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Fig.3 The hyphae on degraded wood
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Fig.4 The spores on degraded wood
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Degradation of wooden - carved Buddha caused by brown - rot fungi

CHEN Yuan — sheng XIE Yu-lin XU Wen - juan
( Research laboratory for Conservation and Archaeology , Shanghai Museum , Shanghai 200231)

Abstract: A wooden — carved Buddha dated from Tang Dynasty stored in museum has decayed seriously, especially, at the
lower portions of the Buddha. The cracks and fissures appeared all over the wooden statue. The degraded wood was ex-
tremely fragile and lost its strength. They can be easily crushed to dust - like powder. The fragment cracked down from
the wood occasionally.

The causes of the decay of the statue were examined by chemical analysis, SEM, and culture of fungi. From the SEM
examination, the fungal hyphae and spores were found in the wood. After the culture, the spores were still surviving and
sprouting. The results of chemical analysis showed that the lignin content of the decayed wood was more than that of the
undecayed wood, and the contents of cellulose, hemicellulose were less than that of the undecayed wood. These showed
that the cellulose and hemicellulose must be decomposed by fungi and the lignin left. The fungi that breakdown only cel-
lulose produce the friability, so the degradation of the wooden carved Buddha must be caused by brown — rot fungi.

One of the most destructive brown — rot fungi is Serpula lacrymans, also called “dry — rot” . Timber damaged by this
fungus has a typical cubical cracking and residual wood is brown. The similar symptom can be found on the other
wooden — carved Buddha.

Brown — rot fungi depolymerize cellulose rapidly during incipient stages of wood colonization. Considerable loss of
wood strength occurs very early in the decaying process. These fungi have serious impact on wooden cultural property. It is
better to control the brown - rot fungi as early as possible.
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