black ink. The black ink was thin bodied, unlike 
the thick distemper colors of most 18th- and 19th-
century wallpapers. In early examples, the black 
printed outlines were filled in freehand, or with 
the aid of stencils, in thin, transparent water 
colors. This stenciling can be recognized by the 
presence of multidirectional brush strokes, ending 
abruptly at the edges of solid-colored pattern 
shapes, where outlines of color often collected and 
streaked. Stenciling appears in cheaper wallpaper 
of the mid to late 18th and early 19th century, but 
was not a common feature of wallpapers of the 
best quality. 

Block Printing 

The use of woodblocks with the printing sur­
faces carved in relief has been standard in making 
fine wallpapers. A separate block is required for 
printing each color. During the mid-18th century, 
a tradition of fine craftsmanship in this skilled 
work developed in France and survives today in 
spite of the development of many alternative 
methods for mass producing wallpaper. 

Distemper colors were normally used for color 
printing from woodblocks. To make distemper 
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