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PREFACE
HE story of Shellac is one which is as old as
, the ages, and is inextricably woven into the
history of that country on the other side of
the world from which it comes. India—the
land which for twenty-five hundred years has been the
country of history and romance, the origin of tales of
fabulous wealth, of concealed treasures, of rivers whose
sands ran gold. It is a land of exaggerated contrasts—the
home of exotically magnificent princes, and millions who
live in primitive barbarism, where Time seems to stand
still, and where people maintain a "statuesque and
inexhaustible patience which attaches no value to time,
and wages unappeasable warfare against hurry."
In the significant phrase of Kipling's,"Here lies the
man who tried to hustle the East"—that Eastern world,
"Empress of the Sovereign Past, "a world which has been
conquered but not changed.
In the yesterdays of the old world Shellac played its
part; today it is more valuable than the ancients who
first made use of it could have dreamed; with the promise of an importance impossible to estimate in the artistic and commercial development of tomorrow.
In telling the story of Shellac we may bridge the seas
and the ages and seek those "far-away things" which
throw an interesting light on the many and varied uses
of this material.
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S H E L L A C
AN ANCIENT LINEAGE
"T)ERHAPS there is no article of commerce concernL ing which, in view of its steadily increasing importance as an aid to civilization, there exists so much of an
atmosphere of mystery as Shellac or Lac.
Considering the many centuries during which it has
been found unequaled for countless purposes in the arts
and industries, there seems to be a surprising lack of
authoritative information, and consequently much misunderstanding, regarding its origin, as well as its value
in comparison with similar articles.
It is difficult to trace the period when varnishes made
from Lac first became commercially practical and in
common use, although it is conceded to be of great antiquity, and it is evident that the value of Shellac was
known and acknowledged thousands of years ago.

LAC FIRST USED AS A DYE
THERE are various references in Sanscrit literature to
the Lac tree. The peoples of that very early period, having learned the value of the resinous incrustation on the
twigs of the tree, used it largely as a coloring matter for
their ornaments and clothing, the dye abstracted being
known as Lac dye. This dye has been employed from
9
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time immemorial to impart a blood-red or crimson color
to cloth.
By some authorities it is asserted to have been the
" thola " of Moses, wherewith the hangings of the Tabernacle and sacred vestments of the Hebrew priesthood
were "twice dyed."
Jeremiah mentions it in his description of a "house
ceiled with cedar and painted with vermilion," and also
Ezekiel, when referring to the carvings of "men portrayed upon the wall, the images of the Chaldeans portrayed with vermilion."
Herodotus tells of the admiration of Darius (who lived
in the fifth century B.C.) for the scarlet cloak of Syloson,
the Samian, the fiery color of which was derived from
the Lac insect.
From the same source have been derived the imperishable reds of the Flemish tapestries, as the scarlet afforded by cochineal was unknown until 1630 A.D.
It was during the middle ages when the insect origin of
the dye came to be generally understood that the word
" vermiculatum" was applied to it, and hence the origin
of our word "vermilion."
The dye derived from Lac is as brilliant a scarlet as
cochineal and more permanent.
PLINY WRITES ABOUT LAC
ONE of the earliest references to Lac gum in literature
now extant is found in a natural history, a vast enclycopedia of the knowledge of the ancients, written by the
Roman historian Pliny, and published in 77 A.D. This
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work contains numerous references to India which are of
unique value as recording facts not elsewherementioned.
Pliny was born at Como, Italy, in 23 A.D., and perished
in the eruption of Mount Vesuvius which destroyed
Pompeii and Herculaneum. He of course never visited
India himself, but received much of his information from
a book called " Indika," written by a Greek, Ktesias,
who was a contemporary of Xenophon and lived about
430 B. c. He was a physician and spent a number of years
in that capacity at the court of Artaxerxes in Persia. It
was from the ideas current among the Persians, who
seemed to have taken India for their wonderland, that
Ktesias obtained his interesting although erroneous
views concerning Shellac.
Pliny writes: "Amber is found in India, where it is a
preferable substitute for frankincense. Ktesias says that
in India is a river, the Hypobarus, and that the meaning of its name is the ' bearer of all good things'; that
it flows from the north into the eastern ocean near a
mountain covered with trees that produce amber (electron) and that these trees are called Aphypacorae, a
name signifying ' luscious sweetness.'
Doctor Ball, an English geologist, says: "The electron
or amber of Ktesias, a product of trees, was certainly
Shellac, and the insects found with it which yielded a
red dye were Lac insects."

THE GREAT MOGUL OF INDIA
WITH the passing of the ages more numerous and more
important uses were found for Shellac, which, melted and
12
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cast into various forms such as beads, amulets, bracelets, rings, etc., had long been used for native adornment. It now begins to assume a more utilitarian phase,
for in 1590 Akbar, the Great Mogul of India, wrote full
particulars as to how Lac should be used for varnishing
the wood of public buildings.
Akbar began to rule in 1542 when he was fourteen
years of age, and reigned for sixty-three years contemporaneously with Queen Elizabeth of England. Because
of his greatness as a soldier, as a philosopher, as an administrator, and as a man, history calls Akbar India's
mightiest ruler. His tolerance and rare artistic taste created the new school of Hindustani architecture, and
founded for India a national style of building. India's
old delicate skill of detailed ornament, combined with the
strength of Akbar's designs,
made Hindustani architecture a
living art, the glory of which
Time has served only to enhance.
To Akbar and his grandson,
Shah Jehan, India is indebted
for the most marvelous of those
cities, tombs and palaces, which
stand today as they did when
civilization was still young, the
wonder of all the earth, and
made India a veritable fairyland
of exquisite buildings. It was
they who at Agra and Delhi
14

erected the peerless Taj
Mahal, the Pearl Mosque,
forts and palaces and the
famous Hall of Audience
with its Peacock Throne
valued at thirty-two million dollars.
Akbar was called the "Guardian of Mankind," though
he was a despot and ruled with tyrannical power.
One of the less pleasant but not unusual legends connected with monarchs of a bygone day is the one of
Akbar's sweetmeat box. This fatal box, exquisitely lacquered and jeweled, was said to contain on one side innocent pastilles of honey and almonds, and on the other
sweet-scented lozenges imbued with deadly poison. If
Akbar gave a bonbon from the "kind" side of the box,
the recipient was in high favor at court
and likely to command a province or the
charge of five thousand horse. But if he
smilingly offered one from the other part,
it could not be refused, for none dared say
"no" to Akbar. Hence the ill-fated victim
with his mouth full of the fragrance of
nard and myrrh rode hastily home in his
litter, often dying before he could be divested of his golden palace robes. Akbar
himself is said to have died from eating
one of the poisoned sweetmeats which he
took one evening by mistake.
Monuments and early literature represent the furniture of palaces in Akbar's
15
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time, and even centuries before, as characterized
by much beauty and grace. Magnificent bedsteads and
thrones, chariots, chairs, chests elaborately carved,
often mounted and inlaid with gold, jewels and ivory,
and always shellacked and polished, are depicted
in great abundance.
SEEKING THE UNKNOWN
ONE of the first Europeans to describe the use of Shellac
was a Hollander by the name of Jan H. van Linschoten,
who was sent on a scientific mission to India by the
King of Portugal.
It will be recalled that before the last quarter of the
fifteenth century the Indian Ocean was to the Christian
nations of the West a closed sea, penetrated only by a
few daring explorers. The Cape of Good Hope was unknown, and the routes overland from the Red Sea and
the Persian Gulf had been barred to Christians by the
followers of the Mohammedan faith. India had advanced far on the road to civilization, but the majority
of its inhabitants were of the Hindu religion, and were
prohibited by its tenets from crossing the sea.
And so in the inexplicable way in which history writes
itself in nations and events, while all the rest of the
world was saying, "There is no sense in going farther:
it's the edge of cultivation," it was to the valiant little
country of Portugal that the whisper came of "something hidden" beyond—and Portugal determined to
seek and find it. Because this message was heeded,
Portugal points with just pride to the brilliant efforts of
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a century that culminated in the discovery of the Cape
of Good Hope, and the pages of its history are illuminated by the names of Magellan, Diaz, Albuquerque,
Vasco da Gama and other bold captains and explorers.
The chief importance to the world at large of the discovery of the route to India by the Cape of Good Hope
lay in the blow that this discovery struck at the Mohammedan power, when the Portuguese fleets cleared the
Indian Ocean of the Red Sea traders, and swept the
ships of the Mohammedan merchants of Calcutta off
the seas.
It was a brave attempt of the Portuguese to found an
empire at a distance of more than half a year's voyage
from home, but there was no combined action and no
administrative faculty, and it therefore became only a
series of episodes, and culminated in tragedy to the
courageous little country which never reaped the reward
of its conquests.
Jan van Linschoten was born at Haarlem in 1563. In
spite of war between Holland and Spain, commercial
relations were maintained, as the Dutch market was
indispensable to the prosperity of the Indian trade of
Spain and Portugal. Jan, whose two brothers had already gone to Spain, took much delight in history and in
tales of strange adventure. He desired very much to see
the world, and at the age of sixteen secured his parents'
consent to join his brothers in Spain. His wanderings apparently did not alter his views on the subject of travel,
for in later years he wrote to his parents:
'There is no time more wasted than when a young
17

fellow hangs about his mother's kitchen like a baby,
neither knowing what poverty is, nor luxury, nor what
is found in the world, an ignorance which is often the
cause of his ruin."
Six years after van Linschoten went to Spain he sailed
for India on a Portuguese ship with his important commission. The record of his travels was published in
Europe and afterward translated into English, an invaluable addition to the history of the manners and
customs of the people of India at that period. The
Elizabethan English of the translation adds an interesting note to his observations on Lac:
"Lache (Shellac) by the Malabares, Bengalens, and
Decaniius, is called, assii; by the Moors, lac. The men
of Pegu (Where the best is found and most trafiqued
withall) doe call it trick, and deale much therewith by
carrying into the island of Sumatra, and there they ex-
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change it for pepper, and from thence it is carried to
the Redde Sea, to Persia and Arabia, whereupon the
Arabians, Persians, and Turkes call it Lac Sumatri, because it is brought from thence into their countries. Being refined and cleaned, they make it of all the colors of
India. Then they dresse their bed steddes withall, that
is to say, in turning the woode, they take a piece of Lac
upon the whole piece of woode, which presently, with
the heat of the turning (Melteth the waxe, so that it
entereth into the crests, EC.) cleaveth into it about the
thickness of a man's nail: they then burnish it (over)
with a broad straw or dry rushes so cunningly that all
the woode is covered withall, and it shineth like glass,
most pleasant to behold, and continueth as long as the
woode, being well looked into. In this sorte they cover all
kinds of household stuff in India, as bed steddes and
chairs, stooles, EC., and all their turned woodwork
which is wonderful common and much used throughout India."
In almost no particular does this process differ from
that now commonly employed in India, excepting that
a dry palm leaf stock and an oiled piece of rough muslin
are generally substituted.
The English traveler Terry, who made a voyage to
the East Indies in 1655, also wrote, "They (the Indians)
paint staves of bedsteads, chests, boxes, fruit dishes or
.large chargers, which after being handsomely turned
they cover the wood with a thick gum, then put their
paint on and after make it much more beautiful with a
very clear Lac varnish put upon it."
19
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INDIAN LACQUER
THE following description of the modern method employed may be quoted from a note by Mr. Rudyard
Kipling: "The most notable industry of the Montgomery district is the Lac turnery of Pak, Pattan. Nothing
could be simpler in principle than the craft of the
Kharadi (Lacquer-worker), while his lathe is a perfect
example of the many Indian contrivances which produce wonderful results with the most elementary and
apparently inadequate means. The varnish which is produced by pressing what is virtually a stick of colored
sealing wax against a rapidly revolving wooden object
has been found by the experiences of generations to
resist damp, dust and excessive heat and dryness
better than any known
paint, and it is employed
for all articles of domestic
use which can be turned
on a lathe."
The art of lacquering or
varnishing wood is practiced all over India. The
higher class of Lac work
applied to furniture and
house decorations is centered in the large towns,
but the making of Lac
marbles, bangles, toys,
bracelets, necklaces, etc.,
20

of handsome design and skillful workmanship is carried
on everywhere, even by wandering jungle tribes.
Toys are made from light, pale-colored wood called
Vepale. This turns out well and is covered with a beautiful Shellac varnish which does not suffer from immersion
in water or come off when the toy is put in the child's
mouth. These toys are quaintly colored and lacquered
and sold in sets of one hundred pieces.
In many sections of India a set of lacquered household
articles is given as a wedding dowry.
It has been said that "Lac turnery" should be substituted for lacquering as it is practiced in India, as
Japanese Lacquer and Indian Shellac are somewhat misleading to the untechnical mind.
Japanese Lacquer is a fluid varnish which is applied
with a brush and set aside to harden. Indian lacquer is
a surface obtained by pressing a stick of hard Shellac,
colored as desired, to a rapidly revolving wooden object,
the friction developing heat sufficient to make it adhere.
It is spread by the end of a dry palm leaf stem and
polished with further friction with a drop of oil applied
on a bit of rough muslin, and at the end of ten minutes
is as hard as though it had stood for centuries.
It was the custom in many parts of India to cover the
outer as well as the inner walls of the houses with paintings of various kinds, at first upon the mud walls of
thatched buildings, and later upon wood. This painting
was done in water color protected by a coating of Shellac
varnish, for, although linseed oil, the chief vehicle of
European painting, was a product of India, it was never
21
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used in that country for such painting. It is said that
this style of painting was in an advanced state of development more than two thousand years ago.
In India there are remains of beautiful paintings on
the walls of cave temples executed long before the beginning of the Christian era.
Kipling believes that this manner of painting wooden
buildings and the use of Shellac rather than oil paints
originated from the necessity for closing up the pores of
the wood, so as to prevent resinous exudations from
blistering the work during the summer heat.
LAC AN ANIMAL PRODUCT
NOT alone in the antiquity of its history, but also from
the standpoint of its unique origin and characteristics,
is the Shellac industry of unusual interest.
Like the Dutch traveler of the 16th century who wrote
in much detail concerning the value and uses of Shellac,
and yet was evidently wholly ignorant as to the true
origin of this wonderful gum, so, in our own day, to the
large majority even of well-informed people, the complete story of Shellac is more or less shrouded in mystery.
Lac is a product of the animal kingdom and may be
defined as a resinous excretion by a scale insect known
as Tachardia Lacca.
The insect is indigenous to the forests of India, which
country holds virtually a world monopoly on Shellac.
The name Lac is derived from the Indian term for the
numeral Lakh—a hundred thousand—and is indicative
of the countless hosts of insects which congregate in
22

;

aggregated masses around the twigs of certain trees.
The names of fifty-six trees have been given upon
which the insect is said to live, although the Kusum
(Schleighera Trigua), the Dhak (Butea Frondosa), the
Pipal (Ficus Religiosa) and the Arhardal (Cajanus
Indicus) are its favorites.
The minute larval insects fasten in myriads on the
young shoots, and each proves to be nothing more nor
less than an animated miniature siphon. At the mouth
of every one is a tiny lancet which it inserts into the
soft bark and then proceeds to draw its nutriment from
the living sap of the tree.
This tree sap is assimilated and, through a chemical
process incidental to the life of the insect, it is exuded
as a resinous secretion much as honey and beeswax are
produced by the modification of the nectar of flowers
by the bee.
The Lac accumulates and is gradually built up around
the insect into a small red, dome-shaped excrescence.
Owing to the myriads of these excrescences they form
in effect a cocoon and, the separate exudations coalescing, a continuous hard, resinous layer
regularly honeycombed with small cavities
is deposited over and around the branches.

UNIQUE LIFE HISTORY OF
THE LAC INSECT
THE life history of the insect may be
summarized as follows, although it varies
in detail in different parts of India.
23
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About the beginning of July tiny red larvae, measuring about one-fortieth of an inch in length, can be
seen swarming out of the incrustation in countless numbers and spreading over the neighboring twigs.
Each is oblong in shape, with two minute eyes, two
short antennae or feelers and six short legs. Curious
tufts of white powdery hairs—breathing apparatus—
grow from each side of the thorax. This swarming goes
on for two or three weeks, each insect as it appears
immediately setting to work to find a suitable position
where it can set up as a siphon on its own account.
Within twelve hours its fate is sealed, and during this
time it takes no nourishment of any kind, as its whole
attention is taken up with settling itself in life.
A certain number will be successful, but millions, being
unable to bore through the cortex and reach the sap at
the point attempted, are doomed. A successful insect,
however, settles to work, and for about two and a half
months goes on steadily forming Lac incrustation, the
female producing a bigger structure than the male.
At the end of this time the males creep out backward
from under the edge of their scales; they have grown a
little since their first appearance as larvae, and now
have four eyes instead of two—two more having appeared under the head.
Following a brief breeding season the males die, their
life work quite completed. The females, which form the
great bulk of the whole—it is estimated in a proportion
of about five thousand to one—continue making Lac
for another two and a half months, and then lie dormant
24
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for another month. During this time they have become
considerably larger and have taken on a brilliant red
color. This color is due to the formation of a substance
intended as food for their offspring.
At the end of the dormant period, they shrivel and die,
their bodies becoming the incubation chamber for their
numerous progeny—perhaps a thousand in each. These
eat their way through the body of the mother and make
their escape, to repeat this strange cycle of life and death,
which occurs twice annually, the second generation
beginning to swarm in the early part of December and
distinguished by the single fact that the males have
wings.
The Lac insects have various enemies to contend with
during the short span of their lives. Hail and rain often
kill and wash away thousands of colonies of insects, and
birds, monkeys, ants and caterpillars feed upon the
sweet-tasting Lac, and include countless numbers of the
insects also in their meal.

STICK-LAC AND ITS MARKETING
THE encrusted twigs known as Stick-Lac are
broken from the tree and cut into short sticks
two or more inches long by the jungle tribes and
dried in the shade; hence undergoing its first
treatment in the place of its production.
The cutting up of the twigs into a uniform size
facilitates packing in bags, in which they are conveyed to market and sold through different
traders to the manufacturers of Shellac. In fact,
25
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the Stick-Lac passes through the hands of many middlemen before it reaches the factory.
In the case of Assam Lac, for instance, the native sells
the Lac to a Garo trader at the foot of the hills; he, in his
turn, sells it to a Bengali trader at the markets of Zira,
Nibari and Damra; it is then carted to Goalpara and
purchased by a Goalpara merchant, by whom it is manufactured into Shellac. Then it goes to his agent in Calcutta, from which port it is shipped to the different
countries of the world to be made into Shellac varnish.
Shellac is also manufactured on a large scale in many
parts of Bengal, at Elambazaar in Beerbhum, in the
Bardwar division, in the Lohardugga district of Chota,
and along the banks of the Parulia in the Manbhum
district. Stick-Lac is brought in large quantities from
Chota Nagpur and from Raipur and Sambalpur in the
Central Provinces.
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GATHERING THE CROPS
BECAUSE of the difference in season and locality, the
gathering of Stick-Lac is divided into four important
crops: the "By-sacki," "Jetowa," "Rungeen" and
"Koosmi."
The "By-sacki" crop is gathered in April and reaches
the factories in May or June. This is the principal crop
of the year and supplies chiefly the "T. N." grade. The
average yield of the last six years has been about 150,000
cases, each case containing the equivalent of the East
Indian weight of two maunds.
The "Jetowa" crop is gathered about August or
September; it is a fine quality and largely used for seeding or propagating the "By-sacki" crop. The "Jetowa"
crop is only about 7500 cases.
The "Rungeen" crop, which averages 22,500 cases, is

!

gathered about October to November, producing"T.N."
grades and used for propagating the "By-sacki."
The "Koosmi" crop is collected about November to
December and produces the finest grades of Shellac,
with an average yield of 70,000 cases.
STRIKING A BARGAIN
THE primitive manner of bargaining still is followed in
most sales of Lac. The buyers and sellers join hands and
sit facing each other, a cloth being thrown over their
hands. The buyer presses certain fingers on the seller's
hand, thus making an offer. This is usually rejected by
making a motion of the head, and further finger pressing
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ensues. Finally the bargain is struck without uttering
a sound.
GRINDING, SIFTING, WASHING
AFTER being brought to market, the Stick-Lac is ground
in hand-operated mortars, and then sifted through hand
sieves. This crushed matter is divided into three parts:
first, the wood, which is used as fuel; second, the dust,
"khad," sold to makers of bangles and toys; third, the
true granular Lac, which is known as Seed Lac*.
Following the grinding and sifting process, the crushed
matter is washed in large stone troughs or tubs and
left covered over with water for twenty-four hours.
A man or woman now steps into the tub and seizing
hold of a cross piece of suitable height treads with the
bare feet on the granular Lac and presses it against the
sides and bottom of the trough.
The Lac is thus broken up into a still more finely
granulated form, and the water becomes a deep claret
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color. This deep-colored water is run away and the washing repeated until the water runs away colorless.
From the time when thousands of years ago the natives
of India used this insect excretion as a color for dyeing
their clothing and ornaments until nineteen hundred,
the colored water produced in the washing process
formed the valued Lac dye. It is, however, no longer
commercially valuable, as it has been supplanted entirely by the synthetic or aniline dyes of today, which
are produced more economically.
The next stage of the preparation of Lac gum is the
drying process.
The substance is spread out and exposed to the sun
and air, which bleaches it to some extent.

Again it is carefully sifted to free it from any remaining
foreign substance. It is at this point that the Lac is
sometimes mixed with adulterants or orpiment, or both.
Rosin may be employed in certain grades in the proportion of 2% or less to lower the melting point of the
Seed Lac, and the orpiment—when used—to continue
the bleaching process where a light color is desired. Superior grades are rosin-free.
MELTING THE LAC
THE mixture is then put into long, narrow cloth bags,
ten to twelve feet long and two inches wide. For one
quality of Lac, American drill is necessary for these
bags, and for another a cloth especially made at the
Cawnpore cotton mills is used. These wormlike bags are
held over open charcoal fires by two operators who begin
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to twist the bags in opposite directions, while the melted
Lac slowly oozes out and drops upon the floor.
During the process of melting, the foreman wields at
intervals three implements—a long iron-hooded poker
for stirring the fire, a wooden spoon for sprinkling water
on the floor in front of the fire, and an iron scraper with
which he scrapes the melted Lac from the outside of the
bag. As the melted Lac drops to the floor, it is spread
out by means of a pineapple leaf. Before it has time to
congeal it is picked up by still another native, who
stretches it into thin sheets, placing a foot on either end
of the piece and then pulling it upward by means of his
teeth and hands.
For drying, the thin sheet is placed on a rod held in
readiness by a woman, each extremity of the sheet hanging down like a towel on a rack.
The next day it is ready to be broken up into thin
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flakes and packed in bags or cases ready for shipment,
when it then becomes what is known in commerce as
Shellac.
HAND VERSUS MACHINE METHODS
FORMERLY all manufactured forms of Lac were pro-,
duced by hand methods, and the great bulk of it is still
worked up in small factories by hand. There are two
concerns in Bengal where machine methods are in use.
It is estimated that about 10% of the total Shellac
exported from India is machine refined.
In the machine process of manufacturing, the Stick
and Grain Lac are fed to mechanical grinders, and there
steam enters largely into the washing and melting of
the Lac. This process shortens the time and permits of a

34

greater output. However, there is a difference of opinion
as to the quality of hand-made and machine-made
Lac.
It is contended by some authorities that machine
methods can be employed successfully only for the production of lower grades such as Button and Garnet Lac,
and that hand-made Lac possesses certain properties
which can never be obtained by steam machinery
processes.

TRADE NAMES

TRADE names for manufactured Lac are Shell and Piece,
Button, Tongue or Garnet, each referring to the shape,
except Garnet, which refers to the color. Lac quality
varies chiefly according to the tree upon which the insect
feeds. The best Lac is Kusum Lac from the Kusum tree.
The other qualities are known as "Native Orange,"
"Garnet," "Button" and "T. N." (Truly Native).
The color varies between dark red brown and pale
orange.

BLEACHING

SINCE the color of commercial Shellac prevents its use
for many purposes, it has to undergo a bleaching process.
The most effective agent for this purpose is chlorine,
which, however, has to be handled with great skill and
care; otherwise the gum is so strongly attacked and
changed that it is rendered entirely useless.
Bleached Shellac is a product of domestic manufacture.
It is identical in quality with Orange Shellac, from
which it is made, but is bleached to a yellow white.
35

MODERN PROPAGATION
HITHERTO the cultivation and collection of Shellac have
been in the hands of the natives, and hence the methods
employed are of the original primitive character. But
now Shellac is becoming so valuable and the demand for
it is increasing so rapidly that the Government of India
is beginning to interest itself more closely in Lac cultivation, and the Forest Department realizes the importance of forming Lac preserves.
Propagation, in so far as it is now practiced, consists
in cutting off a few twigs of well-formed Lac and binding on fresh twigs or trees, on which the larvae may become fixed after emerging from the cells.
Endeavors have been made in various parts of India
to increase the quantity and improve the quality of Lac
by artificially rearing the insect on the most suitable
trees. However, it is obvious that the cultivation of the
product on scientific lines is not understood; and offering a strange anomaly to our modern efficiency is the
fact that but little advancement has been made in the
production of the substance since the days of Akbar.
The vast forests of India are capable of producing an
almost unlimited quantity of Lac, and the daily increasing demand for this invaluable product would seem
to necessitate greatly increased attention to its propagation and collection.
Under the present lack of scientific methods of production, the Lac crop is most capricious both in yield and
price, being one year highly profitable and the next with
36
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a margin so narrow that there is little inducement for
extension.
As before stated, the commercial production of Lac is
restricted to India (including Burma), Siam and IndoChina. The two latter countries produce only about
2M% of the total production of Stick-Lac, and much
of this is exported to Calcutta for manufacturing into
Shellac.

EXPORTATION AND IMPORTATION
As A "free" condition of Shellac is most desirable, the
best shipping season covers the colder months of the
year, November to May. June introduces the rainy
season, and the combination of moisture and intense
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heat causes the pieces of Shellac to stick together, forming what is known technically as a' 'matted'' or' 'blocked''
condition.
The exports of Lac from India prior to the war were
fairly constant at about 47,000,000 pounds per year,
with an average value of $6,250,000.
Lac was imported into England at least as early as
1813 and probably even earlier. Official reports record
that large quantities were imported at that time, the
gum being manufactured into Shellac varnish, while the
coloring from the insect was universally employed as a
dye.
For many years the United States has been the largest
single consumer, and since 1915 has taken more Lac
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than the rest of the world combined. England comes
next, and to a small extent a market for Lac is found in
France, Germany, Austria, Belgium, Italy, Australia
and China.

Between 80 and 90% of the exports are in the form of
Shellac. Domestic imports from 1910 to 1919 have averaged about 24,000,000 pounds. The maximum imports
were about 38,500,000 pounds in 1914 and 1917, until
1921, when 38,511,860 pounds were imported. About
50% of the trade in Shellac is in the T. N. (Truly Native)
grade. The price of this grade increased from 15c per
pound in 1915 to about 68c in 1918. With the removal
of war restrictions and the return to peace-time manufacture, the price increased to a high level of $1.60 per
pound in 1920. This high price was also caused by a
shortage of Lac in India, as shown from exports from
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that country in 1918-19, which were nearly 50% below
the pre-war exportation.
SHELLAC—THE VARNISH PAR EXCELLENCE
THE peculiar characteristics and properties possessed
by Shellac, due to its animal gum origin—all other varnish gums being vegetable products—render it almost
impossible of exact substitution but also uniquely valuable for innumerable purposes.
Since the composition of Shellac is the result of certain
mysterious chemical processes taking place in a living
organism, to produce artificially a substitute containing
all of the vital elements of the animal gum is hardly to
be expected.
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There are few products of the industrial and art fields
which find such varied and extensive use as lacquers
and varnishes, and Shellac varnish is the varnish
par excellence among all varnishes. Owing to the desire among discriminating people for a soft, waxy finish
for wood interiors and furniture rather than a brilliant
gloss, the demand for Shellac among painters, decorators, finishers and furniture manufacturers is constantly
increasing.
In addition to these highly valuable uses for Shellac it
has become vastly important as an essential in aeroplanes, electrical appliances, insulating materials, and in
the manufacture of phonograph records. It is also used
in the manufacture of buttons, grinding wheels, oil-cloth,
dominoes, poker chips, linoleum, imitation ivory, mica
products, shoe polishes, sealing wax, stiffening for hats,
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progress in whatever form it may be presented. But, as
always, youth may learn from age if it will.
The appreciation of and patient striving for beauty
which runs like a golden thread through the woven
fabric of the past is a thing to be pondered over and
conjured with in the midst of the hurried wonders of
this newest world and age.
India is the scene of endless miles of ruin-strewn sands
where once stood cities more wonderful than any we
know today—cities that were sacked and burned and
that grew again, forts and temples and palaces with
new names and new rulers and new religions, but always
with pomp and splendor and pride of power. The pomp
and splendor have departed, but its beauty seems imperishable.
When Magellan circumnavigated the globe, the voyage
lasted over three years. Today Shellac is brought from
Calcutta to New York in two months. Small sailing
vessels have been replaced by mighty steamships, but
the route which they take is unchanged. Through waters
fringed by India, Arabia, Egypt, Palestine, Persia,
Greece, Italy, France, Spain—the lands of the Pharaohs, of Moses, Jesus, Mohammed, Alexander, Caesar,
Hannibal and Napoleon—they sail. These are the countries and peoples from which were handed down to us the
religions, the laws, the literature, the art, the traditions
that ruled and rule the world. From them have come
the Pentateuch, the Psalms, Job, the Gospels, Greek
drama and comedy, the Koran, the literature and law
of the Italians and Latins and Greeks.
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On they sail through the Indian Ocean and the Red
Sea and that narrow blue ribbon of the Suez Canal, past
Port Said—the anteroom of the East—into the Mediterranean, touched by the glamour that belongs to Jerusalem, Mecca, Alexandria, Carthage, Athens, Rome and
Seville, to the new world where tradition is unknown and
the trail is always new, and where "when old words die
out on the tongue, new melodies break forth from the
heart; and where the old tracks are lost, new country is
revealed with its wonders."
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