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The interior design of 18th century princely residences was decisively shaped by textiles. (fig. 1) Throughout Europe specific woven, painted, or printed silk fabrics and silk galloons, as well as silver and gold braids, tassels, gimps, and buttons determined the appearance of royal state rooms and private chambers. To this day the Prussian palaces in Berlin and Potsdam still show evidence of the central role played by textile furnishings, especially during the reign of Frederick II.  Wall coverings, upholstery and draperies frequently determine the character and the artistic orientation of the palace rooms.  

The sensitivity and extreme transience of historical textiles, especially in much-visited museum palaces, present curators and restorers with enormous challenges. (fig. 2 and 3) Light and environmental influences in particular damage the organic material, causing colours to fade, destroying the fibres and ultimately resulting in decomposition. This process can be slowed down by conservational measures, however it cannot be completely halted in publicly accessible palace rooms. As a consequence, over the course of the centuries the textiles in the palaces of the Prussian Electors, Kings, and Kaisers have been repeatedly renewed. However, in a few isolated cases, 18th century textiles have also been preserved at their original sites. In the following I will present three options for the conservation of soft furnishings—preservation of the original covering, reconstruction of the textile or the manufacture of a copy. At the end, the question of the “original” within the context of perishable materials will be discussed.

Preservation of the Original Furnishing: The New Palace
A special challenge of working with textiles in museum palaces is the preservation of historical furnishing fabrics in their original design contexts. As in all areas of conservation, preserving the authenticity of material and location is the highest priority. Two examples for the successful preservation of an 18th century silk wall covering can be found in the New Palace in Sanssouci Park. (fig. 4) This building, erected in 1763 after the end of the Seven Year’s War—large sections of whose structure and furnishings have been preserved to this day—is considered a prime example of the architecture and interior design of the age of the Frederick the Great. The king had his own chambers and the guest apartments furnished with the best products of Berlin and Potsdam’s manufactories. In the second half of the 18th century Prussian silk weaving reached a technical and artistic quality comparable to the leading French products of the day from the capital of silk production, Lyon.  

In the “Chamber before the library” in the king’s apartment in the New Palace the silk wallpaper, manufactured in Berlin and hung in the second half of the 1760s following the completion of the palace, has been preserved to this day. (fig. 5 and 6) The fabric consists of a carmine red satin background with a brocaded pattern in a variety of silver threads. The waves of ribbons are each crossed by twisted tendrils with carnation flowers and leaves ascending in the opposite direction. Above all it is the blackened silver elements which change the original appearance of the wall covering. The inevitable damage to the silk and silver threads has been offset by various restoration measures. That only this room of all the rooms in the king’s apartment should retain its original textile furnishings is due to a chance occurrence. In the years between 1890 and 1914, Kaiser William II successively replaced the wallpaper in the private chambers of his famous predecessor. A sample for a copy of the satin with the carnation tendrils was also available. However, the start of World War I probably prevented the execution of this commission. 

In the state guest apartment, the so-called “lower prince’s quarter” there is a further room with a wall covering from the time of the palace’s construction: the dining room, which thanks to its wall design is also called the “Tressenzimmer” (Braided Room, fig. 7). The red damask was manufactured in 1765 by a Berlin-based silk weaver, as evidenced by the signature which we found on one of the lengths of cloth. The damask forms the background for the rich trimmings composed of golden braids and Crepinen. The passementerie serves both to structure the wall surfaces and, with its rich use of gold, lend the room splendour and grandeur. Over the decades the silk textile in this room also deteriorated. In the 1980s there were plans to replace the badly damaged fabric with a copy and the new damask had already been woven before a change in the ethics of restoration began to be felt. It was no longer the new, clean, resplendent appearance that was valued. Instead, the emphasis shifted to preserving the original fabric from the 18th century with the traces of its aging. With the completion of the restoration work in 2012 it has been possible to preserve the wall covering from 1768 in its original location, even though it is faded, there are a number of visible flaws and damaged areas and a number of stains could not be completely removed.

Nevertheless, the preservation of the original silk furnishings is always associated with a loss in terms of the overall appearance of the room. An essential precondition for the textiles remaining in situ is the complete exclusion of daylight. Today, both the “Chamber before the library” in the king’s apartment and the “Tressenzimmer” in the lower prince’s quarter are completely blacked out and only illuminated by a sparing use of artificial light. However, the blackout required for the preservation and presentation in situ brings with it a significant problem for the museum palaces:  the change in the appearance of the room. Both the use of artificial light and the blocking of the view of the garden are to the detriment of the artistic concept, the reciprocal relationship between interior and exterior, architecture and interior design and the combined effect of all the furnishings. Nevertheless, as original, historical textile furnishings preserved in their entirety are very rare, in such cases we decide to preserve the textile in situ, despite the restrictions imposed by the blackout.
Copy of the Fabric: Sanssouci Palace
In the majority of the rooms of the Prussian palaces none of the fabric from the original furnishings is extant or there are only small remains of historical material. In many cases, in order to convey the original appearance of the palace rooms to visitors, the fabrics have been re-woven in accordance with the original colours and patterns as passed down to us. The extreme transience of the material also necessitated the replacement of the soft furnishings in past periods. Inventory descriptions from the Prussian palaces of the 18th and 19th centuries contain numerous reports of extremely damaged and worn fabric which had to be removed and replaced. This tradition of renewal has meant that knowledge of the historical interiors has been remained unbroken. 

An example of this is the interior of Sanssouci Palace. (fig. 8) In the royal summer palace at the summit of the vineyard Frederick the Great had his apartment furnished in the rooms to the left of the central halls, while the guest rooms occupied the western wing. In the four rooms of the King’s apartment wall coverings alternate with panelling. The audience and dining room with its gris-de-lin coloured damask is followed by the richly decorated, white panelled concert room with mirrors, paintings and gilded wooden carvings, which in turn is followed by the study and bedroom, furnished in green damask. The library, the king’s private retreat, is located at the end of the enfilade, separated by a narrow corridor. The upholstery and the draperies for the windows and alcoves in the five guest rooms at Sanssouci palace consists of a simple, half-silk fabric. In the second and third guest rooms the walls are covered with striped satinade forming the background to a rich array of paintings. (fig. 9 and 10) The textile décor in the summer palace, Frederick the Great’s favourite residence, has been renewed numerous times since its initial furnishing in 1747. Most recently, the textiles have had to be replaced with copies every 20 years as the light and high volume of visitors have quickly led to wear and tear. In Sanssouci Palace, in each case the model for the textile reproductions has been provided by the respective extant copies of the historical fabric. 

In other palaces it has been possible to manufacture a true copy of the original fabric which decorated the respective rooms at the time of the initial furnishing or originated from the most representative period as a sufficiently large piece of the original material with a complete pattern repeat has been preserved. Then a technical analysis of the original fragment of material, the number of threads per cm, the type of weave, the colour and quality of the thread, form the basis for the new weave, parameters which must be maintained in order to ensure its quality. 
Reconstruction of the Fabric: Rheinsberg Palace
In the event that no original model is available, but other meaningful information can be gathered, then the third possibility is a reconstruction of the material. The detective work in search of traces of the original fabric requires close collaboration with furniture and wall covering restorers. Remains of the original material can often be found beneath more recent soft furnishing, replacement coverings or panels, sometimes on upholstery nails. They provide information on the material, binding, and even the original colour of the fabric. Sometimes upholstered furniture which formed part of the room’s original ensemble provides original material which can serve as a model. Generally these fragments of material only provide a part of the pattern repeat so that additional contemporary descriptions, pictures, palace inventories and invoices must be consulted.

An example of the reconstruction of a furnishing fabric on the basis of cloth fragments can be found in Rheinsberg Palace. (fig. 11) Between 1763 and 1786, Prince Henry of Prussia commissioned the redesign of the rooms in Rheinsberg Palace which his brother, Frederick the Great, had occupied as crown prince. They are interior design creations in the early Classicist style which still show the influence of Rococo forms. In combination with the construction of the two corner pavilions in 1785 and the establishment of a new library, the prince combined the original library and the Chinese chamber to form a bedroom, in contemporary sources referred to as the sleeping chamber. (fig. 12)  The new painted décor originates from the Berlin painter Bartolomeo Verona, who a few years previously had also decorated the theatre in Rheinsberg. Nevertheless, the decisive element in the interior design was the striking textile wall coverings. According to the inventory from 1802, which documents the room’s initial state shortly after 1785, the room is “wallpapered in light blue, yellow and white satinade,” a fabric that was also employed for the alcove draperies, the bed, the seating furniture and fire screen. The silk wallpaper is unique in Rheinsberg Palace—the only other room which evidenced such a textile wall covering, albeit much simpler, was the bedroom in the summer apartment. The presence of the furnishing fabric in the sleeping chamber can be traced to as late as 1945. In 1950, when the palace was converted into a sanatorium, Henry’s sleeping chamber was used as a dining room. It was during this work, at the latest, that the wall covering was removed and probably thrown away.  After the palace passed into the hands of the Foundation for Palaces and Gardens Potsdam-Sanssouci in 1991, the discovery of a fragment of material under a wooden batten, the good sources and the relevance of the original décor inspired the decision to reconstruct the wall and furniture coverings and the draperies for the bed and the alcoves. This reconstruction was based on an architectural drawing of the pattern repeat from the original fabric in around 1883, a watercolour from the late 19th century showing the room’s overall appearance, a survey photograph from 1910 and the fragment of cloth found under a door frame during restoration—a lampas with a blue background. The pattern in yellow and white consists of lace ribbons, flower tendrils, filled antique flower vases and parrots.

Résumé
The preceding examples illustrate the different options for creating a largely authentic interior design through the renewal of the textile furnishings. However, every reconstruction requires both supporting evidence and an evaluation according to art historical principles. Expert knowledge on restoration can answer the question as to the “how”, the question as to “whether” a reconstruction is to be carried out is dependent on more complex, higher order considerations which include the museal concept and historic preservation issues.

Guidelines for working with historic buildings generally reject reconstruction work on principle. The most renowned example of this is the Venice Charter from 1964—the most important and internationally recognised set of directives to date which codifies the central values and approaches to the restoration and conservation of historic monuments. Article 15 states:

“All reconstruction work should however be ruled out ‘a priori’. Only anastylosis, that is to say, the reassembling of existing but dismembered parts can be permitted. The material used for integration should always be recognizable and its use should be the least that will ensure the conservation of a monument and there instatement of its form.”

This directive primarily applies to works of architecture, but also their painted decorations and sculptural ornamentation. Both the original material and the authentic, artistic signature of the respective creator determine the value of the work of art. Both would be lost in a reconstruction. To what extent does this also apply to the textile furnishings in historic buildings? In my opinion we are faced with a different situation here: textiles are organic materials which fade over the years, are subject to wear and tear and perish. As a consequence, the primary goal of preserving the authentic material is only possible by continually maintaining optimal conditions, in other words, almost never. Furthermore, the artistic value of the textiles is not to be found in the individual signature of the artist, but in the pattern and the weaving technique employed. Both can be repeated endlessly as every fabric is defined by a fixed system of warp and weft. Historical textiles which fade and deteriorate relatively quickly, can be reproduced technically. Consequently, their reconstruction can be justified while still maintaining the principles of historic preservation.




