
Vernice Liquida Comune & Glassa

Product Information
The term “Vernice Liquida” does not apply to one single recipe, but to a way of thinking about and making drying-oil varnishes. It dates back to at least the Byzantine era. In Roman and early Christian times the words “vernix” and later “vernice” indicated a resin. The usual translation of the term “vernice liquida” into “liquid varnish”, is therefore incorrect. A more meaningful interpretation of the term would be ’’liquid resin‘’. This explains why contrary to being very fluid, vernice liquida type varnishes were often of a fairly high viscosity. 

These kind of varnishes were made in many different varieties and qualities for even more different purposes. 

Vernice liquida type varnishes were especially suited for the at the time often practised method of application by hand (see pad printing method) This however does not mean that they could not be applied by brush also.

The differences between traditionally made Vernice Liquida type varnishes and later oil varnishes are primarily caused by differences in: the preparation of raw ingredients and recipe formulation and manufacture criteria. When properly made, Vernice Liquida type varnishes have good flow characteristics and are self levelling to a high degree. They will form very durable yet flexible and “warm” feeling varnish films with a soft gloss. 

Towards the end of the 17th century however, the general taste in woodwork finishes was changing to hard and glossy (no doubt influenced by fashionable Japan lacquered artefacts) 

Combined with the extra work involved in making Vernice Liquida type varnishes and their slower drying rate this “progress” in taste caused a general discontinuation of their use in the middle of the 18th century. 

Recipes for Vernice Liquida abound in manuscripts from all over Europe until the late 17th century. 

These are invariably not literal descriptions for making these varnishes because all lack the essential “givens“ of historical practice. During the 17th century Vernice Liquida type varnishes could still be bought from most apothecia in Northern Italy. Which is what many historical texts advise their contemporary readers to do.

Grounds that will show the typical opaque ivory white  fluorescence of classical grounds under UV light, can be created with either our Vernice Liquida Comune or Glassa variety.        (See “Additional Information“)

These initially almost colourless varnishes will aquire a golden tinge through the natural yellowing of the varnish film in 2 – 5 years time. When the varnish is in direct contact with primed wood this effect will be stronger. The yellowing of the varnish film will also intensify the Fluorescent colour of these varnishes.

We also produce coloured varieties of the Vernice Liquida type, these are found under “Doratura varnishes“.

Vernice Liquida  Comune High quality uncoloured sandarac and linseed oil based general varnish.

The specification “Comune” originally indicated that the varnish contained “common amber”, a regional name for sandarac. At a later date it was also used for more ordinary pine resin based varnishes.

Vernice Liquida  Glassa   High quality uncoloured Amber and linseed oil based general varnish.

Compared to the Sandarac variety, our Amber based Vernice Liquida produces a slightly glossier and thinner varnish film once it has dried. It is easier to polish early on and although it will feel a little harder, it’s flexibility is very similar. The through drying of the film is slightly faster and it has an almost negligible own colour.

General description: 

Use: Formulation of transparent grounds - Basis for coloured varnishes - Clear protection varnish.

(  Medium hardness, high wear resistance and flexibility

(  Low tack                                                                                (very little drag on the brush)

(  Excellent flow characteristics                                               (self levelling)

(  Free of siccative                                                                  (prolonged shelf live)

(  Includes a separately packed lead replacement siccative   

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

   moisture, oxygen and ultra-violet light

( Can be diluted with : Petroleum, White spirit, Turpentine, Spike lavender- or thin Linseed oil (small amounts)

( Ivory-white fluorescent colour under U.V. light.       Vernice Liquida Glassa shows up the whitest of the two.

Approximate drying times with 2% of siccative added

(  Dust Free               (indoors)

            4 hours: the varnish is no longer sticky when touched 

(  Over varnish able  (outdoors in sunlight)
             2 days:  the varnish feels dry but still rubbery

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

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. 

Vernice Liquida Comune & Glassa

Application Instructions

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

   Mix at least 2 minutes, you can also use a mortar and pestle for this. As an indication: 1 drop from the

   syringe weighs approx. 0,018 grams. For example 10 grams of undiluted varnish requires 0,200 gram =

   11 drops of siccative. You can also warm up the varnish to +/- 70 C( in a water bath for easier incorporation.  

( Apply with a stiff brush, or tampon (hand palm) method.    

   In cold weather warm the instrument and varnish to +/- 30 C before or after varnishing, to promote self

   spreading of the varnish. Preferably varnish in dry weather at good ambient temperatures.

( Expose the instrument to ultraviolet light (direct sunlight or UVA light tubes) To avoid dust and insects

   you can leave the instrument indoors until dust free, but anything sticking to the fresh varnish can be

   easily removed once the layer has dried, don’t panic!  We prefer to dry oil varnishes outside in natural

   sunlight because of the wider light spectrum and the much greater oxygen abundance. 

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

   with an 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 to some extent act as a pore filler. We suggest the use of finely ground 

   pumice powder. It is easier to use waterproof sandpaper (grade 200 or finer) with water for operation.

( Thin layers can be applied on top of each other at the over varnish able stage (see product information)

   but it is wise to leave longer drying times.

( On average you will need 5 thin layers of Vernice Liquida to build up a medium thickness coating.

( To be on the safe side apply your layers at two or three days intervals, leaving more time in between 

   every two or three layers. After the last layer leave the instrument for as long as you can afford

   (minimum 10 days) before you do the fitting up.

( At the initial drying stage the varnish will feel dry, but rubbery and prolonged hand contact (heat) will still

   cause some deformation and stickiness. When drying further (after about 5 days) the varnish will start to get

   tougher and the gloss will decrease. After about two months it becomes increasingly easier to French polish. 

   Vernice Liquida type varnishes are only fully matured after about 2 years at which stage the varnish will

   become physically thinner and even more transparent without losing its flexibility.

(   The Pad printing method   (
( Historical Vernice Liquida type varnishes were formulated to be applied by pad printing method.  

   This method should result in thinner layers of varnish being applied than brushing could achieve, but there is

   no shrinkage from solvent evaporation and each varnish layer can be very strongly coloured. 

   After some practice you will find it very easy to produce a miraculously uniform coating with this method. 

 SYMBOL 8211 \f "Arial" \s 10 Dab the varnish onto the instrument with a stiff brush as evenly as you can. 

( Next with an almost dry softer brush gently ‘’tap’’ varnish into the tightest corners of the edgework and scroll.

   These areas can be difficult to reach even with your fingers (the preferred pad for most areas).

( Now gently press your pad alternatively onto the fattest and leanest covered areas, going al over

   the instrument. In this manner you can ‘’print’’ on the same spot as often as you need or like to. 

   About 2 impressions per second is an average speed and still manageable on larger instruments. 

   The fleshy areas of the human hand palm and ring finger are perfect pads and have evolved especially for

   this purpose. When done, you can clean the varnish off your hands easiest with soap, alcohol and a

   nailbrush. With each consecutive tapping or printing operation the varnish layer is split into two.

   Ultimately the viscosity and tack of the varnish will force the layer to become perfectly even all over. 

( Do not add any solvent once you have started varnishing!   

   Variation in viscosity will cause variation in tack this in turn will result in uneven layer thickness.

( Vernice Liquida thinned down with fast solvents can be brushed on initially and tapped to perfection after

   the solvent has evaporated. With a slower solvent (e.g. petroleum) tapping can be done at any stage. 

( Be careful not to apply the varnish too thickly (this could easily be done) 

   If a layer is applied too thick “orange  peel” effect and ultimately running of the varnish may be the result.

   High temperatures during drying may then cause the varnish to run. To avoid this, start of with too little 

   varnish. You can always add more during the process. You can also pre dry varnish in the shade or grind in transparent filler materials  to avoid temperature induced running. If the varnish stands up in little droplets or the wet surface is very slippery you have got too much varnish. This can be removed with some cloth, or by tapping the excess onto a still unvarnished part of the instrument.

( It is easier to use stiffer brushes (e.g. bristle glue brushes)  for the initial application of the varnish. 

   Brushes used for tapping the varnish into tight spots can be softer and springier e.g. oxhair or long bristle.

Vernice Liquida Comune & Glassa

Additional Information
For thinning down V.L. we prefer mineral oil distillates to essential oils. Petroleum (in some countries this is called kerosene-lamp oil) is the closest modern equivalent to the often mentioned “olio di sasso” of the Renaissance. Petroleum is slightly slower evaporating than White spirit and works well when using the tampon printing method. White spirit is a safe replacement. Turpentine was not as common as an oil varnish solvent as is often thought today. It is an unreliable solvent, and should be chequed for purity before use. Even when only slightly oxidised Turpentine works as a plastisizer and can cause varnishes to stay sticky. 

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. This phenomenon can be witnessed on many classical instruments. 

If you want to do so you can modify Vernice Liquida to your taste by adding resins, balsams or drying oils.

Ground: Grinding 20-50% finely pre-ground pumice powder into either of our Vernice Liquida clear varnishes, will turn them into a very stable transparent gesso or ground. This was used to even out irregularities in the woodwork and fill up the pores of the wood. A thicker ground can even fill in gaps e.g. in the purfling channel. 

But more importantly it served as a stable “foundation” for the painting/varnishing. 

At the same time the right type of filler can 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. The ground can consist of only one hardly noticeable coat rubbed into the pores of the wood (or applied by pad printing method) Or it can consist of 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. 

If you are using MAGISTER “Imprimatura Dorata” the Vernice Liquida 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 much chipping of.   Note: the ground will dry slower than sealer - add siccative! 

As an example the total coating on an instrument could look something like this

1. Primer
: Imprimatura Dorata primer


                                             2 or 3 layers

2. Sealer
: Imprimatura Dorata sealer


                                                   1 or 2 layers

3. Ground
: Vernice Liquida clear varnish + pumice powder

                                      1 to 4 layers

4. Painting
: Doratura or Vernice Liquida clear varnish, with or without pigments              1 to 5 layers

5. Varnish
: Vernice Liquida clear varnish or Doratura Rosso - Cremonese                      1 or 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. 

MAGISTER Doratura varnishes can be added to, or for most purposes (not for the ground) replace Vernice Liquida Comune entirely. These Vernice Liquida type varnishes will add golden colour, a more ‘’waxy’’ look and a warmer feel to your varnish without making it too soft. Doratura varnishes can also be used on Celli.

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. To make it a little easier you can pre grind the pigment in a little bit of strongly 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 turpentine, this can be allowed to evaporate before the layer is patted to perfection.

It is advisable not to grind up more pigment into Vernice Liquida type 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.


