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Historic Paint Finishes Study:  

 

Two samples from the Forgemanôs House, Catoctin Furnace, Maryland  

 

Int roduction 

 

At the request of Elizabeth Anderson Comer, Archaeologist I visited the Forgemanôs House at 

Catoctin Furnace, Maryland. The interior is fascinating in that the ghosting of original woodwork 

is clearly seen and large expanses of original plaster, covered with lime whitewash are clearly 

seen. The original surfaces were entombed behind later wall surfaces installed in various 

modernizations. The protruding woodwork was removed at that time.  

View of the interior, first floor, Forgemanôs House. Note the ghosting of the chair rail, baseboard 

and board wall.  

 

Most all of the original trim woodwork had been removed over time, however, one surviving 

original trim element, the door frame to the rear door did survive and was subject to collection.  
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Original Door frame:  

 
Note: The original door frame, which has been overpainted several times is seen in place, painted 

a blue-green enamel from the late nineteenth or early twentieth century. Note the ghost marks of 

the woodwork: 1: shelving, 2: chair rail 3: baseboard.  
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On site photograph: Original door frame, lintel 
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Photomicrograph: Sample from original Door Frame; Door to rear door 

 
Photomicrograph: Mounted sample, Olympus BMAX-50 polarized light microscope/ 10x objective,(100x 

microscopic magnification) with Nikon D70 digital camera body Lexar Media 1GB flash card Dolan 

Jenner Fiber optics illuminator, daylight filtering  

 

 
 

Note: The sample has been mounted in polymer resin, cut and polished to 8000 micron polishing cloth for 

additional examination. The wood substrate is seen at the base of the sample. The first finish is a carbon 

black finish, applied in two layers (1a, 1b). The finish had some varnish in the composition and would have  

had a glossy finish. There is a heavy accumulation of surface particulate, soot and oily smoke is deposited 

on the surface [A]. The layer B appears to be mechanically made, probably late nineteenth century.  
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Plaster surface and the Lime whitewash 

 

The plaster was painted repeatedly with lime white wash and later in the history of the house, a 

blue distemper finish was applied. This blue finish was probably applied in the early twentieth 

century.  

 

 

Note the lime 

whitewash layers 

and the prominent 

blue water bound 

finish followed by 

additional lime 

wash coatings.  

 

The sample 

collected for 

examination was 

taken at location 1.  
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Photomicrograph: Sample of plaster with finishes, (east wall)   
Photomicrograph: Mounted sample, Olympus BMAX-50 polarized light microscope/ 10x objective,(100x 

microscopic magnification) with Nikon D70 digital camera body Lexar Media 1GB flash card Dolan 

Jenner Fiber optics illuminator, daylight filtering  

Note:  

The sample has been 

mounted in polymer resin 

cut and polished to 8000 

micron grit polishing cloth 

for additional examination. 

There is a heavy 

accumulation of lime white 

wash layers: the yellowish 

color is caused by the 

polymer mounting medium. 

There is evidence of the 

surface particulate on some 

of the lime whitewash 

layers (A). The blue layers 

(2) are clearly later in the 

history of the house. 

Additional lime coatings 

are also seen (3).  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


