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Re-packing of the Small Oak Room mirror

  
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

  om, now known as the King’s Private Drawing Room. 

  ough contemporary with the pier glass mirrors in the 
partments, further research is needed to reveal 

Photograph of the Small Oak Room taken in the 
1930s. The mirror now in storage is the one on the 
right-hand side. 

Background 
On the 13, 14, 20 and 21 March a mirror salvaged from 
the fire in 1986, which is presently in storage, will be 
examined, surface cleaned and re-packed by a specialist 
mirror conservator. 
 
Prior to the fire the mirror was located in the Small Oak 
Ro
Alth
King’s A
its original location. Hence it was not re-displayed in the 
1992 re-presentation of the King’s Apartments. The glass 
was repaired, re-silvered and copied where necessary, but 
not re-assembled. Instead, it was hurriedly packed with 
non-archival materials and put into storage. A recent 
inspection of the mirror raised concerns about corrosion 
that the acidic packaging materials may be accelerating. 
The aim of the four-day project is to re-package the 
object using conservation-grade materials to keep it in a 
stable condition until it can be displayed again. 
 
Pier glasses 
The Small Oak Room mirror is described as a ‘pier glass’. 
This term originally refers to a tall, narrow mirror fixed 
onto the brick piers between windows. They are complex 
objects, constructed of large central plates of mirror glass 
surrounded by a frame made up of smaller plates. The 
joints between the pieces of glass are covered by small 
pieces of decorative glass called slips and fixed by brass 
screws with cut glass diamanté heads. Unassembled, the 
pier glass from the Small Oak Room is presently in 44 
pieces including three plates (one of which is a replica), 
12 pieces comprising the frame which are engraved with 
floral decoration and 29 shaped blue-glass slips.  
 
The salvage operation entailed the dismantling of the 
mirrors and enabled their construction and installation to 
be examined in much closer detail than previously. It was 
found that each mirror had a wooden sub-frame with a 
paneled back which was screwed directly to the 
brickwork. For the larger sections of glass, the space 
between the mirror and the paneled back was filled with 
white-wool blanketing to reduce condensation on the 
back of the mirror. The smaller sections had a paper 
backing, which was blackened on the side facing the 
mirror, to disguise its reflection at the edges of the glass. 

 
Conservation/restoration issues 
The fire caused two major problems for the mirrors. 
Firstly, physical damage to the glass; it is not possible to 
re-assemble a broken mirror without the damage being 
obtrusive. Secondly, the damage caused to the 
tin/mercury amalgam from the water and pollutants. It 
is this layer that gives the mirror its reflective qualities. 
The amalgam is very delicate and once deterioration 
has started the chemical change cannot be stopped and 
is irreversible. This deterioration presents itself as dark 
patches.  
 
Both the replacement of the glass and the replication of 
the amalgam layer proved challenging. Modern glass 
does not have the same colouring or imperfections as 
early 18th-century glass. Moreover, the silvering 
process used on mirrors today gives a different effect 
from the foiling that was used originally (which had 
health and safety implications due to the use of 
mercury in the production process). Ultimately, a 
modified modern nitrate process was used to mimic the 
mercury silvering. 
 
If you are interested in seeing a dismantled pier glass 
and hearing more about the conservation issues raised 
please come and join one of our 30 minute tours on the   
20 and 21 March. Contact zoe.roberts@hrp.org.uk for 
further details. 
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Facts and figures  

 Bills from the London supplier, Gerritt Johnson, show 

that the pier glasses in the King’s Apartments were 

made between 1699 and 1708. 

 Flat glass was made into sheets by three main methods: 

casting, crown and broad. The latter two started with a 

blown bubble of glass. 

 The amalgam layer is inherently unstable, oxidizing 

over time to release liquid mercury that slowly 

evaporates. As a result, it is not uncommon to find 

droplets of mercury along the bottom edge of a mirror. 

 It is not possible to prevent change and deterioration of 

a tin/mercury amalgam, although the process may be 

slowed by a constant low temperature and relative 

humidity. However, this is often bad for the 

preservation of the frame or any furniture in which the 

mirror is set. 

 Mirrors were highly costly in the early 18th century and 

therefore great status symbols.   

 In the age of candlelight, mirrors were an essential part 

of room lighting. Every grand room had them between 

the windows, the darkest part of any room. 

 In the mid-19th century the technique of depositing a 

thin layer of silver on glass by adding an aldehyde to a 

silver nitrate solution was discovered. This method was 

quick and safe, but the first silver mirrors were not 

durable so did not compete effectively with tin 

amalgam mirrors until the early 20th century. 
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