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SPECIAL FEATURE | 

Olive branch or fascist totem? An informal history of 
the electric spatula in the UK

A snubbed peace offering, a visual metaphor for a nationalist revolution and the principled 
pursuit of risk mitigation.  The humble hot spatula has worn many guises in its relatively 
short and useful life. Morwenna Blewett, Sackler Fellow in the History of Conservation at 
the Ashmolean Museum and Worcester College, University of Oxford untangles its history 
and smooths out some of the more unexpected aspects of its development.

In Spring 2014 I was contacted by a person I’d never met and 
asked to go to a town I’d never heard of, in order to collect 
some personal papers of a deceased paintings conservator - 
a lifetime of professional and personal ephemera otherwise 
destined unceremoniously for a rain-filled skip. Having been 
conspicuously interested in conservation history since 1997, 
a fact that is now discoverable on the internet, this was not the 
first time I’d been invited to participate in a wild goose chase. 
I suspect it will not be the last. Prior to this, while in the US 
as a 23 year-old, fledgling conservator, a considerably more 
white-knuckle episode ensued. Unsolicited, I was sent an 
impressive volume of unsettling spoils such as photographs of 
an Austrian conservator with none other than the American 
actor Clark Gable. They posed together with guns and dead 
game in the snow. Other photographs from this parcel 
documented the ‘work’ of this particular conservator. Piles 
of them dated 1940-70 included girls in bikinis on patios 
drinking Orangina, apparently unaware they were having 
their picture taken by someone lurking behind a corner. 
These photographs were interspersed with images of lining 

treatments and tear mends being performed by thick-lensed, 
bespectacled men with significant volumes of chest hair 
sprouting from the necklines of their filthy lab coats, with no 
indication that other clothes were present beneath them. It 
was both repulsive and informative.

The journey through the chilling historic voyeurism in this 
collection of private papers, as well as the glut of hirsute 
practitioners displaying their structural procedures, yielded 
more pressing concerns: studio lists made in 1943 of looted 
Polish paintings treated by National Socialist-employed 
conservators and evidence of possible forced labour in a 
conservation studio, which had dealt with hundreds of 
stolen paintings and frames (Blewett 2008, 393-404). This 
led me to contact the Embassy of the Republic of Poland 
in Washington, D.C. After corresponding with the Polish 
Cultural Attaché, meetings with kind, anonymous and chain-
smoking people from various legal and international cultural 
organisations followed, then restitution agencies and the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) so I could hand over 
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Willard heated spatulas produced from the late 1950s to the mid 1970s. First heated spatula to be commercially available.
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key documents and they could open an investigation and start 
tracking down what had been stolen. The Polish Ambassador 
sent me a book about some drawings and some sweets. The 
FBI sent me copies of their historic, poorly redacted files, on 
various personalities active in the ‘preservation’ of paintings 
in Poland during Nazi occupation, who quietly moved to 
America and rapidly onto their watch lists. It turns out the 
FBI have a very healthy interest in conservators. Those were 
the days. Primary source material seemed to find me, whereas 
today, I am always the pursuer.

My trip to Suffolk however, was considerably more 
understated but had its links to my previous encounter with 
Polish patrimony and its theft. I was instructed to travel 
to Saxmundham with two empty suitcases where I would 
receive the personal papers of Stephan Slabczynski MBE 
and CBE, former Head of Conservation at Tate (figure 1), 
and not only that, I would also be able to take away ‘his 
special hot wax machine that he himself invented’, as I was 
breathlessly informed by an enthusiastic estate agent. She 
was beyond delighted to get rid of this stuff for her client; 
the man who had emailed me a month before from a sunny 
vineyard in France. He had inherited a large house and its 
contents from Slabczynski’s late son who had been his friend. 
As I sat in a café in Saxmundham with an excellent toasted 
cheese sandwich, which was charted intently by a sad-eyed, 
smelly, German Shepherd suffering the indignity of sedate 
hypersalivation, I began a cursory look at these files.

Slabczynski, a Polish art student and a soldier had been 
captured by the Nazis twice, in Poland and then when he 
was fighting alongside the French. On escaping from a camp 
for a second time somewhere in Germany, he managed to 
make his way to the UK via Gibraltar in 1943, starting his 
conservation training in London with Helmut Ruhemann in 
1945 at the Courtauld Institute of Art, and then assisting 
him with the conservation of National Gallery paintings 
until the late 1940s (Ruhemann 1947). There is much more 
to say about Slabczynski and this will be covered in a future 
publication, but needless to say, he was an extraordinary man.

The late Sir Robert Bruce Gardner, former director of 
the Department of Conservation and Technology at the 
Courtauld Institute of Art, always told me after we had 
both had a few too many Pyrex beakers of Single Malt at 
Courtauld parties that he thought Slabcyznski was a spy and 
did interesting things during the war and that I should really 
‘get on with finding out’. From Slabczynski’s correspondence 
it is clear that Robert was quite right. Before being captured 
by the Germans, Slabczynski carried out work for the 
Polish resistance after occupation, and also for the Polish 
government in exile in London, being paid specifically to 
make detailed secret reports using his clandestine observations 
of movements of paintings and other cultural materials, as 
the Nazis crawled over Poland stealing its cultural patrimony 
and murdering its citizens. These reports focussed on the 
very same collections that had appeared in the private papers 
documenting their plunder that I had passed to the Polish 
authorities in Washington ten years earlier.

These links are a long route to telling you that aside from 
Slabczynski’s papers, which link most excitingly to my earlier 
research, his ‘hot wax machine’ was also carefully stowed in 
one of my suitcases. It was, in fact, a very early electric spatula 
(figures 2 and 3). It was not, as I had hoped, something that 
would save me an absolute fortune on epilation. Housed in a 
beautiful, polished, wooden box, it looked like the lovechild 
of a Garrick Club cigar humidor and an early Cat’s Whisker 
crystal radio set. It sported red bulbs, a white dial, removable 
fuses and had a handsome and sturdy leather carrying strap. 
I showed it to an electrician, who suddenly went white, 
muttered something about IEDs and told me to throw it 
away. It also came with a number of different spatula heads 
that plugged in, in the usual way, and a nicotine stained 
Optivisor with a headband that was sharper and thinner than 
cheese wire.

Slabczynski’s ownership of the wooden temperature control 
box was announced with authority on the inside of the lid, 
crunched out proudly and proprietorially on brown Dymo 
embossing tape. Assuming these labels had come into use 
and were applied to the control box around the same date, 
it seems this ‘Electric Spatula Suitable for a Gentleman’ was 
made in the late in 1950s or early 1960s.

Conservation is a small world, but war and persecution render 
it even smaller. Forced and unforced exchanges of people, 
ideas, materials and methods are easily traceable within our 
profession. The evolution of the electric spatula is one of the 
most brilliant examples of a tool, instead of a practitioner 
or a particular material, being a transnational actor. The first 
electric spatula was invented in Berlin in 1928 and unveiled 
at the League of Nations 1930 Rome Conference on the 
Conservation of Paintings. It had a patchy and hard-to-trace 
gestation period in German and British conservation practice, 
in its first decade or so, only to be delivered safely, post war, 

 Figure 1: Stephan Slabczynski in his studio at the Tate Gallery, undated.



29

into rude health by the capable and no-nonsense midwife 
that we all know and love today as Willard Conservation. 
Although not invented by them, it is only through the 
Willard family, the greatest champion and innovator of this 
piece of equipment, from the late 1950s until today, that the 
electric spatula has re-invented itself and entrenched its home 
in the UK but with a completely global reach.

As we all know, the history of development of tools for 
conservation relies fairly heavily on the appropriation of 
tools from other crafts, trades and industries. Both these 
aspects have come together in the development of the 
electric spatula, but in the context of Willard’s production, 
it has gone full circle. Their originally conservation-focussed 
product; the electric spatula has been adopted subsequently 
by other non-conservation industries and enterprises. Always 
delightfully dated-looking, the Willard ‘aesthetic’ has bided 
its time and morphed beyond the strong whiff of Professor 
Brainstorm meets the Cold War, via Heath Robinson, into 
something that is bang up to date. It chimes perfectly, 
and quite unintentionally, with the present zeitgeist of the 
revival of mid-century design. It has become iconic. Beloved 
by many for its performance alone, it can now have the 
visual renaissance it deserves. It is solid and completely 
indispensable. It is the brave, understated and reliable heroine 
of the studio, sitting on the shelf patiently, not drawing too 

much attention to itself. In what follows, I am going to 
trace the history of the electric spatula, which will not be 
exhaustive, and I also discuss recent conversations I have 
had with Paul Willard, Director of Willard Conservation, to 
outline the contributions his family have made to developing 
the tool that we cannot really imagine being without.

THE ORIGINS
The primary use of large stand-alone metal irons, which were 
warmed using a combustion-based heat source, like a stove 
or directly in a fire, or smaller-shaped metal spatulas, heated 
in a similar way, was to either carry out linings or conduct 
wholesale re-adhesion of significant areas of delaminating 
paint. In treatments focussing on consolidation, the heat 
and pressure via heated irons, was applied after puncturing 
the paint film with needles or tiny boring tips, to introduce 
adhesive. Specific references to ironing to aid infusion of glues 
and to realign deformed paint are not explained in detail until 
the nineteenth century. Adhesives used for the purpose of 
consolidation are, however, described from the seventeenth 
century starting with writings by Théodore Turquet de 
Mayerne, a Genevan-born physician, and represent a broad 
range of oils including fruit and mineral oils, animal and fish 
glues, natural resins and waxes (Stoner and Rushfield 2012: 
380).

By the middle of the nineteenth century the technology 
of using a heat source to distribute adhesive and plasticise 
paint layers was cautioned against by several writers who 
recognised the need for more precise temperature control 
(Wagner 1988: 42). The problem of using irons heated at 
unknown and unregulated temperatures was recognised and 
solutions were proposed. In 1842 Dr Friedrich Lucanus, the 
German pharmacist and restorer turned his attention to the 
problem of controlling the temperature of the metal surface 
that imparted heat to the paint layer. A man interested in 
improving treatments and the work of future restorers, 
Lucanus had a concern for best material practice and 
documentation. He had previously made other suggestions 
in this respect, for example, introducing dammar resin into 
restoration practice in 1829 to replace mastic varnish, and 
advised restorers to note, on the back of every picture that 
they restored, the materials they had used in their work. In 
1842 he suggested not heating irons over a fire or stove but 
using boiling water instead to achieve a more predictable 
temperature (Lucanus 1842: Section 2, 94–5). This way 
of improving the process was repeated in 1897, when Dr 
Franz Büttner Pfanner zu Thal, an art historian, restorer and 
physician recommended filling irons with water and then 
heating them over a fire until the boiling point was reached 
(Büttner 1897: 40-1).

It seems that some restorers were already able to utilise an 
electricity supply, at least somewhere in mainland Europe 
before 1920, probably in the Netherlands. Although some 

Figure 2: Stephan Slabczynski’s spatula control box, undated. 

Figure 3: Stephan Slabczynski’s spatula control box, undated.



30

electric street lighting and industrial electric use featured in 
limited parts of the UK at the end of the nineteenth century, 
it was not until after the First World War that electricity 
found its way into UK homes and businesses on a far greater 
scale and this grew more rapidly after the establishment of 
the National Grid in 1926. By 1918 however, a photograph 
had been published of a restorer in a presently unknown 
location using an electric iron for relining (Martin 1918: 
173-172) (figures 4 and 5). This publication was about 
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Dutch paintings and 
included a section on their conservation. It is interesting 
to note that despite electrically generated heat being used 
for lining processes; it did not feature in consolidation 
practise. Instead these measures were being described quite 
separately using manually heated, hand tools. In a diagram 
and accompanying text to explain the laying of blisters, the 
boring of tiny holes into the paint and the injection of fish 
glue into them is outlined before a pre-heated hand roller, 
with no heat supply of its own, is pushed across the surface 
of a piece of smooth paper that had been laid across the paint 

surface (Martin 1918: 161-162) (figure 6). At this point, 
although the possibility existed, electrically generated heat 
and acts of local consolidation were not unified in practice.

In 1930 the International Museums Office of the League of 
Nations held conference in Rome on the examination and 
conservation of works of art - mostly easel paintings. Helmut 
Ruhemann presented an electric spatula and needle he had 
invented with the electrician Emil Müller, which he had been 
using in Berlin in his private studio and during his work at 
the Kaiser Friedrich Museum. This allowed a more controlled 
piercing of a paint film, if it was deemed unavoidable, and 
the use of a spatula to plasticise paint and distribute adhesive 
(figure 7). He announced this new technology to the growing 
international conservation community in a 1931 article in 
the journal Mouseion writing:

Up to now, flame-heated irons of varying sizes have been 
used. This way of doing things is both time-consuming 
and unsafe. The electrical engineer Emil Müller of Berlin 
has built, on my instructions, a simple electrical device, 
which he has, for two years, constantly perfected to such 
an extent that I can now recommend it to my colleagues. 
The apparatus consists of a resistor and two ‘sleeves’ in the 
shape of a penholder, where the needle and the spatula, 
both interchangeable, of variable shapes and sizes, are 
inserted; they are chosen according to the size and shape 
of the blisters to be treated. The heating is done by 
means of electric heating wires and the temperature can 
be regulated with such precision [...]. For each painting, 
determine the proper temperature, so that the needle 
is just hot enough to pierce the colour layer, without 
burning it. (In this way, very clean perforations of a small 
size are obtained.) For the spatula, the temperature will 
be adjusted so as to melt the glue and to make the layer 
of paint slightly elastic. It very often happens that we 
can pass the hot spatula directly on the paint, without 

Figure 4: Diagrams of an electric lining irons, 1918, 
Wilhelm Martin, Alt-Holländische Bilder, p172.

Figure 5: Using an electric lining iron, 1918, Wilhelm Martin, Alt-Holländische Bilder, 
p173. 

Figure 6: Diagram of treating raised paint with a heated roller, 1918, 
Wilhelm Martin, Alt-Holländische Bilder, p161.



31

any preliminary preparation, without inserting paper, 
which is of capital importance when it comes to very 
light blisters in delicate places on the panel. Thanks to the 
fineness of the spatula, we can easily distinguish the work 
as it is accomplished, and we act with maximum of safety. 
This device also allows other possibilities of application - 
when it is desired, for example, to scrape very old repaints 
that are more sensitive to heat than the original layer, we 
can adapt a knife and scrape at the desired temperature 
(Ruhemann 1931: 18-9).

Ruhemann’s employment as Chief Restorer at the Kaiser 
Friedrich Museum (KFM) was terminated under antisemitic 
legislation and he and his family fled the Nazi regime in 1934. 
He came to the UK and practised privately, as well as working 
for the National Gallery, London and the Courtauld Institute 
of Art. Either a spatula came with him, which is unlikely, or 
he was able to reconstruct it personally or with the help of 
another electrician. Ruhemann had sold his private studio 
and all its contents to a non-Jewish student to avoid it being 
‘aryanised’ - liquidated by the regime - but most of the money 
from its sale would have been confiscated. In Nazi Germany 
his invention continued to be used in his absence, but as 
well as its literal use, rather remarkably, it became married to 
extreme political messaging. In 1939 his electric spatula hit 
the silver screen in Germany appearing in a Nazi propaganda 
film entitled Heilbehandlung von Kunstwerken (The Healing 
of Art).1 As the camera rolled, one of Ruhemann’s former 
colleagues from the KFM used the spatula to consolidate 
raised paint on a panel depicting a Christ Crowned with 
Thorns (figure 8). This film was made by Dr Hans Cürlis, an 
art historian and head of the National Socialist Cultural Films 
Unit. Cürlis used a selection of conservation procedures in 
this film in addition to the consolidation of this panel, such as 
varnish removal and the fumigation of wood boring insects, 
to deftly perform the standard rhetoric of the regime being an 
agent of repair; a righteous salve and a cleanser of a suffering 
society. The message here was only the National Socialist 
regime could free the ‘true’ and spiritually pure German volk 
from their suffocating mantle of damage, dirt and disease, 

catch all metaphors for Jews and other so-called community 
aliens. Frequent parallels between rescuing and repairing art 
and saving the state were made throughout the National 
Socialist period especially by the elite and conservation lent 
itself rather obviously to this sort of vicious and appalling 
zeal.

Meanwhile in the UK, perhaps unsurprisingly, the trusty 
old spatula had not been draped in such fancy, malevolent, 
political symbolism. It did what it was supposed to do. It re-
adhered paint to pictures, it did not star in them, not until 
the 1960s anyway.2 It seems Ruhemann’s use of the electric 
spatula gradually filtered into use in the UK as he trained 
conservators and expanded his work for institutions. From 
1934 to 1947, unlike the bombastic cinematic debut of its 
Nazi co-opted counterpart, the British version seems, at the 
moment, to be completely silent in archives and published 
sources. It is not known how many units were produced but 

by the late 1940s the heated spatula was certainly being used 
at the National Gallery by people other than Ruhemann. 
For example, Arthur Lucas, Assistant Restorer, who would 
become Chief Restorer, was photographed by Fred Ramage 
consolidating Sisto Badalocchio’s Christ carried to the Tomb 
in 1947.

In Newcastle, at the Shipley Art Gallery, it was reported in the 
Museums Journal in 1956 by George Nevin Drinkwater that 
consolidation was being carried out there using an electrically 
heated appliance (Drinkwater 1956: 219). Drinkwater was 
the curator of the Shipley Art Gallery until 1969, a Catholic 
priest, an occult archaeologist and a keeper of hedgehogs 
(Millard 2015: 34). His three published articles about 
conservation at the Shipley are very detailed indeed and provide 
interesting insights into the early use of the hot table and the 
setting up of the conservation training course at Gateshead 
Technical College (Drinkwater 1956, 1957, 1958, 1969). In 
1956, he reported that the appliance used for consolidation 

Figure 7: Early use of a heated needle in the conservation studios of the 
Kaiser Friedrich Museum, Berlin, Helmut Ruhemann CBE Papers. 

Figure 8: Film still from Hans Cürlis, Heilbehandlung von Kunstwerken 
(The Healing of Art), 35mm, 1939, Kulturfilm-Institut GmbH im 
Auftrag der UFA. 
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to Jack Willard, an engineer and toolmaker whose workshops 
were in Chichester, with a plea for repair. Willard responded 
by making a new version. This was soon followed by more 
requests from conservators across the UK for the very first 
Willard spatulas.

INNOVATION AND WILLARD 
Jack Willard MBE (figure 11) left the Royal Navy in 1948, 
where he had served as a Petty Officer (Electrical Artificer) 
and established himself a specialist electrical engineer 
in Chichester. His work, in the main, had included the 
immediate post war repair of all manner of industrial and 
domestic technical electrical apparatus and components, 
when new replacements due to materials shortages were 
impossible to obtain. He also had a keen eye for marrying 
need with innovation. In the late 1950s, his frustration at the 
time-consuming nature of manually mixing aggregates for a 
concrete path he was making around his house one weekend, 
led to him developing an automated gravel blending system, 
which he had sold to many gravel pit operators up and down 
the country by the late 1960s.

Concurrently, the request to repair Joy Woolley’s ailing spatula 
in the late 1950s also led Jack to embark on a twenty-year 
period rapidly developing equipment for conservation. In 
addition to the textile washing table, by 1959, Jack had also 
pioneered the design and manufacture of a heated vacuum 

was an Ademco iron, which, while originally intended for the 
dry mounting for photographs (ie their attachment to board 
using a dry tissue sheet adhesive activated by heat), at the 
Shipley, the iron was used for lining. He also tells us that the 
unit had a smaller spatula attachment (marketed as a fixing 
iron) that inserted into the main heated part and could also 
perform at set temperature initially, although it appears not 
to have its own power supply. Drinkwater reported that the 
appropriated technology was ‘able to melt beeswax without 
over-heating and is very useful as a spatula for laying blisters 
or preventing flaking’ (Drinkwater 1956: 219). This host unit 
with its separate spatula iron seems to have been produced 
from 1925 until at least 1956 (figure 9 and 10).

The use of the Ademco iron and the existence of Slabczynski’s 
custom-built version, that may date from the late 1950s, 
seems to suggest practitioners were still looking for suitable 
methods and reliable suppliers at this date. They were doing 
this either by looking at other trades or getting spatulas made 
in an ad hoc manner by various local electrical engineers 
rather than by any dedicated suppliers who had diversified 
into their production in any concerted way. Wider supply 
must still have been a problem in the late 1950s when an old 
spatula was taken by a conservator in training, Joy Woolley, 

Figure 9: Advertisement for The Ademco Electric Mounting Iron. British 
Journal Almanac, 1925

Figure 10: Advertisement showing the auxillary Ademco fixing iron. 
1955



33

relining table. Enquiries were made by the Association of 
British Picture Restorers (ABPR) into a vacuum hot table 
manufactured by Clarke Chapman of Gateshead in 1957 
at a cost of £450, but Willard were offering a version for 
£100 pounds and advertising it with leaflets (ABPR 1957: 
unpaginated).

The spatula has evolved considerably over the years under 
Willard’s production. It is believed that Willard’s first 
international sale of the electric spatula was made in the 
1960s. Paul Willard, Jack’s son and current Director of Willard 
Conservation, sees the 1974 Greenwich Lining conference 
as one of the defining moments of their production. The 
design of the Willard spatula and control unit had changed 
considerably by 1975, the technology used for its function 
was changed radically with the introduction of electronics. 
Over its history the technology of the control box has been 
redesigned many times to improve its performance. Paul, 
himself remembers participating in production, in the mid-
1970s as a teenager, drilling and folding metal for control 
boxes after school and it is from this time that serial numbers 
were applied to all Willard products. Although sales records 
only date back to the early 1980s, Paul noted the value of 
serial numbers for administrative purposes but also for 
historical enquiries. This allowed a spatula that was recently 
sent in for a service to be dated as being manufactured in 
1976, a 44-year unblemished history of use and with no 
discernible problems apart from being particularly dirty.

The longevity of Willard equipment is well-known in our 
profession and clients often opt not to replace old components 
but to have them reconditioned or refinished instead. Paul 
often sees requests for the re-chroming of beloved spatula 
heads rather than a demand for completely new ones, from 
customers who have got used to the particular feel of long-
used handles and tips. Despite the rare absence of obsolescence 
being built into electronics, Willard has continued to 
innovate to produce new variations of their spatula products. 
One of the major introductions was a mini spatula set at the 

end of the last century with smaller spatula tips and a smaller 
handle that allows greater dexterity for close-up work and 
also provides more working comfort for people with smaller 
hands. With their international reputation, broad range of 
spatulas and their increasingly precise and fine technology, 
it is not surprising that Willard Conservation regularly 
supplies their conservation equipment to non-conservation 
users. Their spatulas are now used regularly in the luxury 
automotive and the aerospace industry.

UNANSWERED QUESTIONS
The winding journey of the electric spatula is an international 
one with a big fork in the road. It is also a story that shows 
that unlike other conservation equipment, the electric spatula 
has been subsequently adopted by other trades and industries 
who have recognised its technical benefits for other precision 
purposes. But it is also a story that remains quite enigmatic at 
times. Its relationship with the early history of the ABPR is 
one that still requires understanding. In 1968, Philip Hendy, 
former director of the National Gallery wrote in the preface 
of Ruhemann’s book The Cleaning of Paintings:

[...] An example is the electrically heated spatula by 
which wax resin adhesives can often be pressed through 
the craquelure of the paint without any necessity of 
puncturing blisters. Patented, his [Ruhemann’s] invention 
might have bought him a steady income. Characteristically 
he allowed the National Gallery to hand over a working 
model to the British Restorers’ Association. In the twenty 
years that have ensued countless pictures must have been 
spared from the indignities which would otherwise have 
been their lot (Ruhemann 1968: 23).

The minute books of the ABPR from 1942-70, and its parent 
organisation, The Picture Restorers Committee from 1938, 
make no mention of Ruhemann’s gift of a spatula unit, 
either directly from him or via the National Gallery. Given 
the hostility with which the Association treated Ruhemann, 
and also by extension the National Gallery for employing 
him, in some ways it is quite predictable that the passing on 
of technological advantage might have been snubbed and 
subsequently not recorded in their minutes. Their default 
attitude to the techniques and skills of foreign restorers was 
distain and exclusion and this persisted well into the late 
1950s. The absence of mention is noteworthy. Considerable 
time was devoted to discussing many other materials and 
types of equipment at ABPR meetings. For example, the first 
mention of the vacuum hot table (produced by Chapman 
Clarke for the Shipley Art Gallery) in the gossip column, 
Eldon’s Gossip, of the Newcastle Evening Chronicle in 1957, 
was reported rapidly by the Association to its members and 
excited letters were written in response to the Editor of the 
newspaper (ABPR 1957: unpaginated) (figure 12). In the 
thirty-two years, spanning 1938-1970 of ABPR meeting 
minutes, there is no mention of the electric spatula.

Figure 11: Jack and Herbert Willard, outside the workshop they built 
with other employees, c.1955.
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POSTCRIPT
In one of our discussions I asked Paul Willard to share 
any particular tips for the care of the spatulas he produces. 
He offered two pieces of advice to improve your spatula 
husbandry and prolong the life of your equipment. He says: 

Be kind to your cables and be gentle with your plugs. 
Do not wind your cables around the spatula handles 
for storage or transport. Always pull the lead out of the 
control box by handling the plug itself and not by pulling 
on the cable. This will ensure you limit fatigue to the wires 
in the cable and that they do not get pulled away from the 
connectors inside the plug. 

Morwenna Blewett

ENDNOTES
1. Hans Cürlis, Heilbehandlung von Kunstwerken, 1939, 35mm, 
Kulturfilm-Institut GmbH im Auftrag der UFA.
2. Electric spatulas appeared in two British films. Conservation at Shipley 
Art Gallery (1969) Film ID: NEFA 21944, Yorkshire film archive. 
Hospital For Old Masters (1968) Film ID: 433.17, British Pathé.
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