
Although the brightly colored, late 18th-century painted enamel teapot has little known prove-
nance before Henry du Pont acquired it for Winterthur in 1963, it is not difficult to imagine  
a wealthy English person in the late 1700s using it to pour tea for guests in the drawing room. 

In the intervening centuries, age and a life that may not always 
have been quite so genteel have taken a toll on the teapot, as 
Winterthur/University of Delaware Program in Art Conserva-
tion (WUDPAC) Fellow Allison Kelley found this year when 
it came to her as a treatment project. Allison, an objects major 
with a preventive minor, documented discolored and flaking 
overpaint, loss of some of the base layer of enamel, exposed 
and oxidized spots of copper, and a large area of restoration 
that likely masked additional damage.  

The teapot was probably made in what is now 
Guangzhou (Canton), China for the English and American 
markets sometime between 1750 and 1800, based on skills 
taught to Chinese craftsmen by Jesuit missionaries a century 
earlier. Round with a curved spout and a handle, the teapot is 
made of copper and coated with white enamel that was then 
decorated with polychrome enamel decorations in pinks, 
blues, and greens. The decorations depict Chinese figures in 
Chinese settings and are unusual because decorations on  
teapots created for the export trade typically showed Western 
figures in European settings. This difference helps create a bit 
of mystique around the little object, which represents one of the 
earliest junctions of western trade with China and the cultural 
intersection of four countries – France, China, England, and 
the United States. 

This rich history has been only one happy aspect of 
a project that Allison said “gives her joy” as she sits with the 
teapot and continues her treatment. Another was the work that 
led to an unforeseen discovery when Allison, while removing old restoration materials and overpaint near 
the curved spout, uncovered an original design that had been concealed by the previous restoration. Working 
carefully, she discovered the hand of a little boy who appears to be feeding a deer, and, in another spot, she 
found a bit of turquoise paint unlike any other color in the decoration. When Allison completes her treatment, 
the teapot will be returned to the Winterthur collection where, she believes, it may be selected at some point 
for display. If so, it will be just the latest stop in its long and well-traveled life. 
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Top and above: WUDPAC Fellow 
Allison Kelley working to reduce 
overpaint and fill material on the 
kettle. Right, top down: Detail of front 
when viewed in ultra-violet (UV) light, 
the extent of previous restoration is 
revealed; an up-close view of the deer 
and boy figures with overpaint in 
place; and an up-close view showing 
the deer and boy figures with the 
overpaint removed, revealing the arm 
of the boy feeding the deer. Images: 
Evan Krape and Allison Kelley. 

Art Conservation and preserving a rare needlework

A large needlework and a collection of essays published in 1841, only the second book 
to be published by an African American woman, are the lone physical reminders we 
have of Ann Plato. Census data records that she was born free in the 1820s in Hartford, 
Connecticut. She graduated high school and taught at the South African school there before 
disappearing from the written record in the late 1840s. The needlework, measuring about 
18x36 inches, is an embroidery on open weave linen and is part of the Winterthur collection.
It is a treasure that interests both researchers in art history and admirers of decorative arts because it is a rare 
needlework made by an African American woman or schoolgirl. Kris Cnossen, Winterthur/University of Delaware 
Program in Art Conservation (WUDAC) Fellow and textile major, treated Ann Plato’s needlework this year with 
the goal of creating greater research and exhibition potential to the work. Kris felt honored to have the oppor-
tunity to preserve such a historically significant work. The needlework depicts a house and garden in a land-
scape with a large vase of flowers on one side and a cornucopia on the other. It has been enhanced throughout with 
paint, and the signature “A I Plato” is stitched in the sky above the house. Before treatment, the work was heavily 
stained, overstretched, and had fragile embroidery floss. Kris’s goal was to stabilize the piece while also reducing 
signs of damage, such as a tideline caused by water, that have altered its appearance since Ann Plato completed it.
           Kris began by removing the many closely spaced iron nails that had likely held the needlework to a 
wooden board since it was completed. After placing a soft nylon screen over the needlework, Kris carefully 
vacuumed each side while avoiding areas of paint. They then used an aqueous gel with a chelator to do 
additional surface spot cleaning, this time avoiding the embroidery, to remove as much of the tideline and rust 
stains left by the nails as possible. They then stabilized areas of loss and fragile embroidery, much of it in the 
sky, using laid and couch stitches. Kris is in the process of creating an appropriate mounting and display system 
for the needlework that will allow it to be safely accessed by researchers, while also providing a way for 
Ann Plato’s story to be told to admiring fans of historic needlework.
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Top and inset: Winterthur/University 
of Delaware Program in Art Conser-
vation Fellow Kris Cnossen examin-
ing Ann Plato’s needlework. Right: 
Before treatment, the 18x36-inch 
needlework was heavily stained, over-
stretched, and had fragile embroidery 
floss. Far right: Detail of the needle-
work during treatment; the work 
has been enhanced throughout with 
paint, and the signature “A I Plato” 
is stitched in the sky above the house. 
Images: E. Krape and K. Cnossen.




