
Classical Italian Walnut Oil Varnishes
Product Information

Reliable scientific data on classical violin varnishes is scarce and not easy to interpret. 

Already in the late 1970’s however, professor Raymond White’s analytical work established beyond a doubt that both linseed and walnut oils were used in the formulation of these varnishes. Considering the relevant historical sources perhaps not a great revelation, at the time however many experts were still doubtful if drying oils were used at all.     

Although the amount of data is still insufficient to draw definite conclusions, the use of either of these oils probably was not specific to any town or period in time. In Venice e.g. walnut oil was detected in a S. Serafin varnish and linseed oil in one by D. Montagnana. Quite possibly some luthiers even used both linseed- and walnut oil varnishes.

There are also indications that - at least where it concerns classical violin varnishes - these oils were not simply interchanged within a given varnish recipe. This stands in contrast to what is written in several early manuscripts dealing with painting and varnishes. Some sources suggest that the choice between these oils was mainly governed by availability. Only for the grinding of light colours (e.g. lead white) was there a definite preference for walnut oil.

With some reservation we conclude that the walnut oil violin varnishes used during the classical period, were a divergence from the Vernice Liquida type oil varnishes of the day. Perhaps as more research data becomes available, they may even prove to have been a class of their own and typical to the Italian classical period only. 

Based on all presently available data and guided by practicality, the formulation of Magister’s “Classical Italian Walnut Oil Varnishes” has resulted in a range of reasonably fast drying walnut oil varnishes. These varnishes are specifically formulated to be applied by brush and (if needed) pad printed to perfection once their solvent has evaporated.

! The use of walnut oil varnishes can only be advised in situations where there is no rush to complete an instrument. Although the initial drying time of the surface of a walnut oil varnish layer (time to touch dry) can be similar to that of a linseed oil varnish layer, the through drying will take much longer and the resulting coating will retain a higher degree of pliability for a longer time. Speeding this up with extra siccative works counter productive because it is mainly the surface drying that is effected. When using walnut oil varnishes, thin layers and patience are the keys to success !  

General description for all Classical Italian Walnut oil varnishes :

Highest quality oil varnish. Contains mineral oil solvent. Formulated for initial application by brush.

These varnishes have exceptional optical properties and will allow an unprecedented vibrant play of light throughout the varnish film. The coloured varnishes can be used with or without pigments. Compared to the linseed oil based varnishes the dried varnish films exhibit higher colour strength, denser surfaces and can be polished more easily. 

Used on wood that is treated with Imprimatura Dorata primer, they will show even stronger (pseudo) dichroic effects.

(  Medium hardness, high wear resistance and flexibility

(  Low tack                                                                                (very little drag on the brush)

(  Excellent flow characteristics                                               (self levelling)

(  Add 1 - 2 % Magister siccative before varnishing.   

(  Improves the light fastness of pigments and soluble colours because of its superior protection against

   moisture, oxygen and ultra-violet light

( Can be diluted with : White spirit, Petroleum (Kerosene), Oil of Turpentine, Walnut and Linseed oil (small amounts)  

( Ivory-white fluorescent colour under U.V. light (for clear varnish only)  

Classical Italian Walnut Oil Varnish - Clear Uncoloured sandarac and walnut oil based general varnish.

Use: Formulation of transparent grounds. General all purpose varnish. Clear uncoloured final protection varnish. 

Classical Italian Walnut Oil Varnish - Cremonese Orange/Red   Sandarac and walnut oil based coloured varnish.

Walnut oil equivalent of Venetian red doratura, comes close to Cremonese brick red varnishes.

Intense orange red colour with brownish undertone in thick layers, orange golden in thin layers.

Use: Coloured varnish. Basis for pigmented varnishes. Final over varnish. 

Classical Italian Walnut Oil Varnish - Brescian Orange/Brown   Amber and walnut oil based coloured varnish.

Darkest brown of all of our varnishes, comes close to dark brown Brescian varnishes.

Intense red brown colour with orange undertone, orange brown in thin layers.

Use: Coloured varnish. Basis for pigmented varnishes. Final over varnish.      

Note: The drying speed of oil varnishes is influenced by humidity, temperature, film thickness, ultra violet exposure, oxygen abundance

type and percentage of siccative added.  Although the use of drying cabinets has almost become the standard way too dry oil varnishes 

these days, there is much to be said for the less reliable natural sunlight with it‘s wider spectrum.  Force drying the initial drying stages

by the overuse of siccative or U.V. exposure causes tension at molecular level.  In the long run this may have a negative result. 

Classical Italian Walnut Oil Varnishes
Application Instructions

( After having finished the priming and sealing (see information sheets for Imprimatura Dorata) continue as follows.

( Apply clear walnut oil varnish with filler material (see additional info) as a ground layer. Do not forget the siccative.

( Weigh out the amount of varnish that you intend to use into a glass jar, and stir in 1 - 2 % siccative. 

   Walnut oil varnishes will dry very slow without siccative. Mix for at least 2 minutes. 

   Indicative: 1 drop from the 50 ml siccative bottle weighs approx. 0.025 grams.

                      1 drop from the plastic syringe that we used to supply with the free siccative weighs approx. 0,018 grams. 

   For the ground as well as clear and coloured varnishes this procedure is the same.
( Apply the varnish in thin layers with a flat soft ox hair or similar brush. 

   After about 30 minutes, the varnish has become sufficiently tacky to be padded to perfection if necessary. 

   Evening out varnish by pad printing (see The Byzantine system page on our site for details) can be advantageous,

   especially when applying the ground or if pigments are being used in the coloured varnish.

   To create a very thin ground you can rub it into the wood only using a piece of smooth leather or your finger tips. 

   Classical walnut oil varnish becomes fairly sticky soon after application. The “window of opportunity” for pad printing

   Can be expanded by thinning down the varnish with some thin linseed or walnut oil. Only use refined oil for this.

   Additions over 3 % will start to influence the character of the dried varnish !      

( Preferably varnish in dry weather at good ambient temperatures.

( Expose the instrument to ultraviolet light (direct sunlight or UVA light tubes) We prefer to dry oil varnishes as much

   as possible in natural sunlight, because of the wider light spectrum and the greater oxygen abundance. 

   To avoid dust and insects you can leave the instrument indoors until dust free. 

   However, anything sticking to the fresh varnish can be easily removed once the layer has dried, don’t panic!  

( Traditionally, before applying the next layer the varnish surface would have been lightly smoothened with abrasive

   powder and water or drying oil (e.g. thin linseed oil) rubbed on by means of a ball of lint free cloth or wool. 

   In case you do this with oil, make sure you clean the surface with a dry cloth afterwards. 

   The abrasive powder will act as a pore filler to some extent. We suggest the use of finely ground pumice powder. 

   It is easier to use waterproof sandpaper (grade 200 - 400) with water for this operation.

   A quick run over the entire instrument with this, will cut away dirt that may have settled in the varnish layer and at

   the same time get rid of any electrostatic or oily barrier that may have formed on the dried varnish surface.

( Thin layers can be applied on top of each other in 2 - 5 days, but it is wise to stick to the outer margin.

( On average you will need 3 thin layers of walnut oil varnish to build up a medium thickness coating.

( After the last layer leave the instrument for as long as you can afford (minimum 3 weeks) before you do the final

  (French) polishing and fitting up. Preferably exposing it to mild sunlight regularly. 

( Oil varnishes do not benefit from being applied in very thick coats. Their solid material content is usually 3 - 4

   times that of a spirit varnish. The drying time of an oil varnish film increases quadratically to it’s thickness (layer

   thickness x 2 = drying time x 4) Although the application takes more time, varnishing in thinner layers will actually

   get the varnish ready for fitting up faster and also offers other benefits. Thin layers with faster drying times will 

   give less problems with dust settling on the varnish. Settled dust will be less firmly adhered. 

   Problems like pulling together, wrinkling and cratering of the varnish can be avoided by applying thin layers. 

   Especially when using walnut oil varnishes, thin layers are the key to success.    

( At the initial drying stage the varnish will feel dry but slightly rubbery and prolonged hand contact will still cause

   deformation. When drying further (after about 5 days) the varnish will start to become tougher and increasingly

   easier to French polish. Thick layers can be applied and will dry, but they may take more than 5 weeks to become

   tough enough for fitting up. Walnut oil varnishes will always remain more pliable that linseed oil based varnish.

( Pigments can be ground into our walnut oil varnishes up to a very high percentage. 

   They will influence the brushing and spreading behaviour of the varnish, especially at high loading.

Approximate drying times for thin layers with 1 - 2 % of siccative added

(  Dust Free              (indoors in UV cabinet)
                 4 - 8 hours: the varnish is no longer sticky when touched 

(  Over varnish able  (outdoors in sunlight)
             5 days:  the varnish feels dry and no print is left when pressed

Especially with thicker layers great care must be taken when assessing if a next coat can be applied. 

In a few hours time walnut oil varnishes can feel dry on the surface while remaining quite pliable underneath.

(  Sand dry                (outdoors in sunlight)                    3 - 5 days: abrasives can be used on the varnish layer

(  Fit up ready                                                                       3 - 5 weeks after the last coat has been applied.
Classical Italian Walnut Oil Varnishes
Additional Information
There is not much evidence in historical sources for the use of (Oil of) turpentine as a solvent in oil varnishes. It is an unreliable solvent, and should be checked for purity before use. Even when only slightly oxidised, Turpentine works as a plasticizer and can cause varnishes to stay sticky. More commonly substances such as Naphta, Olio Petri and Olio di Sasso were indicated for this purpose. Although exact modern equivalents for these “Oils from stone” are no longer available, we still prefer mineral oil distillates to essential oils for the letting-down of oil varnishes. 

White Spirit, Petroleum (in some countries this is called kerosene-lamp oil) and Diesel fuel are probably the closest modern equivalents to these ancient solvents. Petroleum is slower evaporating than White spirit and works well when using the pad printing method. Diesel fuel is slower still. White spirit is a commonly available safe replacement. 

Ad solvents to oil-varnishes in a water bath at +/- 70 (C. Thinning down with solvent will usually decrease the working and drying time of a varnish simply because after solvent evaporation the remaining varnish layer is thinner. Addition of filler materials or pigments and application by tampon method will have a similar effect. Addition of extra siccative will also decrease the drying time, but too much siccative in thick layers can cause wrinkling of the varnish surface and craquelure. Do not exceed 3% siccative! The use of slow evaporating solvents in a drying varnish can cause cratering (pinholes), these are caused by the surface of the varnish layer drying before fugitive parts of the varnish (e.g. the solvent) have had a chance to evaporate. Sooner or later the enclosed gas will force a way out of the varnish, leaving a crater behind. Cratering can also be caused by solvents from previous layers or slow volatile fractions contained in balsams and organic colorants. This phenomenon can be seen on many classical instruments and can also manifest itself when using our varnishes.  

Ground: Grind 15 - 30% finely pre-ground pumice powder into the clear walnut oil varnish. This will turn the varnish into a very stable transparent gesso or ground. This ground was used to even out irregularities in the woodwork and fill up the pores of the wood. A thicker ground will even fill substantial gaps e.g. in the purfling channel. 

More importantly the ground served as a stable “foundation” for the painting/varnishing. At the same time the right type of filler will highlight the quality of the wood, previous treatments and subsequent varnish. In principle the use of filler materials causes some loss of transparency; when properly selected to suite the varnish and used with common sense this however does not cause any practical objections against their use. Classical ground thicknesses range from a hardly noticeable coat rubbed into the pores of the wood, to several coats forming a very obvious thick layer. 

There are enormous differences in structure between the various compounds that might be used as filler material. “Above as Below” Is the Alchemical principle by which the shape of the smallest particle was deducted from a materials live size appearance. For minerals this is surprisingly often correct. We suggest the use of Pumice powder (the foam of volcanic glass) for various reasons (see “A rational look at classical coatings” on the Varnish Information page of our site) Non silicates such as Plaster of Paris and Marien glass (both Calcium Sulphates) are also used with good results. Several filler materials could also be used together. If you are using MAGISTER “Imprimatura Dorata” the walnut oil varnish ground can replace the I.D. Sealer. We believe this to be the case in many instances, especially on those instruments where the varnish wears away gradually without chipping.   

Based on the Byzantine finishing system the total coating on an instrument is build up as follows:

1. Primer
: Imprimatura Dorata primer


                                             2 or 3 layers

2. Sealer
: Imprimatura Dorata sealer


                                                    0 to 2 layers

3. Ground
: Walnut oil clear varnish + pumice powder

                                       1 to 4 layers

4. Painting
: Coloured or clear walnut oil varnish, with or without pigments                     1 to 5 layers

5. Varnish
: Walnut oil clear or coloured varnish without pigments                                                                                          0 to 2 layers

There is room for variation within this system. Even when using the same materials, these variations alone can already cause the impression of a very different coating/varnish having been used. 

In case you want to grind pigments into our varnishes, a flat grinder (muller) on a flat surface (e.g. matted glass or marble) works far better than the usual apothecary’s mortar & pestle! This is hard work and you can only grind small amounts at a time. First mix the total amount of varnish and pigments together with a small spatula. Next grind small amounts (depending on the size of your muller these can be as little as 0.2 grams) After this, mix the small amounts together with any driers that you may want to add. To make the process a little easier, you can grind the pigment in a diluted varnish or even in the solvent itself and then mix this though the bulk of the varnish. If you use a faster solvent, like white spirit, this can be allowed to evaporate before the varnish is brushed on and/or patted to perfection. It is advisable not to grind up more pigment into Oil varnishes than you are going to use within 3-4 days. 

Oil varnish may form a heavy gel or start to dry trough the catalytic action of some pigments.

