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Since the 17th century onwards, when imports from China increased, Europe has known
about the existence of Asian papers.  Collections of documents and paintings on Asian papers
preserved in heritage institutions outside of Asia have rarely been technically analyzed.  
Thus far, existing paleographic studies conducted on these manuscripts have focused on
visual observations of the documents, and collection managers still fi nd it diffi cult to deter-
mine the characteristics of the papers.  Currently the Centre de Recherche sur la Conserva-
tion des Collections in Paris, in collaboration with several institutions in Japan, Korea and 
China, is conducting a thorough study of Asian papers, with the fi nal goal of providing
Western curators, conservators, historians and archaeologists with a better understanding of 
the properties and characteristics of Asian papers.  These research efforts led to the develop-
ment of a descriptive and analytical methodology for characterizing the various papers by
establishing a rigorous protocol for the identifi cation of raw constituents of the papers and by
setting up a database to record reference materials, processes and tools.  The content of this
database (the Khartasia database) is described in this article.

1. Overview
2. Elements of the current research
3. Khartasia database
4. Conclusion

1. Overview

Europe has known of the existence of Asian papers since the 17th century, when imports from 
China increased.  Over the centuries, paintings, manuscripts, and documents were brought 
back from the Far East, and Asian collections were created in European libraries and muse-
ums.  Artists such as Rembrandt used them at an early stage in Europe.  The French etchers 
in the 19th century adopted and developed the technique of chine collé, which was very suc-
cessful.
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The papers in these collections are often misidentifi ed, and collection managers have 
diffi culty in determining their physical and chemical nature.  Paleographic studies on manu-
scripts recovered from excavations have mostly focused on visual observation of the documents.

The preparation methods and the chronological evolution of papers in Europe and North 
America are well studied, but collections of Asian papers preserved in heritage institutions 
outside of Asia have rarely been investigated from a technological perspective.  There are two 
main reasons for this lack of accurate information: A lack of research conducted in Asian 
countries holding ancient sources, with the exception of China, Korea and Japan; and a lack 
of availability and accuracy in European languages publications.  The information is scattered 
in small-circulation publications, and it is often confusing and fraught with translation errors 
or erroneous technical interpretations.

2. Elements of the current research

In 2010, the Centre de Recherche sur la Conservation des Collections (CRCC) started a pro-
gram of research to develop tools to improve our knowledge of Asian papers.  We expect that 
these tools will help Western curators, conservators, historians and archaeologists to identify 
the constituent materials in collections from Asia and also in Western works, especially from 
the 19th and 20th centuries, that were made on Asian papers.  This research could also help to 
better understand how the trade in paper spread from the major producing countries such as 
China and Korea to neighboring countries and more distant areas.

A rigorous protocol for the identifi cation of basic paper elements is being developed 
using conventional techniques of microscopy, as well as techniques based on spectroscopy 
and chromatography.  Protocols for the identifi cation of papers include, in addition to labora-
tory analysis, a study of the text, ink and other factors based on the methods used in paleog-
raphy.  The convergence of analytical, technological and paleographic approaches will lead to 
the development of a general methodology to characterize the papers and locate them geo-
graphically and chronologically with some precision.  The originality of the study lies in the 
combination of expertise from both the humanities (history, history of technology, ethnogra-
phy, sociology, paleography, codicology) and the sciences (botany, physics and chemistry).

In addition, a multilingual database—a directory of paper materials—using a standard-
ized vocabulary and photographs to show tools and processes has been created.  This database 
became accessible in June 2012 on the website called Khartasia (http://khartasia-crcc.mnhn.fr) 
(Fig. 1).

To gain access to historical sources and publications in non-European languages, we are 
collaborating with research institutes in Japan (National Museum of Ethnology, Kochi Pre-
fectural Paper Technology Center), Korea (National Research Institute of Cultural Heritage, 
Daejeon; Forest Products and Biotechnology, Kookmin University; and Wood and Paper Sci-
ence, Chungbuk National University) and China (Fudan University).  These collaborations 
provide direct access to paper samples and paper constituents over a geographical and tempo-
ral range much wider than that known in the West.  It also allows collection of other elements 
of the study, for example, tools and photos and videos of production methods.  French 
researchers thus benefi t from the experience and knowledge of their Asian colleagues who are 
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Fig. 1 Home page of Khartasia
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more familiar with many of the materials and processes involved in the production of Asian 
papers.

The database will also preserve information on an industry that is endangered. Europe 
lost its last traditional paper mills in less than one century, Asia is still in the process of mod-
ernization, and will soon experience a similar phenomenon.

3. Khartasia database

Information stored in the Khartasia database is collected from written technical documenta-
tion, ancient and modern, from photographs and fi lms, analytical results of paper samples and 
plants, and other relevant sources.

The overall aim is to gather information on all Asian countries that have historically 
produced paper.  The long-term research will occur in three stages:
• The fi rst stage of the work is centered on Japan, Korea and China.
• The second phase will focus on the countries of Southeast Asia and the Himalayas.
• The third stage will follow the trade routes to the West in the Arab-Muslim regions.

The database is organized around the raw materials, mainly plants, used to make paper, 
including fi bers, dispersing and sizing agents, dyes and paper medicines, but inorganic com-
pounds such as fi llers will be also included. The user can make his or her requests by plant 
names, paper constituents and paper names.

A list of plants is provided in alphabetical order.  Each plant is presented under its offi cial 
botanical name (Fig. 2), followed by its scientifi c synonyms and common names in English, 
French, Chinese, Japanese, and Korean. Each plant is placed within its phylogenetic classifi -
cation (order, family, and genus) (Fig. 3).

Fig. 2 Botanical name list (fi rst page)
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Fig. 3 The descriptive entry for Broussonetia papyrifera

Fig. 4 Xingzhuang Ji Jua Village, China: drying of paper sheets
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The information is regrouped under four main headings:
• A descriptive section of the plant that includes,

- The intended use, for example, fi ber, dispersing agent, dyes, and sizing agent.
- The part that is used, for example, bark, stem, wood, root, and leaf.

Fig. 5 Konotani Village, Japan: paper making

Fig. 6 Gyung-Gi Village, Korea: cooking bark with plant ash
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- The locations of plant growth and use for papermaking.
The section also includes general information on the cultivation and use of the plant for 
other purposes.

• A historical section that, for each country (currently China, Korea and Japan), presents the
chronology of the use of the plant in the manufacture of paper.  Papers made from this plant 
are presented country by country along with a historical and technological description of 
paper production.

• A technological section that, for each country (currently China, Korea and Japan), presents
a description of how to prepare the raw materials to be used for papermaking.  Some
examples of illustrations are shown in Figures 4 (China), 5 (Japan) and 6 (Korea).

• The last section is devoted to fi ber identifi cation (Fig. 7).  The determining elements for the
identifi cation of the fi ber are specifi ed, accompanied by one or more images illustrating 
these elements.

Fig. 7 Example of a fi ber identifi cation sheet
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4. Conclusion

The CRCC launched an ambitious program in 2010 with the goal of developing a better 
understanding of Asian papers and creating tools for Westerners who are interested in the
fi eld.  This study is restricted to papers currently produced in China, Japan and Korea but will
expand over the next several years to include the widest possible fi eld of paper-producing
countries in Asia.
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