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Abstract

The aim of this thesis is to examine the nature of the changes that took place within paper
conservation, a section of the practice/occupation of material conservation, in the United
Kingdom during the period from 1975 to 2005.

In the 1970s, conservation emerged as a distinct practice within the museum sector from
two sources: semi-skilled cleaners and movers of art objects, and the traditional restorers
of cultural objects. From then until the end of the century, it continued to grow and
mature. The nature of this growth and the changes that took place within it will be
modelled with the objective of enabling future changes within conservation to be

evaluated.

The evaluation of conservation in this manner will determine its definition as an industry.
The changes will be assessed by highlighting their effect on one section of conservation
practice, namely paper conservation. This practice concentrates on the conservation of
cultural material created using paper, including such categories of artefacts as
watercolours, fine art prints, drawings, ephemera, archival materials, books and all paper-
based sculpture.

During the period between 1970 and 2000, paper conservation developed from being a
fledgling practice to becoming an accepted standard within the museum sector. In
becoming so, it placed great emphasis on professionalism. This provided paper
conservation with a template for change, a process through which it could develop and
grow. Paper conservation embraced this process as a means of providing a set of standards
to which it could adhere, but also as a means of garnering greater acceptability for its
approach within the wider museum sector. Issues relating to the development of a
profession and professionalism will be further explored as part of the literature review.
Organisational change was also considered to have a relevance to the development of

paper conservation, and this, too, will be explored within the literature review.

2



Steps to professionalise conservation and subsequent changes in the wider museum sector
were seen to have had the most impact on the structure of conservation. They may also
have had relevance for the practice itself. Paper conservation was successful in having its
occupational aims accepted throughout the museum sector, and this has further
implications for those interested in researching by occupations of the professionalisation
process. An understanding of the nature of this change, and how paper conservation
reached its goal of acceptance for its values, is indispensable for those involved in

decision-making within conservation today, and in the future.

The thesis is based on an analysis of documents from the period directly relating to change
within the field of conservation. It also includes interviews with personnel who were
practising conservators, the providers of conservation education, and officers of the

different agencies representing conservation.

Research questions were formed from this analysis, and multiple case studies were

undertaken to analyse these questions.
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Chapter One

1.1 Conservation

Conservation is a descriptive term used to explain the approach taken by individuals
responsible for the care and preservation of cultural material. It reflects a set of values and
beliefs to which conservators conform and with which they identify, as they plan the

appropriate course of care for material for which they are responsible.

Conservation aims to minimise the potential risks facing cultural objects, to protect them
from the adverse effects of climatic and chemical deterioration, and to safeguard our
heritage, not only for ourselves, but for future generations. Conservators decide on the
appropriate intervention with which to treat the material being cared for. Organic-based
materials are susceptible to change and decay. An understanding of this process has been
one of the key factors in the emergence and development of conservation as a distinct

discipline.

The practice of conservation developed out of a greater understanding of the fragility of
cultural objects, particularly those created from organic material. Conservators conform
to, and abide by, these values when devising their interventions. This approach has been
described as ‘a philosophy of interventions’, the intention of which is the proper, long-
term care of cultural material. This cultural material embraces an array of precious objects
from oil paintings to musical instruments from stamps to sculpture (Pye and Sully, 2007,
Sloggett, 2009).

These values are culturally based, reflecting the general attitude held by society as to the
material itself. Society decides what objects are collectable and why they should be
collected. Central to the decision to make something collectable is the inherent

understanding that it will be cared for appropriately, so that it can continue to be enjoyed.

10



Cultural material deemed important within developed nations is primarily held within
collecting institutions, such as museums and galleries, furthermore Sloggett (2009)
observes that the framework in which the discipline of conservation is based and
developed is framed by the practice protocols and knowledge of these collecting
institutions (Sloggett, 2009, Applebaum, 2007).

As a practice, conservation involves the understanding of materials and technology, and
the art-creation process, as well as the historical and social significance of the works being
treated. It involves an understanding of the rates of decay within objects and the factors
that influence such decay. The first duty of conservators is to slow down the rate of decay
present within objects (Richmond, 2007). They do this by either intervening physically or
chemically to treat the object, or by manipulating the environment to which the object is
exposed. Conservation practice has, at its core, the preservation, protection, care, and
restoration of our cultural heritage (Pye and Sully, 2007). It is the responsibility of a
conservator to intervene to limit this change and safely preserve the fineness of the object
where, and for as long as, possible (Caple, 2000; ICON, 2009).

Conservation appeared as a distinct discipline within the museum sector in the late 1960s.
It evolved as a practice from within the range of museum activities prevalent at this time.
However, its origins and development can be traced back many centuries. Once the object
was regarded for its cultural value, someone became responsible for its care. Conservators
treat cultural material of all types, from watercolours to sculpture, tapestries and

ethnographic objects.

Conservation became the main philosophy of intervention within the museum and gallery
sector, and with the public, and has become an essential element therein. Museums exist to
assemble and educate about collections, and the management and preservation of these
collections is paramount to their activities. Most museums have the care of their
collections as a key objective, placing conservation at the heart of the modern museum’s
operation. As a result, a greater understanding of how conservation has changed will have
value for policymakers in the museum sector (Ward, 1986; Keene, 1996). Understanding
11



the functions museums perform provides us with a greater insight into their purpose and

their relationship with the practice of conservation.

Museums have four classic functions: to collect, to preserve, to conduct research, and to
interpret their collections. Preservation is central to these functions as without it, research
and interpretation are impossible and collecting pointless. But it is simply not enough to
preserve cultural material as this would be detrimental to the multitude of messages an

object can convey.

However, conservation is not exclusive to museums. In some countries, for example, the
United Kingdom, the United States of America and France, there are numerous self-
employed specialist conservators who work on a contract basis for museums, collectors

and the general public alike (Appleton, 1998).

There is a dependent relationship between conservation and the institutions in which it is
practised. Conservation must be congruent with the strategic aims of museums,
universities and art galleries. Otherwise, conflict will arise. Preservation of the collection
is a core objective of practically all museums, and, as such, it is central to their effective
operation. There are some instances in which conservators may be precluded from
conserving particular artworks or collections. Some artists may preclude conservation
intervention from their work, particularly those who integrate the decaying process into
the work itself. Tony O’Malley, a contemporary Irish artist, has created leaf pictures from
painting thin pieces of paper and shaping them with veins to resemble leaves. He has
expressly said that he does not want any conservation work to take place on these works.

He simply wants them to decay like leaves.

Works of art are categorised in terms of the media, support or technique from which they
are created. Conservators then specialise in the conservation of works of art within these
categories. The term ‘painting’ is used to describe the application of oil paint to either

canvas or a wooden panel. A watercolour is created by applying watercolour to paper,
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whereas a tapestry is usually a textile image fashioned by weaving wool. Each category
demands an understanding of the materials involved and the actual creation process that

goes into making the work of art.

Conservators become categorised in terms of their expertise, namely oil-painting,
sculpture or paper conservators. Some specialise in the treatment of works of art on paper,
while others focus on ceramics, glass or ethnographic objects. Although the knowledge
base in each instance is often different, the guiding principles for a conservation

intervention or treatment are universal, remaining the same, no matter what the specialism.

1.2 Paper Conservation

Paper conservation is part of the discipline of the conservation of objects that specialises
in the treatment of paper-based cultural material. This includes categories of objects such
as watercolours, drawings, fine-art prints, maps, books, manuscripts, ephemeral paper
sculpture, and archival material, to name but a selection. Paper has been used extensively
as a support because it is relatively inexpensive, available, durable and flexible in nature,
and this medium forms a large part of many cultural collections. Paper-based objects can
range in size, from small postage stamps to large images created on multiple strips of wide
paper. They can comprise individual works that are cherished for their beauty, cultural
significance or monetary value, or they can be part of a collection of works that require a

different approach.

The practice of paper conservation can be subdivided further into three specialisms,
namely, the conservation of flat paper, books and archival material. The conservation of
flat paper includes works of art created on individual sheets of paper. Traditionally, media
such as watercolours, graphite, gouache, pastels and crayon, to name but a few, have been
used by artists to create works of art on paper, or indeed any combination of two or more
of the aforementioned. These are one-off creations that may have an artistic or aesthetic

appeal.
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Books are bound collections of generally printed paper held between covers, made from a
variety of combined materials. A book’s structure and the materials used to create it are
unique to that volume and very time specific. Keeping them in good condition, and
correcting any inherent or accidental damage, requires a set of skills that combines an
understanding of paper ageing alongside that of binding methods and practices. Hence,
books developed as a subset of paper conservation, but they are a distinct practice in their
own right (Prajapati, (2005) .

Archival conservators are responsible for the care and treatment of large collections of
paper-based documents and manuscripts. The focus of much of their work is less on the
individual treatment of works, and more on the overall management of large collections of
paper-based material, and archival conservators’ skKill sets have been honed to address this
demand. They more commonly make decisions about the care of thousands of individual
pieces of manuscript than sit at a bench and treat ten such works, and, as such, archival

conservators have developed the skills needed to do just that.

Another area for which paper conservators tend to be responsible is that of objects created
on parchment. As a support material, parchment predates paper, and it was commonly
used as a material in books prior to paper being invented. It is a durable material, and very
resistant to surface-damage abrasions and creasing. It is extremely susceptible to liner
change as a result of being exposed to fluctuation in humidity. In the past, it was used in
the manufacture of books as a support for legal documents, a support for the creation of
artworks, and in the manufacture of religious tracts and sacred objects. It continued to be a
support for key legal tracts beyond the introduction of paper, and it is a material
commonly encountered by book conservators treating books that pre-date the eighteenth
century. Parchment is a very different material to paper, but it has become paper
conservators’ responsibility because of its history and the lack of any specialists in the

area who deal specifically with this material.
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Many factors can impact on the well-being of a paper-based cultural object or collections
of same. The object can be damaged by its function when created. For example, maps are
a type of paper-based material that can experience excessive handling during their period
of use, and this can be accentuated over time. How a paper-based cultural object has been
handled, stored or framed since its creation can cause deterioration from within the
support and media. Much of the work of a paper conservator involves correcting previous
framing methods to facilitate access to the objects so that they can be treated. Poor storage
conditions, such as dampness, high humidity, and insect and rodent infestation, and poor
control of humidity, light and temperature can do significant damage to paper-based
collections. All of these factors impact on the fineness of the object. It is the function of

the paper conservator to safely return as much of this as is possible.

Paper conservation, as a discipline, began to organise in the mid-1970s. Its history is
intertwined with the previous ways in which paper-based items were treated, but also with
the history and development of the support and media involved in the creation of paper-

based cultural objects.

1.3 The Focus of this Research

The focus of this study is the practice of conservation, with emphasis on the development
of paper conservation (a subdivision of overall conservation practice within the United
Kingdom) from 1970 to 2005. This period was chosen because it encompasses the time
span over which paper conservation emerged and established itself as a separate practice

within museums and beyond.

Museums are an important part of cultural life and conservation plays a key role in their
operation. There are approximately 2,500 museums within the United Kingdom that all
house different, distinctive collections (Museums Association, 2009). In 2008, the visitor
numbers for the top six London attractions were in excess of 23 million (Meikle, 2009),

while the British Library has calculated that every £1 invested by the state within that
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institution produces in excess of £4 in economic value to the economy (British Library,
2009).

Conservation practice can be segmented into the treatment of moveable or immoveable
objects. Included within the immoveable category are architectural objects, buildings,
some sculptural pieces, and natural/environmental objects. The moveable-objects category
includes cultural objects that can be moved, including the myriad of culturally based
collections held throughout the country (Plenderleith, 1999; Caple, 2002). Paper
conservation is a sector of conservation that specialises in the treatment of paper-based,

moveable objects.

Conservation is one of the newest practices within the museum sector. It has been noticed,
however, that conservation in the last decade of the twentieth century has undergone
‘dramatic change’ (Szmelter, 2000). Von Imhoff (2009) noted that the different natural
sciences, chemistry, biology and physics had a greater impact on the field of conservation
which have led to ‘incredible developments’ therein. Lester (2002) pointed out that the
environment in which conservation operates is somewhat volatile. He reviewed the
constraints under which it laboured and concluded that it was important that an open
dialogue about how the practice should develop over the next few years be considered. In
particular, he noted, it has to evolve in a way that is appropriate to its particular context
and operating environment. All of these commentators are describing an active profession

facing a degree of change.

Paper conservation is an occupation carried out in many countries. When the Institute of
Paper Conservation (IPC) organised its first joint conference with the Society of
Archivists, it noted that attendees (many of the representative groups of specialist practice)
were boundary-free. Over half its members came from abroad in the lead-up to the
conference, later merging at the same time with other bodies to form the International
Council of Museums (ICOM) in 1946. The International Institute for Conservation of
Historic and Artistic Works (11C) was an internationally based organisation that, although
registered in London after the Second World War, was transglobal in nature. However, in

order to make the aims of this present project achievable, a limit had to be placed on the
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scope of the research, and a national boundary was decided upon. This study is, therefore,

restricted to the United Kingdom.

The main audience for this study is made up of conservators and, in a wider context, the
museum sector, including managers and curators. Conservation has at its disposal finite
resources, and it is incumbent upon the practice to deploy those resources to gain the
maximum possible return for collections for which conservators are responsible. Efficient,
effective deployment of scarce resources is central to caring properly for collections.
Clearly, it is hoped that conservation policymakers of the future will find this research

useful.

Conservation, as it emerged, did so along lines of practice linked to the type of material
being treated — archaeological objects, paper and oil paintings, to name but three. As it has
matured, the change it has undergone can be analysed. The focus within conservation has
developed from one that concentrated on the treatment of individual objects to the impact
of measures introduced on collections as a whole. Over the past thirty years, it has gained
a cohesiveness that was missing in the early days of the practice. This cohesiveness needs

to be analysed in order to determine the nature of the profession.

1.4 Aims and Objectives

Conservation in the twenty-first century is a dynamic, multidisciplinary practice in which
conservators not only have in-depth knowledge of their own areas of specialisation, but
also of other areas, such as science, the properties of materials, construction techniques,

the environment, art history, and changing fashions and lifestyles.

It is the development of conservation from its origins to this point that is at the core of this
research — how it has changed over the time frame, and how effective this change has
been. Having emerged and established itself as a credible discipline, it is timely that its

development over the thirty-year development from 1995 to 2005 be evaluated. Such an
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assessment would be of value to those planning the future direction of conservation. As
Andrew Oddy, Keeper of Conservation with the British Museum from 1985 until 2002
said, ‘To know where we are going in conservation, we have to know where we have
come from’ (Oddy 2001, p11).

The aims and objectives of this research have been determined out of careful consideration
of the benefits that such an inquiry would have for conservation, both today and in the
future, in an effort to encapsulate the dynamic for change and improvement that is present
within the practice. Accordingly, this ambition has been quantified into the following three

aims and objectives.

To explore and define the conservation industry

Conservation has been emerging as an occupation for the past fifty years and has reached
a stage of maturity where its collective identity can and should be examined. Its
development has been reflected in part by certain subdivisions of the practice organising
themselves into representative bodies and cooperating to improve the manner in which
they work (Davis, 1998). The nature of the overall activity of conservation should be

determined.

To determine the issues that caused change within conservation, with particular
emphasis on one segment, namely, paper conservation

Paper conservation is a good subdivision of the overall practice of conservation, in that its
origins date back to the start of the 1970s. It provides an important segment of

conservation by which the impact of the drivers for change can be assessed.

To propose a change model that will reflect how conservation changes
This could become a valuable tool by which future plans for conservation could be
evaluated. Interventions could be assessed using this model at a planning stage, and

greater insight into their potential effectiveness could be gained.

The objectives of this research project are as follows.
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To identify and analyse the changes that have taken place within the structures of
paper conservation during the years 1975 to 2005

The changes that have taken place within the structures are twofold: there has been a
greater move towards a professional trait model within the structure of conservation, while

simultaneously the practice of conservation has come under increased pressure.

To ascertain issues that led to these changes
By identifying the issues that led to these changes, one can begin to determine some of the
reasons for the changes and begin to identify the essence of why paper conservation

changes in the manner in which it does.

To assess the implications of the changes that have taken place in the structures of
paper conservation, for conservation as a whole

Analysing the changes in relation to one sector enables us to evaluate change within the
context of a larger working group within conservation. Paper conservation is one area of

practice within conservation, but it is representative of many of the other sectors therein.

Most studies of change within conservation have concentrated on an analysis of how
individual aspects of the practice have changed. These are generally descriptive and recall
the development within individual sectors as history (Fairbrass and Rickman, 2001;
Cohen, 2005). In addition, there is a body of research that gives an overview of the
discipline of conservation, its areas of interest, and what conservators do. These
publications concentrate on raising public awareness about conservation, to garner greater
recognition for conservation within the museum sector itself (Ward, 1986; Richmond,
2007).
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Different elements have impacted on conservation causing greater change to occur. The
natural sciences physics, chemistry and biology to name but three have been having a
direct influence on how conservation developed, and the relationship between them has
been detailed by commentators (Von Imhoff, 2009). Some have attempted to outline the
changes in theory and the effect that this has had on both the practice and the changing
attitudes to collections (Child, 1992; Mufioz Vifias, 2005). Others have addressed the
professionalisation of conservation and the very many functions that comprise a
profession. Keene’s (1996) research into the greater effective management of conservation
is an excellent example of a topic that relates to the emergence of conservation as a
discipline. Understanding the impact that these changes have had on conservation is very

worthwhile.

Finally, the museum sector itself, which was once quite static, has emerged as a dynamic
cultural arena that has experienced rapid changes in the recent past. Museums fulfil a
variety of roles, from tourist attraction to a resource for social services, and they have been
the subject of a variety of investigations. The British Library values its economic
contribution at £363 million — four times its public subscription — and it is only one
institution of many in London and throughout the United Kingdom (British Library,
2009).

Although valuable, these studies have concentrated on individual aspects of conservation.
There is little if any analysis of the collective outcome of these changes and the effect of
them on the direction of conservation — in short, its strategic direction. Federspiel advises
that it is the responsibility of conservation to continuously reflect on the ‘means and ends
of conservation’. He maintains that it is a question of values, and that the values espoused
by conservation must be an understanding of continual change, but this cannot be
continuous change for the sake of change. It must be focused, if it is to be effective
(Federspiel, 2001, Applebaum, 2007).

There has been little research undertaken into the role played by conservation in the
development of museums. This is evidenced by the enquiry this author made to the
20



Chancery Library, which specialises in conservation and is operated by the Institute of
Conservation, concerning the availability of research, articles or publications that address
the role of conservation in museums. This request proved fruitless. There has been no
serious investigation of the effects of the collective aspects of changes in conservation.

Where there is research, it tends to be insignificant and brief in nature.

1.5 Research Design and Methodology

Conservation has had a direct relationship with science as it has emerged. Indeed, science
provided conservation with two key elements: firstly, information about the materials from
which objects were created, and, secondly, a template that conservation could develop.
The influence of science forced conservation into concentrating on the part of an object’s
condition that could be observed and measured (Coremans, 1996). From a positivist view
of the world, science was seen as the way to get at truth, to understand the world well
enough so that we might predict and control it. This was a core tenet of conservation
practice until quite recently, when a more ‘common-sense’ approach began to be adopted

leading to a breakdown of the positivist view.

Availing of the advice of Lofland and Lofland (1995, P3), to ‘start where you are and to
use your current situation or past involvement as a topic of research’, the author of this
thesis, who has been a practising conservator for over twenty-five years, has chosen
conservation as his topic of research. While undertaking a degree in business studies, he
developed an interest in change management and strategy, and both of these experiences

are being drawn upon for this study.

Much of the initial work on this project concentrated on defining the scope of the research.
Conservation and restoration take place in some form in every country around the world.
The materials used are geographically and culturally specific. Cultural objects can range in
size from tiny miniature portrait paintings to large buildings many hundreds of years old,

from postage stamps to cultural phenomena like Stonehenge. From this wide canvas the
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scope of this project was decided upon. A review of the literature relating to conservation
was undertaken, and this identified a number of drivers for change, which will
subsequently be discussed. Initial interviews with experts in the field further defined the
research questions. The proposed research methodology will adopt a qualitative approach

and the use of case studies.

1.6 The History of Conservation

Most publications investigating the development of an aspect of conservation begin by
outlining the history of conservation and in particular with the contribution made by
Germany, where, in 1898, Dr Rathgen collected and published recipes from various
sources in Die Konservierung von Altertumsfunden (The Preservation of Antiquities: A
Handbook for Curators). His work was translated into English in 1905 and regarded by
Harold Plenderleith as being the first true book published on conservation, and one that he
found very useful when he entered conservation in the mid-1920s. Rathgen was one of the
first practitioners to understand that a rigorous scientific approach was needed when it
came to treatments and understanding the materials being treated (Plenderleith, 1999;
Caple, 2000; Clavir, 2002).

Plenderleith, in his work on the conservation of antiquities, The Conservation of
Antiquities and Works of Art (1957), detailed scientific procedures that could be applied to
damaged objects to correct and repair them. Caple describes this book as one of the
greatest influences on the development of conservation during this period, which is
reflected by the fact that it was translated into over a dozen foreign languages (Caple,
2000). A later publication that had a huge influence on attitudes to preventative
conservation in the 1970s was The Museum Environment (1978) by Gary Thompson,

which dealt with the key aspects of the environment affecting artefacts (Caple, 2000).

The development of conservation can be assessed through the publication of key texts

dealing with aspects of the practice. For example, when Nathan Stolow first published
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Conservation and Exhibitions: Packing, Transport, Storage, and Environmental
Considerations, in 1988, exhibitions had become an integral part of the operation of
museums and galleries and had growing in both stature, size and importance. They
became an area in which conservators were becoming increasingly more involved.
Stolow’s publication encapsulated all the relevant information that a conservator working
in this area needed, reflecting the emergence of an aspect of museum activity in which
conservation’s input was vital. Similar publications by Ashley-Smith (2011), Applebaum
(2007) and Cassar (1995) assess the risk objects face, conservation methodology and
aspects of the museum environment respectively. Other publications such as the readings
in conservation series published by the Getty Conservation Institute provide an overview
of changes historical perspective within different aspects of conservation practive such as
‘Preventative Conservation’ (Knell, 1994), ‘Changing Views on Textile Conservation’
(Brooks and Eastop, 2011) or Historical Perspectives in the Conservation of Works of Art
on Paper (Ellis 2014) to name but three.

There is one main difficulty in trying to outline the development of conservation from its
restoration origins, and that is the level of secrecy associated with the practice of
restoration. Restorers depended on their abilities, skills, recipes and technigques, which
were kept secret to protect the ways in which an individual could earn his living. Such
protection was essential and, generally, skills were only passed on to the practitioner’s
apprentice, who trained with the restorer (Rod, 1996). This secrecy was a barrier to

defining the history and development of conservation over time.

Two examples illustrate this code of secrecy very well. The Schweidler brothers, Max and
Carl, were renowned paper restorers who practised in Berlin during the 1920s and 1930s.
They were admired for their ability to repair tears in an invisible manner and to remove
practically any blemish from a work on paper. However, in time, their interventions — in
many cases, designed to deceive — were seen as being too dramatic. It gave rise to the term
‘a Schweidlerised print’, which described a print that had been dramatically altered and
restored, and one that had deceived a buyer into purchasing it, thinking it complete. In
1938, Max Schweidler first published Die Instandsetzung von Kupferstichen,

Zeichnungen, Buichern usw, which detailed the techniques that the brothers used to achieve
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their results. The brothers fell out after its publication, and the rift continued for the rest of
their lives. Their dispute arose in part because trade secrets had been made public, and in
part because Carl, who was perceived as the more skilful of the two, regarded what was
written by his brother as being inaccurate (Perkins, 2006; Eeles, 2007).

Another appropriate example of this code of secrecy is a dispute that developed between a
conservator and the director of the National Gallery of Norway between 1917 and 1921.
Harald Brun was appointed conservator to the collection in 1905, after studying
conservation as an apprentice in both Berlin and Copenhagen. In 1908, Jens Thiis was
appointed Director of the gallery, and it appears that he and Brun worked well together,
without any major problems, until 1917 (Rod, 1996). In that year, Thiis asked the
caretaker to clean all the pictures in the gallery. Brun was on holiday at the time, and when
he returned a bitter and, at times, farcical disagreement ensued. Ultimately, the dispute
revolved around who owned the secrets of the trade, with Brun claiming that he had the
right to keep his treatment methods and formula secret. He claimed that he had, in fact,
taken an oath to this effect when he began his training, and he was not prepared to break it.
Thiis was willing to give up his position as Director if he could not have complete control
over conservation within his institution. In the end, Brun was dismissed from his duties in
1921 (ibid.).

As a result of this level of secrecy, most histories of conservation concentrate on structural
developments that occurred in museums and governing bodies, facilitating the attitudinal
change that resulted in the acceptance of conservation over restoration. Plenderleith’s The
Conservation of Antiquities and Works of Art: treatment repair and restoration first
published in 1957 is one such publication. The significance of this publication is reflected
in the experience of Plenderleith himself and the broad experience of conservation he had
at a time when it was emerging. One key remark therein reflects the growing concern
around restoration practice: ‘Any self-styled restorer could establish himself in his private
studio, experimenting as he liked, repainting where necessary (and often where quite
unnecessary), and this was a great source of worry to responsible authorities’ (Plenderleith
1957, 1999).
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Indeed, during the 1920s and 1930s, there was considerable concern about the secrecy

attached to treatment methods, and the fact that practitioners held no formal qualifications.

Plenderleith’s comments encompass a growing attitude to restoration in which
‘responsible authorities’ were searching for a new and better way of dealing with art
collections. It resulted in both national and international reaction. The International
Museums Office of the League of Nations organised a conference, held in Rome in 1930,
and its findings were printed in the Manual of Conservation and Restoration of Paintings.
One of the earliest of its kind, this publication marks a shift away from the traditional
approach to treating art, to a more accountable, open and transparent one (Plenderleith,
1999; Clavir, 2002).

Three key events, however, were central to providing the United Kingdom with a critical
advantage in the field of conservation. The first was the understanding, at a very early
stage in the development of conservation, of the advantages that science could offer and
the harnessing of scientific practices to achieve a greater understanding of materials.
Because of the problems it faced with its collection after the First World War, the British
Museum was one of the first institutions to use scientific methods to gain a greater
understanding of materials and potential treatments for objects (Plenderleith, 1999).
Secondly, after the cessation of World War 11, English became the accepted language of
conservation. Finally, the establishment of the International Institute for Conservation of
Museum Objects in London in 1950 (it acquired its present title, the I1C, in 1959) centred
the emerging discipline in the United Kingdom (Plenderleith, 1999; Clavir, 2002).

The origins of modern conservation within the United Kingdom can be traced back to the
problems that developed with the storage of artefacts from the British Museum during the
First World War. For its protection, a large amount of the collection of the British
Museum was stored in the London Underground system. This environment was

unsuitable, being both damp and overheated. After hostilities ended and the materials were
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examined, they were found to have been affected by mildew and mould. In the words of
Plenderleith (1999), although there were many well-qualified conservators within the
museum, the ‘trustees found themselves confronted by an emergency of vast proportions,

far beyond their power and experience’.

To address this situation, in 1919 they approached Dr Alexander Scott, Fellow of the
Royal Society, who was invited to undertake an investigative report, which ultimately
resulted in the establishment of an emergency laboratory to address the damage within the
collection. The importance of this development cannot be overstated. Science and
scientific analysis would eventually become a central part of conservation understanding
and treatment. Being one of the first to harness science provided the British Museum with
a critical advantage within the field (Plenderleith, 1999; Clavir, 2002).

The next major development saw Edward Forbes establish a research department, in 1925,
in the Fogg Art Museum at Harvard University. The museum, run by George Stout and
John Gettens, housed this research facility to investigate painting materials, their
composition and their conservation. In 1932, findings began to be published in the
periodical Technical Studies in the Field of Fine Art, which was uninterrupted until the
outbreak of World War II. Stout and Gettens both lectured to students, and they were
among the first to do so regarding the effects of the environment on works of art. Such
effects on an object became central to the care of a work of art, and Stout and Gettens

were amongst the first to identify this aspect (Caple, 2000).

By the late 1940s, the new science of museum conservation had advanced rapidly, and
there was demand for an international institution. It was first proposed by a team of
researchers in the Fogg Art Museum, with the full support of their British colleagues. The
International Institute for Conservation of Historic and Artistic Works (1IC) was
incorporated as a limited company in 1950 (under the title the International Institute for
Conservation of Museum Objects) in the United Kingdom. Significantly, it was the first
international body formed to promote dialogue amongst conservators. It aimed to increase
their status by forming a self-elected body. It published abstracts and technical literature
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and promoted training. In essence, it was the first step in the formation of the conservation
profession (Plenderleith, 1999; Caple, 2000; Clavir, 2002).

The new institute set about publishing its own periodical, Studies in Conservation, which
first appeared in 1952. In time, its membership grew until there were regionalised
representative bodies, and these developed into fully fledged regional representative

groupings.

Problems that developed with artefacts stored in the London Underground by the British
Museum during the First World War also informed a greater understanding of the effect
the environment had on objects. Research had already taken place prior to this, into the

effects of the environment on museums’ collections (Clavir, 2002).

This growing awareness was the beginning of preventative conservation. By the late
1980s, it had grown to encompass three distinct areas: the provision of customised
environments for the storage and display of artefacts; the management of collections as
whole, complete units; and, finally, the monitoring and control of aspects of the
environment — in particular, light, temperature and humidity — to ensure ideal conditions

for the storage and display of objects.

1.6.1 Restoration Versus Conservation

The history of conservation can be viewed as a movement from the dominance of
restoration to the acceptance of conservation as the most logical and acceptable means of
treating cultural objects. Early manuals relating to the practice of restoration date back to
the early eighteenth century, but it has been practised for as long as objects have been
created. Since the middle of the twentieth century, there has been an ongoing debate about
the merits of both conservation and restoration. By contrasting the two in table form, the
differences between both are highlighted.
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Table 1.6.1: Comparisons between Conservation and Restoration

Conservation Restoration

Profession dedicated to the preservation of | Practice dedicated to the cleaning, repair and
antiquities for the future reconstruction of antiquities

Primarily involves identifying causes of | Primarily involves removing residue from the
deterioration  and  preventing  further | surface of works of art
deterioration

Generally, academic training to degree or | Apprenticeship training with emphasis on
MSc level, with emphasis on art history, | artistic techniques and knowledge gained
science and artistic aspects through trial and error

Follows a policy of minimum intervention; | Aims to return the object to the way it looked
uses materials and techniques that are | when it was first created
reversible

Aims to preserve the history of the piece Can compromise the history of the piece

Source: Owens, 2009

Table 1.6.1 highlights the key differences between conservation and restoration. Clearly,
the emphasis of restoration interventions is on improving the appearance of works of art,
whereas conservation emphasises its preservation and stabilisation. Viewed in this way, it
is easy to see both as separate, distinct disciplines. In the past, the market demanded that
all damage be restored or hidden. The aim of restorers was to return the damaged object
back to the way it appeared when it was originally created. Dealers, collectors and
institutions alike all accepted this as the norm (Mufioz Vifias, 2005; Owens, 2009).
However, with a greater understanding of works of art came a greater understanding of the

merits of the interventions used to treat them.

Sometimes a conservator has to improve the appearance of a damaged object. He might
have to intervene to restore it. Equally, a restorer might have to work on an object to
preserve it. So, in practice, the lines of each discipline, conservation and restoration blur.
Furthermore, confusion between both approaches has occurred because there is no
separate word for conservation in many European languages, and in all European

documents relating to conservation, the term ‘conservator-restorer’ is used (Lester, 2002).
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Restoration dominated as an approach, but this was eventually questioned, and new values
were adopted. There was an increased desire for restorers to be accountable, for them to be
more open and share their processes. Equally, there was a greater demand for
accountability by managers of cultural collections. Training schemes became available in
colleges from the late 1960s onwards, and museums and galleries began to employ
restorers and conservators. A debate began about the merits of both conservation and

restoration, with conservation eventually succeeding (Keene, 1996).

1.6.2 The Classical Theory of Conservation

Conservation theory is a set of overall guiding principles that govern how conservators
can intervene. The classical theory of conservation was the predominant theory, certainly
in the initial period under review, and it provided values around which a set of rules
governing the interventions to conserve objects was devised. The classical theory of
conservation revolves around one key premise: that an object can, as a result of an
intervention, be returned to the way it was when it was created. This concept has been
described as ‘truth enforcement’ and it aims to reveal the true nature or integrity of the
object being treated. This objective was central to the practice of conservation and
restoration up until the late 1980s, when the practice began to be questioned (Mufioz
Vifias, 2005).

The roots of this classical theory can be traced back to the middle of the nineteenth
century, regarding the repair and restoration of buildings. For many reasons, building
restoration seems to be the arena in which conservation theory was determined and
defined, and this went on to influence all aspects of the conservation of moveable objects.
Classical conservation theory emerged from a debate between architects and
commentators involved in the restoration of buildings, and which went on to have an

influence on archaeological conservation and the conservation of works of art.

29



There are various reasons why architectural conservation took the lead ahead of other
aspects of conservation. Architects were probably the first creatives to receive academic
training. They also had considerable social standing. Architecture was one of the major
arts with a long tradition of practice and, consequently, it created a large body of

knowledge around, and much debate about, practice.

Building conservation involves many people with architectural direction by the very
nature of the intervention. Buildings differ from other forms of cultural objects because
they are more visible and socially relevant than other objects, such as easel paintings or
prints. The cost of building conservation, in most cases, tends to be greater than other
conservation interventions. Buildings are experienced by users in a different way to other
objects. Building conservation is subject to the norms of architecture, which regulates
technical specifications, safety and access. Finally, buildings are static, immoveable
cultural objects, whereas most other cultural objects are moveable. For all these reasons,
the development of architecture has had a direct bearing on the theory of conservation
(Mufioz Vifias, 2005).

The beginning of this theory of conservation can be traced back to John Ruskin’s
publication, The Seven Lamps of Architecture (1849), which was followed by The Stones
of Venice, (1951) in which he outlined his opinions on the values and virtues of buildings.
Ruskin passionately believed that nothing should disturb the original remnants from the
past, especially if those buildings were Gothic buildings. It is somewhat ironic that
Ruskin’s beliefs are accepted by conservators, as he held that one of the greatest risks was
from people trying to rebuild damaged buildings. He opposed any kind of restoration,

accepting that decay was an added value (Mufioz Vifas, 2005).

In France, many splendid Gothic buildings have survived. Their reconstruction was

considered to be in the national interest. Eugéne Viollet-le-Duc was the architect who was

charged with some of France’s most important Gothic restoration projects. He had an

opposing view to Ruskin. He was equally as enthusiastic about Gothic architecture, but

believed that it should be presented in a pristine condition. Viollet-le-Duc believed that, as
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an architect, he had the right to replace damaged parts of buildings, so long as the
intervention was true to the nature of the building itself. He himself oversaw the

construction of an additional two towers to Notre Dame Cathedral (Mufioz Vifias, 2005).

The writings and beliefs of both commentators provide us with the extremes of a debate
about the objective of conservation interventions. In the case of Ruskin, it is paradoxical
that his views have become iconic for conservators because he believed that restoration
was a lie. However, they represent a continuum from the most restrictive to the most
permissive. Commentators who had contributions to make to the debate from this period
onwards were always judged as being between the two extremes of Ruskin and Viollet-le-

Duc.

It was almost impossible to reconcile the two differing views of both Ruskin and Viollet-
le-Duc, but Camillo Boito, an Italian architect, tried to define a middle ground, with some
success. He put forward the idea of a monument being a document, and that one had to be

faithful to this by not adding to or taking from it.

This reconciliation of ideas was presented at the third Conference of Architects and Civil
Engineers of Rome in 1883. Boito compiled his thoughts in a document entitled Primera
Carta del Restauro, or The Charter of Restoration. This outlined eight principles, some of
which still have relevance today. One of these principles, namely that new additions or
restored parts should be discernible from original parts, is still widely accepted as a basic
tenet of conservation. Boito suggested that buildings be photographed and documented as
part of the restoration process. He also recommended that material removed from the

building be retained and possibly displayed elsewhere (Mufioz Vifias, 2005; Clavir 2002).

The difference between the positions of Ruskin, Viollet-le-Duc and Boito is that they
disagree as to where truth, integrity and/or authenticity lie within an object to be
conserved. Where there is loss from an object, Ruskin’s approach would be to do nothing,

leave it unrepaired, and accept it as part of the beauty and history of the object. Viollet-le-
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Duc’s approach would be to replace the missing areas and countenance additions beyond
the original in order to restore the integrity of the work. Boito, on the other hand, would
replace the missing areas, but in a way and with materials that would enable the additions

to be discerned upon close examination.

1.6.3 Collections and Conservation

The development of conservation is also mirrored in the development and history of
collections. Caple observes that one of the earliest examples of collecting is represented by
the occurrence of fossils in Palaeolithic graves. He also refers that Egyptian Pharaohs
collected rare and unusual objects. But the first collections that mirror our modern notions
of museums can be traced back to the collections organised by the Greeks in 490 BC, in
the Temple of Delphi, to celebrate the victory of the Athenians at Marathon. This
collection differs from others in that there is evidence of it having been listed and
conserved (Caple, 2000).

Since then, many other collections have developed alongside powerful individuals or
organisations within society. Julius Caesar, various Chinese emperors, and Henry 11l are
examples of powerful rulers who developed vast collections of special objects. Examples
of powerful bodies within society that have amassed collections include all the traditional
religions of the world, the Catholic Church being the best example amongst them (Caple,
2000).

Conservation history can also be viewed through the development of museums. Many
museums were established within Britain in the nineteenth century, for the purpose of
public enlightenment. Many had free admission and displayed objects and art in an effort
to enable the public to acquire good taste. The collecting policies of many of these newly
emerging museums saw them gather vast amounts of archaeological material that was
inherently unstable. Coping and caring for this amount of material placed the skills of the

restorer under considerable pressure (Clavir, 2002).
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By the time the Institute of Archaeology was established in 1936 by Dr Mortimer
Wheeler, there was a much greater understanding of the problems faced by collectors of
archaeological material and its inherent instability. With a renewed interest in archaeology
in the nineteenth century, many artefacts had been added to collections. Once excavated,
however, many objects were found to be inherently unstable. Traditional restoration

techniques were unable to cope with the demands of growing collections.

lona Gedye, a conservator charged with the treatment of excavated objects during this
period, commented, ‘Armed with Dr. Harold Plenderleith’s first small book on the
Conservation of Antiquities and a few basic chemicals, [we] started a ‘hit or miss’ attack
on the remaining finds’ (Clavir, 2002). The Institute of Archaeology quickly established a
training course to improve the treatment of materials. It became the first accredited course

for conservators within the United Kingdom (ibid.).

The history of museums and conservation are intertwined, each influencing the other.
There are numerous examples of this relationship throughout the histories of both. Clavir
(2002) quotes Charles Trick Currelly, the first curator of Canada’s Royal Ontario
Museum, who had purchased for his collection numerous iron objects from the Roman
period, which were highly unstable and susceptible to rust. He researched a treatment
method developed by German restorers, which stabilised the iron and, thus, his collection
and investment. Alongside this, Clavir mentions the work of Stout and Gettens, the
aforementioned pioneering conservators who worked in the Fogg Art Museum at Harvard
University. A curator of Asiatic art from this museum had discovered Chinese cave
paintings that were particularly fine and, with an associate, tried unsuccessfully to remove
them. Stout and Gettens began to research the problem, to see how conservation could be
safely achieved. Both of these examples illustrate the use of scientific research as part of
the investigation process into solving particularly difficult or challenging conservation

problems.
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Up until the 1970s, there was little change in the emphasis of museums as places of
enlightenment, but from this period onwards, there has been considerable change within

museums, and this forms the focus of the next section.

At the start of this review of conservation, in 1971 there were approximately 115 people
employed as conservators in the public sector within the United Kingdom, with no record
of any conservator working on contract. By 1998, however, there were 1,021 conservators
employed in the public service and 1,992 operating on a contract basis, giving a total
number of 3,013 working conservators (Winsor, 1998). The description of the work
carried out was divided into three main categories: those who worked directly on objects,
those who worked within a collection’s management role, and a group described as
‘others’, who were generally educators or technicians working in a supporting role within
the field of conservation. This is a noticeable development on the earliest survey of

conservators, made in the early 1970s, when the only role noted was ‘bench conservator’

(Winsor, 1998).

1.6.4 Science

As previously mentioned, conservation’s involvement with science gained momentum in
the second half of the twentieth century. Prior to this, scientific involvement was of a
‘soft’ nature, and from the middle of the twentieth century, a ‘hard’ scientific approach
was adopted. It reinforces classical theory because scientific conservation revolves around
objects and facts, not ideas. It reinforces the notion of truth, and that the object can be
returned to its previous form. Impartial scientific analysis allowed for the accurate
identification of materials used to create objects, initially reinforcing the notion that the

true nature of an object can be identified (Horie 1987).

Conservation has been very successful in incorporating the history and philosophy of
science into its own professional practice and discipline. A scientific approach provided

conservation with the objectivity needed to validate the cultural relativity that is central to
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the treatment of such material. By adopting the methodologies of science, conservation
acquired a validity to its approach. Science had clearly developed and defined protocols in
relation to knowledge creation and recording. Finally, scientific principles provided
conservation with a way to verify and reproduce interventions (Sloggett, 2009).

In time, the ongoing relationship between conservation and science fostered the
knowledge that an object could not be returned to its original state (Carver, 2002). Science
provides conservation with its objectivity. Because the information collected about objects
is done so in a controlled, verifiable way, it is considered superior to subjective
knowledge. It is not contaminated by individual opinion, and it has a universal validity.
The knowledge gained is devoid of personal biases, preferences or beliefs (Mufioz Vifas,
2005).

Science had a greater influence than just problem-solving. It also influenced the fledgling
profession as it emerged, impacting greatly on the operation of conservation at a
fundamental level. Scientific methodology, namely the investigation of source, analysis,
interpretation and synthesis, was integrated into conservation practice. It led to a greater
analysis and understanding of the materials at the core of objects and, at the same time, a

greater knowledge of the decay process to which each is subject (Ellis 1995; Clavir, 1998).

On a pragmatic level, scientific conservation is seen as the best form of conservation
because it produces results that are perceived as being superior to those of non-scientific
conservation. ‘The results are more reversible, more efficient, longer lasting, truer, more
objective and less controversial. Science has developed a number of complex, valuable
methods, techniques and tools, and their use has led conservation to a new level (Mufioz
Vifias, 2005).

These assumptions underline the objectivity that science brings to conservation. Mufioz
Vifas believes that scientific conservation is guided by an unspoken materials theory of

conservation, which, in turn, is based on the need to preserve the object’s material truth.
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This is classical conservation theory, reflecting the notion that was common in the early
part of the twentieth century, which, thanks to the intervention of science and the
conservator, the object could be returned to the way it was when first created. Science
deals with materials, not ideas and, as such, claims to be able to determine the original

state of an object.

Equally, for a treatment to be acceptable, it must conform to scientific principles and
methods, specifically those emanating from the ‘hard’ sciences. A rigorous logical and
systematic method of observation, experimentation, validation and prediction is central to
the scientific approach. Scientific procedures promised relief from the confusion and

criticism caused by the use of idiosyncratic and arbitrary procedures (Dykstra, 1996).

As scientific analysis developed, it had the advantage of providing conservators with a
greater understanding of what happens to an object when it is being conserved. This, in
turn, has informed practice. Coremans highlights how particular developments within
science have impacted on conservation, acknowledging that, in 1870, Max Joseph
Pettenkofer introduced the use of microscopes for specialised visual examination. In 1905,
Wilhelm Ostwald used the resources of microchemistry. In 1914, Dr A. Faber
demonstrated the usefulness of radiography, while Harald Kougel was demonstrating the
resources of ultraviolet and fluorescence. After the First World War, X-rays were
emerging as a tool for investigation, and they were to become a very valuable tool in time
(Coremans, 1996).

Hackney highlights the point that conservation science is not solely involved with
conservation treatments, and that many areas of museum activity have also benefitted.
Areas such as storage conditions, pollution control, pest monitoring, handling, packaging
and transportation, as well as framing and display, are all day-to-day museum operations
that have been influenced by the scientific approach (Hackney, 1997).
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The methodology, knowledge and values of science were adopted by conservators at a
time when it was revered by the wider public. In the late nineteenth century, there was an
optimistic belief in Western societies that science held the key to human progress and a
better understanding of the universe (Pearse, 1997). There was great public fascination
with science. After the First World War, and for the first time, the British government
gave financial support to scientific research, which was considered to be in the public

interest.

Science was also one of the motivating factors in the establishment of the 11C in 1950, the
purpose of which was to promote greater cooperation between individuals undertaking
conservation-science research. This was the first international representative association
for conservation, and one of the first steps in the professionalism of the conservation

practice.

Prior to the 1960s, conservators looked to science to provide recipes for dealing with
deterioration or aesthetic disfigurement. With the establishment of specific training
courses in conservation, and the move away from the heretofore master—pupil craftsman-
type apprenticeship training, science became more proactive within conservation. The
courses provided significant numbers of trained graduates for museums, and there
followed a shift towards research. Science became more proactive with the 1980s being
described by Roy (1997) as the ‘boom period in which scientists and conservators sought
better to understand the mechanisms of deterioration and the technique of manufacture of

the objects in their care’.

By the 1990s, the nature of conservation science was questioned, coinciding with a
general postmodern re-evaluation of the objectivity of science (Kuhn, 1970; Latour, 2004).
Many of those criticising were cognisant of the value that science had for conservation in
general. In fact, many who criticised — led by de Guichen, Tennant and Daniels — were
conservation scientists themselves. Tennant (1997) says, ‘In the conservation of cultural
heritage, the values of scientific investigation [range] from those of critical importance,
without which a project cannot be undertaken, to those of tenuous relevance.” One of the

37



key criticisms revolved around the ability of scientists and conservators to communicate,

and for each to appreciate the other’s needs.

Clearly, the relationship between conservators and conservation scientists had reached an
impasse. Some conservators believed that scientists were unable to provide a support
system for conservators. Others criticised what they saw as the imperialist attitude within
science as being a barrier to good working relations. Some scientists, naturally, countered
by suggesting that conservators lacked enough understanding to ask the right research
questions. Others blamed the language of science as being the barrier to the two areas

working together (Carver, 2002).

In a review of the articles printed in Studies in Conservation from 1979 to 1989, de
Guichen notes that 296 articles written by 292 authors appeared. Of these, 48% dealt with
the composition of the object, 17% dealt with the products that might be used, 35% dealt
with what might be done to ensure an object’s survival, and 1% dealt with treatment
evaluation. These figures reflect the activity of conservation scientists over this period. It
is vital that the constituents of an artistic object are fully understood before it is treated,
but the materials are only one element of the treatment. Scientists’ work often ends where
it should begin for the conservator. In other words, once identified, how should the
materials be treated (de Guichen, 1989).

Mufioz Vifas describes the part of conservation science, that Tennant (ibid) describes as
being ‘of tenuous relevance’, which is addressed to conservation, not conservators, as
endoscience, or science about science. It was scientific research undertaken by scientists
interested into specific conservation of issues, but which had little reference or application
to practicing conservators. The solutions arrived at had only limited application for
conservators who were attempting to address the issues they encountered throughout their
practice. Further criticism of endoscience outlined that it lacked universal value, and the
research was plagued with exceptions. This came about because of a lack of
communication between both sectors, an inability on the part of scientists to understand
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the complexity of conservation problems, and a lack of technical knowledge on the part of
the scientists (Mufioz Vifias, 2005).

As the twentieth century drew to a close, comments by Torraca (2002) took on more
significance when he advised, ‘Do not underrate the conservator. Scientists are frequently
tempted to do so when they see him tinkering with ‘research’ ideas and using very
peculiar methods. [...] By feeling the properties with materials with very accurate
instruments (his eyes and hands), he cut his way through a multivariable problem more
efficiently than the scientist, who is accustomed to proceeding by logical steps and may

have trouble identifying which variable is the relevant one.’

These developments in science, as aforementioned, were closely linked to changes that
occurred in the role of conservation within museums, and the next section investigates this

changing dynamic.

1.7 The Development of Conservation

When something is created, it can be retained or discarded. If it is retained, it is because it
has a value, and there will be a desire to maintain the object for as long as possible.
Obijects can range from the extremely large to the tiny and be constructed from a variety of
materials. If, however, the object is made from organic materials, e.g., wood, textiles or
paper, it is susceptible to change (Cornfield, 1998). It is the responsibility of a conservator
to intervene to limit this change, and to safely preserve the fineness of the object where,
and for as long as is possible. How this intervention takes place, as we will see further on,

determines whether an object is conserved, preserved or restored.

As a practice, object conservation is relatively new. Its origins can be traced back to the
middle of the twentieth century but, as has been outlined in the previous section, it has
emerged from the practice of restoration, whose beginnings originated from the sixteenth

century and beyond (Conti, 1988). Marijnissen (1996) noted that there was no precise
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moment when conservation started or restoration finished. It was a gradual process,
happening over time. Not all interventions, he maintained, had as a purpose the return of
the objects to their original state. He cites as an example the practice of Denkmalpflege
(the conservation and protection of monuments), the aim of which was to care for
sculpture and monuments, rather than restoring them to their original state. This approach

had parallels with the conservation process that emerged in the mid-twentieth century.

Federspiel advises that the professional obligation of conservators continues to change,
reflecting the changing values of conservation. These changing values are the history of
the practice, and they are reflected in our answers to three questions: why do we preserve
our cultural heritage, what do we preserve, and, finally, how do we preserve it? The

answers to these three questions reflect the history of the profession (Federspiel, 2001).

Conservators are governed by codes of ethics that promote the long-term preservation of
objects for the enjoyment and appreciation of the general public. The codes assist
conservators in the choices they make, to promote good practice and define how
interventions take place (Richmond, 2007). Consequently, conservators intervene less and
in a very different way than they did in the past, and they have been instrumental in

changing attitudes in the wider museum community to their way of thinking.

Conservation as an occupation is, in the main, self-regulated. At its core is a set of
principles designed to standardise the approach to treating all objects, as noted in Table

1.7, as follows
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Table 1.7: Guidelines for Conservation Interventions

Treatments should be preceded by a thorough examination of the object.

Treatments should be recorded fully.

A minimum of new material should be added to the object during treatment.

Interventions must respect the integrity of the object.

A conservator must maintain the currency of his technical knowledge.

A conservator must be aware of his own limitations.

Source: Ward, 1986

In the treatment of an object, the conservator continuously performs the following:
examination, recording, diagnosis, action-recording and care. The monetary value of an
object is not important in the context of conservation/preservation, and every object
should be afforded the best care (Ward, 1986). These are essentially a set of rules that
have emerged over time, governing conservation interventions. They are a set of
guidelines that provide a standardisation of approach amongst conservators dealing with

the conservation of objects within their own specialisations.

1.7.1 Definitions

The representative bodies of conservation practice and national heritage bodies all have
their definitions of conservation. Keene observes that they generally fall into two
categories: first, the nature of the work carried out on objects, whether it is conservation or
restoration, and, second, the role of conservators or other agents in carrying out this work
(Keene, 1996).
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Conservation aims to minimise change to cultural material, to protect items from the
adverse effects of climate and chemical deterioration, and to safeguard our heritage, not
only for ourselves, but for future generations. ICON, the Institute of Conservation, defines
the work carried out by conservators as ‘the preservation, protection, care and restoration
of our cultural heritage’ (ICON, 2009). According to The American Institute for
Conservation (AIC) ‘Conservators are concerned with a number of factors in preserving
an object, including determining structural stability, counteracting chemical and physical
deterioration, and performing conservation treatment based on an evaluation of the

aesthetic, historic, and scientific characteristics of the object’ (AIC, 2009).

The Australian Institute for the Conservation of Cultural Materials (AICCM) defines
conservation along similar lines ‘about preventing damage and loss to our cultural
heritage. Conservation aims to minimise change to collection material, to protect items
from the adverse effects of climate and chemical deterioration, and to safeguard our
heritage, not only for ourselves, but for future generations. Conservation activities may
include preservation, restoration, examination, documentation, research, advice, treatment,

preventive conservation, training and education’ (AICCM, 2009).

Focusing on the nature of the interventions leaves definitions of conservation open to
inaccuracy, as the philosophy of intervention changes. Furthermore, the International
Council of Museums (ICOM) has revised its definition of a museum about every eight to
ten years since its establishment in 1946. Given that there is such a close relationship
between conservation and museums, any change in the definition of museums has an

impact on how we define conservation.

1.7.2 The Practice of Conservation

As we have established, conservators specialise in divisions based on their training and
expertise. Table 1.7.2(a) is constructed from data collected by a Museums and Galleries

Commission (MGC) survey held in 1998, and it illustrates the various specialisms within
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conservation, the numbers working in each section, and, finally, the percentage of people
employed therein. It also breaks down the numbers working in the public sector into those
employed directly by museums and those contracted to provide conservation services.
When the percentage values for each are examined, it is evident that the conservation of
paper-based materials (as represented by the sections Archives, Art on Paper and Books)
amounts to over 29% — the largest single media division. It also illustrates the level of
outsourcing that was present in the public sector at the time. Approximately two thirds of
conservators working in the public sector were permanent employees. One third of
conservators were employed on a contract basis, and this trend seems to be growing
(Winsor, 1998).

Each specialism can be subdivided into smaller, more specific subsections thereof. A
typical example of this is found in sculpture, the general term used to describe a three-
dimensional object created by an artist. However, there are a myriad of materials from
which a sculpture can be created. Given this fact, there could be a number of sculpture

conservators specialising in metals, while others might choose to conserve plaster casts.
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Table 1.7.2(a): Numbers of Conservators Working in the

Public Sector and their

Specialisms
Areas of Expertise Employed in | Employed in the | Total Percentage
the Public | Private Sector Number | Overall
Sector
Archaeological Material 72 25 97 5.80%
Archives 116 85 201 12.03%
Art on Paper 60 89 149 8.92%
Books 104 37 141 8.44%
Ceramics 42 72 114 6.82%
Clocks or Watches 8 58 66 3.95%
Ethnographic Materials 37 24 61 3.65%
Furniture 34 118 152 9.10%
Industrial or Transport 28 14 42 2.51%
Natural History 29 16 45 2.69%
Paintings or Miniatures 41 180 221 13.23%
Photographs 83 30 113 6.76%
Social-History Objects 60 26 86 5.15%
Stone 36 67 104 6.16%
Textiles 39 41 80 4.79%
TOTALS 1,671 789 882 100%
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We see in Table 1.7.2(a) that paper conservators comprise a significant percentage of
conservators working in the field. The categories of Archives, Art on Paper and Books are
all material divisions of paper and the responsibility of paper conservators, giving them a
combined total of almost 30% of the overall amount of those working within conservation.
The large number of these conservators reflects the size of paper collections within

various museums and the medium’s popularity with artists throughout the decades.

The Conservation Forum was a representative organisation for twelve different
conservation-representative groups from the United Kingdom and the Republic of Ireland.
Originally called the National Council for Conservation-Restoration (NCCR), it was
incorporated in 1998 and subsequently changed its name to the Conservation Forum.
Established with the support of the Conservation Unit, this organisation first suggested
that a number of representative bodies should merge. Research undertaken by the
Conservation Forum (prior to convergence taking place) into the membership details of
the various representative bodies in 2002 noted that the Institute of Paper Conservation
had a total membership of 1,308, while the IIC, which represented a multitude of
conservation disciplines, had 1,562.

Table 1.7.2(b) contrasts the numbers working in conservation in the public sector in 1971
with those in 1998, highlighting the growth in the various sectors over this time.
Conservation sectors such as archaeology, independent museums, university museums,
and even the National Trust did not exist when the original survey was undertaken, and
their existence reflects a growing awareness of conservation over this period. The data
illustrates that not all conservators work with objects. Some are involved in training or

advocacy, as evidenced by the numbers working in the heritage sector.
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Table 1.7.2(b): Number of Conservators by Type of Public-Sector Employer, 1971-98

Source/Year 1971 1998

No. % No. %
Archaeology Unit 0 0 |8 1
Area Museum Service 8 7 |18 2
Ecclesiastical Body 0 0 |19 2
Heritage Agency 16 14 |77 7
Independent Museum 0 0 |44 4
Local Authority Museum 40 35 | 214 20
National Museum 51 44 | 491 45
National Trust 0 0 |31 3
Training Centre 0 0 |117 11
University Museum 0 0 |43 4
Others 0 0 |19 2
Total 115 100 | 1,081 100

Source: Winsor, 1998.

Not all sections within conservation have developed at the same rate. Conservation can be
described as being on a continuum of development from specialist cleaner through
recognised apprenticeship training, to full academic qualification and, today, the
conservation specialist within his/her chosen area. Not all conservators are at the end of
this development process. Some remain best described as ‘specialist cleaners’, while

others are only just developing from the apprenticeship phase.
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One area of development in recent years has been in the practice of preventative
conservation. Conservators, particularly those who worked in museums and galleries,
found that a growing amount of their time was being spent on implementing preventative
conservation measures, with increasingly less time on objects. These measures were aimed
at minimising potential threats to the collection as a whole. This approach became a
specialist area within museums, and a number of academic courses have been established

to cater to the needs of this sector of conservation (Getty Conservation Institute, 1994).

1.7.3 Location of Conservation Practice

Conservators work in two ways: they are either employed directly by institutions on a
permanent or contract basis, or they work on a freelance basis. A succession of reports,
culminating in a 1998 MGC survey into conservation provision, provides insight into
where conservators work and the nature of that work. The survey identified 1,659
conservation posts within the public sector in seventeen different institutions. Over 70% of
these were museums and galleries, with the remainder including heritage agencies,
training facilities and archaeological units. Over 800 conservators — nearly half of the
posts — work in the relatively small number of national museums, highlighting their role as

centres of conservation expertise and practice (Winsor, 1998).
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Table 1.7.3: Job Function of Conservation Staff in Public Museums and Related
Institutions, 1971-98

Source/Year 1971 1998
No. No.
% %
Conservator 74 64 | 709
69
Conservation Scientist 0 0 |33
3
Conservation Trainer 0 0|72
7
Conservation-Related Area 41 36 | 207
20
TOTALS 115 1,021

Source: Winsor, 1998.

Not all conservators are employed for their manual skills. Some, through long association
with museums, have developed specific expertise by which they are employed. When
reviewing the services offered by conservators working on a contract basis, the 1998
survey noted that some specialised in areas of museum practice, such as collections
management, disaster-planning/preventative conservation, and project management
(MGC, 1998).

The development of conservation is reflected in these figures. In Table 1.7.3, we see that
there were no conservation trainers or scientists in practice in 1972, but by 1998 there
were 33 conservation scientists and 72 individuals involved in conservation training.
These were new practices that began over the intervening period and became an integral

part of the overall practice.
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When, as shown in Table 1.7.3, the job function of these individuals was examined, four
separate categories were identified: conservator, conservation scientist, conservation
trainer, and conservation-related area. This last section was one of the largest groups,
representing 20% of the total numbers surveyed. It was found to include framers,
mounters, taxidermists and technicians, and was clearly populated by individuals who
identified themselves as providing a conservation-support role, but who were not covered
by the other job descriptions (MGC, 1998; Winsor, 1998).

Within the private sector, there were 1,992 conservators working in 661 different
practices. Independent conservation practices serve the needs of those institutions that, for
whatever reason, cannot employ conservators directly, but nevertheless have a need for
professional conservation services. These conservators work on a contract or commission
basis for public and private institutions, collectors, dealers and individuals with one-
off/particular conservation problems (MGC, 1998; Winsor, 1998).

In a 1972 Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation report, it was noted that nine major collections
relied solely on the services of private/contracted conservators, including collections such
as the Ashmolean Museum, the Manchester City Art Gallery and the National Museum of
Wales (Gulbenkian, 1972; Winsor, 1998). The total number of private/contracted
conservators in practice within the field in 1998, as identified by the Museums and
Galleries Commission, was 3,651 (MGC, 1998).

Finally, the MGC’s Conservation Register identified thirty-nine different areas of
specialisation provided by conservators in private practice. From this survey, it was
apparent that these conservators offer two different types of service to their clients: one is
a specialist hands-on treatment of objects within the category in which the conservator
specialises, and the other comprises specialist conservation services developed by
conservators working with collections, often required by institutions. Examples of this
type are preventative conservation, disaster response, and collections management
(Winsor, 1998).
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1.7.4 Changes in Conservation

In her preface to Managing Conservation in Museums, first published in 1996, Keene
points out that conservation is undergoing a period of evolution, and describes how it has
developed from the 1970s to the 1990s, which is also the focus period of this research
(Keene, 1996). She attributes this evolution to several factors including a changing
emphasis in the allocation of resources, which has led to a greater understanding of the
scale of the problem of dealing with collections. This in turn has resulted in a greater
emphasis on collections management, and a subsequent rise in the importance of
preventative conservation. The rise of preventative conservation, Keene maintains, has led
to better storage and display conditions and, in turn, has provided conservation with

greater influence within the museum sector.

Rose states that the changes that have occurred in conservation are a result of, in part, the
maturation of the field of discipline. Other reasons for change, she notes, are due to
changes within museums themselves, the impact of political, cultural and economic
pressures on museum management, and the impact of national and international

conservation bodies on practice (Rose, 1999).

The role of conservators has developed in the face of changes within museums. At the
start of the 1970s, conservation mainly took place within large institutions, and the
emphasis was on restoration. Curators were solely responsible for the collections in their
charge, with conservation work often being carried out by specialist cleaners, movers or
exhibition mounters (Rose, 1999). The focus of a collection’s care was on the individual
object. However, in time there was a realisation that the problems faced by conservation
were enormous, and there needed to be a shift from a focus on the individual object to

greater overall collections management.
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1.7.5 Change Factors in Conservation

Keene and Rose both point out that conservation is evolving. In her article ‘Conservation
of Museum Collections’, Rose charts the development of conservation in museums over a
thirty-year period, from the 1970s onwards. Based mainly on her experience within the
USA, she notes that the changes that have occurred in museums over this period were the
result of a redefinition of the role of museums, the impact of political, cultural and
economic pressures on museum management, and a growing professionalism amongst
museum staff. However, as argued in this thesis, the one factor that had the most impact

on conservation was its emerging professionalism (Rose, 1999; Keene, 1996).

Both Keene’s and Rose’s assessments predate considerable research into changes that
have occurred in the theory of conservation, which has had a major impact thereon and
continues to this day. This research identifies how the practice of conservation has
changed as a result of new thinking, leading to a greater understanding of materials, and

new attitudes to conservation (Mufioz Vifias, 2005).

Szmelter observes that dramatic transformations took place within the conceptualisation
and practice of conservation in the last decade of the twentieth century. He maintains that
the development and publication of codes of ethics and guidelines of practice by the
various museums and conservation representative groups combined to provide rapid
transformation in the conservation sector and museums worldwide. The combination of
activity initiated in the 1970s, which reached fruition in the 1980s, had its impact on
conservation in the 1990s (Szmelter, 2000). The rate of change by the end of the century

was very rapid, the reasons for which are explored later in this thesis.

At the beginning of the period under review, the classical theory of conservation was
predominant, providing the basic philosophy by which conservation was practised.
However, criticism of the classical theory had developed over time, and the continuous
questioning of conservation practice forced a review of the theoretical basis on which

decisions were based. One simple example of this revolved around the notion of an object
51



being returned to its true state. If an object has a true state and conservation will return it
to this state, it would suggest that it was residing in a false state prior to it being treated.

This was clearly untenable and not true (Mufioz Vifias, 2005).

Deciding on the nature and extent of damage is very much a subjective decision, and this
too has changed, thus influencing theory. In the 1970s, if a print was discoloured, it would
be routinely washed to remove the discolouration. Excessive discolouration was
considered ‘damage’. However, by the mid-1980s, the practice had begun to be
questioned. Conservators began to wash prints less often, and print sellers began to note
prints as being unwashed, which then became a selling point. An aged appearance or
patina helped to sell prints, and it became a desired feature for collectors. Over the period

of thirty years or so, potential damage has been transformed into an asset (Cohen, 2001).

By comparing the attitude shown by paper conservators towards the end of the twentieth
century, with the previous example of the work of the Schweidler brothers, in the 1930s,
we see a significant change. The Schweidlers were driven by market and trade
expectation. They were secretive, and their interventions were based on market demands.
By contrast, conservators in the mid-1980s were focused on the object and its care. This
process of questioning reflects the roles, attitudes, market expectations and changing
conservation priorities that influence the treatment that an object may receive. Decisions
about the treatment, grounded in a changing theoretical approach, are subjective to the

conservator and change over time.

As paper conservation emerged as an occupation, rules were drawn up to control its
practice. These were, in part, a reaction to the excesses of traditional restorers and a means
of controlling the practice within the new, emerging field of conservation, but they did
have their bases in the prevailing classical theory of conservation. Two such rules were
about reversibility and minimum intervention. The rule of reversibility states that anything
applied to an object as part of its treatment should be reversible, while the notion of
minimum intervention ensures that only the most minimal treatment is applied to an object
to correct its condition (Child, 1996).
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The concept of reversibility became criticised towards the end of the twentieth century,
and instances in which the practice was not possible came to be better understood.
Cleaning is an irreversible intervention. The solubility of materials can change over time,
making them irreversible. When dealing with porous material, it is impossible to reverse
all treatments applied, and, finally, materials applied to an object that is reversible can
cross-link with that object over time. Numerous authors have highlighted these changes,
leading to a downgrading of the notion of reversibility (Oddy, 1998; Ashley-Smith, 1998;
Mufioz Vifas, 2005).

The principle of minimum intervention is the means by which a conservator, in treating an
object, does the minimum amount required to correct/restore its condition. This principle
is in opposition to the notion of reversibility. If the intervention is reversible, why would it
need to be kept to a minimum, and vice versa? Critically, though, the notion of minimum
intervention is a subjective decision. Its purpose is to limit excessive intervention. As
Mufoz Vifias (2005) observed, ‘The principle of minimum intervention is a reminder that

conservation is done for specific reasons, and there is no need to overdo it.’

These issues contributed to the notion of legibility, which was first mooted in the 1970s,
but became popular as a concept in the 1990s. Legibility relates to the ability of an object
to be correctly comprehended, moving the objective of conservation away, be it in a small
way, from the overriding notion of an object’s truth being at the end of a conservation
treatment. It made conservation focus, not just on the tangibility of the object being

treated, but also on its intangible characteristics.

Growing criticism led to a reassessment of conservation theory by a number of
commentators. The shift away from truth enforcement led to a greater focus on the
message that conservation objects can communicate to the subjects engaging with them.
The symbolic value of an object is not inherent within it, but generated by people

themselves.
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The principle of sustainability has been proposed as an advance on the two
aforementioned principles of reversibility and minimum intervention. Sustainability (of
the features of objects that give them their value) takes into consideration the needs of
current users, as well as future users. It resulted from much of the thinking that emerged
from work within the UNESCO committees from the late 1980s onwards. Sustainability
empowers conservators to consider and protect the needs of a silent group of stakeholders
in an object, namely its future users. By doing so, it also gives an object’s conservation a
long-term focus. The issue is seen as crucial to conservators going forward because it
defines their role, and those of other allied experts, as being custodians of the needs of

future users of the objects being conserved (Federspiel, 2001; Mufioz Vifias, 2005).

So what was the response of conservation to this questioning of how it performed? Caple
while still holding to the notion of truth being the core objective of all treatments,
developed a model that defines conservation as being an activity involving three factors:
revelation, investigation and preservation. It also acknowledges that there can be more
than one truth, and the model is a guide to decisions that need to be made to conserve an
object (Caple, 2000).

A rival to the classical theory of conservation, known as the contemporary theory of
conservation, emerged at the end of the twentieth century. It strives for a common-sense
approach, for gentle conservation decisions, and sensible conservation actions. It is
determined neither by truth nor science but, rather, by the uses, value and meanings that an

object has for people (Mufioz Vifas, 2005).

The contemporary theory of conservation views conservation objects as conveying a
message. They are considered conservation objects because they are valued by people, and
they are therefore considered worthy of conservation. If they fail to be valued, they may
not be conserved. Hence, it is the subjects, and how the message of the object is conveyed

to them, that have become the overriding governing factor in conservation theory.
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Contemporary conservation theory has substituted communication of an object’s meaning
for the search for an object’s truth. It is the job of the conservator to preserve that
message, evolving his/her role into more than just that of a bench conservator charged
with the treatment of a stand-alone object (Mufioz Vifas, 2005).

However, in trying to determine the truth of an object, conservation has looked to science
to provide it with a better understanding of the objects in its charge. It has looked to
scientists to provide insight into the materials that comprise objects, their creation process,
and the ageing of the same. The relationship between conservation and science is one key

aspect of the development of conservation as a practice.

1.7.6 Museums

In 1946, ICOM first defined a museum as being something that includes ‘all collections
open to the public, of artistic, technical, scientific, historical or archaeological material,
including zoos and botanical gardens, but excluding libraries, except in so far as they
maintain permanent exhibition rooms’ (ICOM, 2008). In 2001, it defined a museum as
being ‘a not-for-profit-making, permanent institution in the service of society and of its
development and open to the public, which acquires, conserves, researches and exhibits
for the purpose of study, education and enjoyment, material evidence of people and their

environment’ (ibid.).

Clearly much had changed between 1946 and the end of the twentieth century. This
changing definition shows, on one level, how museums have evolved, and how their role
has changed over time. Museums mean different things to different people. Alongside the
debate about the purpose of museums there has been another, questioning their role in

society.

Griffin is critical of the ICOM definitions, in that they describe the activities of museums

at a certain time, but they do not define the business in which museums are involved. This,
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he notes, is essentially knowledge or educational business (Griffin, 1998). It has been
argued that, more and more nowadays, museums are in the entertainment business, while
others see them as playing a key role in cultural tourism. However, nothing about the
above ICOM definitions leads one to this conclusion.

From the various definitions, we see museums as evolving organisations, changing over
time. There has been a fundamental change in how museums operate. Prior to the 1970s,
museums were concerned with the collection, preservation and study of artefacts deemed
to be of artistic, historic or scientific interest. They were elitist institutions, serving a
limited audience. Museums were organised around collections, and because these
collections were being held in perpetuity on behalf of the public, museums had little

obligation to society at large (Appleton, 1999).

A museum collection and its study were the overriding purpose(s) of museums, but they
have become subordinate to a focus on people and an array of other, associated activities.
Museums have become very people-centred, with the visitor becoming the focus of the
operation, from the development of a museum’s collection to its physical layout and
exhibitions. There is a belief that by turning museums towards people, their meaning and
purpose are fundamentally changed, putting the future of these institutions into question
(Appleton, 1999).

Appleton describes how museums currently engage with their visitors. Within the new
Wellcome Wing of the Science Museum in London, during the screening of the television
programme Big Brother, the museum asked its visitors if they thought that being a
contestant on the show was harmful. Visitors were asked to vote yes/no/don’t know. The
vote was clocked up on large electronic displays. On the floor, visitors could create digital
music or set up their own websites, while the space itself was dimly lit and had space-age

sounds playing throughout. This was a museum, but not as we know it (Appleton, 1999).
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Museums have emphasised increased social and ethnic functioning, with many trying to
entice a variety of different social and ethnic groups to visit them. A report produced by
the Group for Large Local Authority Museums (GLLAM) offers an insight into this
practice, detailing two examples of how museums are trying to achieve this. The
Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery, in conjunction with social services, ran a textile
course targeting Asian women with mental-health problems. The Tyne & Wear Museum
in Newcastle upon Tyne has worked with social services. Michael, ‘a real tearaway’ who
became involved in the production of a CD-ROM for the museum, gained considerable

self-esteem in doing so (Appleton, 1999).

Looking back over the period under review, museums were undergoing a period of
reassessment. They had to contend with competing priorities of professionalism,
fundraising and greater visitor access. There was a growing emphasis on exhibitions, with
many institutions organising the first large-scale blockbuster shows. Such exhibitions
combined, for the first time, hundreds of objects with new/emerging technologies and

graphics, and demanded fast-paced production schedules (Rose, 1999).

At this time, conservation took place primarily within the large institutions, and was
focused on fine art or classical archaeology. Ethnographic and historical collections were
usually prepared for display by the collector, scientist or curator who was in charge of
them. Exhibited objects were the exception, with case-exhibition staff having
responsibility for cleaning, restoring or possibly repainting exhibits prior to them being
displayed. This began to change and responsibility for the care of objects began to pass to

conservators.

The new post of conservator was created in many major art museums, and the majority of
those employed were recent graduates of newly established third-level conservation
courses. Museum conservation scientists continued to investigate new materials and

processes in order to improve the effectiveness of conservation treatments.
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There was a growing interest in the 1980s in the museum’s role in society, with increased
community development. Ethnic-based museums were established, and questions about
the moral ownership of certain artefacts began to be asked, with the repatriation of objects
being considered for the first time.

Furthermore, as the USA saw the effects of the post-industrial era, a new business model
was forced upon museums. The activity, attitude and language of business were adopted
by museums with performance measures, and the co-modification of museum products
and profitability were incorporated into museum thinking. By the mid-eighties, articles
began to appear in museum journals about managing change in museums, and a
Conference was hosted by the National Maritime Museum Greenwich in order to tackle

this topic. All of these factors heralded a new era within museums.

Conservators became aware of the impact of environmental factors on collections. There
was a realisation that controlling the relative humidity to which a collection was exposed
could have a greater impact on its overall condition than the efforts of bench conservators
on an ongoing basis. Many museums began to develop strategic plans for collections care.
This development, which this thesis will examine later, had a bearing on the relationship
between conservators and curators within museums (Knell, 1994; Rose, 1999).

Public campaigns and outreach programmes began to include contributions from
conservators, increasing awareness about collections-care issues. Initiatives within
museums, focusing on objects being conserved, the inclusion of details about the
conservation of objects within exhibitions, public talks, and the development of visible

storage areas all had a similar effect (Rose, 1999).

The 1980s also saw changes in the way in which conservators engaged with museums.
Regional conservation laboratories were developed, and museums and galleries began to
use private conservators on a contract basis. Regional conservation centres undertook

commissions for the institutions with which they were affiliated and the regions to which
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they were geographically related. Conflict arose over time, as they were seen by museum
management as sources of income, leading to disputes about prioritising collections care
over funding potential. All of this is reflected in the research undertaken by the MGC on
the structure of conservation (Rose, 1999; Winsor, 2001).

A decade later, in the 1990s, the concept of shared responsibility and an integrated
approach to conservation problems developed out of museum training courses.
Preventative conservation initiatives gained greater popularity. New courses in
preventative conservation were organised for the first time, in response to a growing need

for specialist education to meet museums’ needs (Rose, 1999).

There was greater and more effective management within museums. Griffin has examined
many of the major issues faced by museums in the 1980s, concluding that they were not
very successful relative to institutions. They conform to Mintzberg’s model of
professional bureaucracy, in which specialists work independently of each other to gain
control of the administrative process around them. This situation had been corrected by the

1990s, and management within museums had been much improved (Griffin, 1998).

Conservation attitudes had also changed. Treatments were more cautious, with less
intrusive approaches being favoured. The goals of treatment had also changed. The
emphasis on returning an object to its original state, the classical theory of conservation,
had almost entirely died out. The tenets of conservation, like reversibility and minimum
intervention, began to be questioned by the profession as a whole, and a new theoretical
paradigm began to emerge.

Questions about object ownership, the functions of museums, the artist’s intent, and the
choice of object to be displayed began to be addressed. The intangible properties of

objects began to be questioned and incorporated into curatorial and conservation attitudes.
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1.7.7 The Political Influence on Conservation

Museums operate within a climate primarily dictated by government policy. At any given
time, the operating environment impacts on the museum, and depending on its response,

the practice of conservation within that museum is also affected.

The state is responsible for the largest amount of cultural property in the country. National
collections are held in trust by the government for the people of the state, and they are
housed in national and regional museums. Central government has responsibility for
national collections, while the responsibility for local collections rests with the various
regional and local authorities. Further to this, the state, through the educational system, is
responsible for the education and training of most conservators. In the past, the state has
introduced legislation to protect and care for various types of cultural objects. Finally, the
state is, through its various cultural bodies, the largest employer of conservators.

Responsibility for collections is divested to the regional management of the institutions in
which they are housed. Local authorities and the central government fund the operation of
these management bodies, but there is an expectation associated with that funding. The
government executes its responsibility at arm’s length from the collections. It controls
these management agents through different instruments at its disposal, namely the auditing
process, bodies set up to determine policies in the area of museums, various ministerial

directives, conditions attached to the provision of funding, and, finally, legislation.

At one stage, many of the national museums were controlled directly by the civil service
but, in many cases, their legal status was altered to that of trustee museums, governed by a
board. The Heritage Act of 1982 and the Museum of London Act 1986 were the two
pieces of legislation that achieved this. The Heritage Act 2002 introduced legislation to
regulate access to underwater archaeology sites and the handling of wrecks (Keene, 1996;
Windsor, 2001).
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One body that has had a direct impact on the development of conservation over the past
thirty years is the Standing Committee on Museums and Galleries, set up in 1931. In 1930,
the Royal Commission of Museums and Galleries, established to investigate and report on
the conditions of the nation’s collections, recommended the establishment of the Standing
Committee, which would investigate and report its findings to government on a five-year
basis. This committee continued operating until 1981, when it issued its last report and
handed its responsibilities over to the MGC, a new organisation set up to fulfil this role
(Winsor, 2001).

The Standing Committee’s remit remained relatively unaltered until 1981, when it became
the MGC, and this, in turn, was reformed into Re:source in 2000 and, eventually, the
current Museums, Libraries and Archives Council. This developing remit altered the
Standing Committee’s role, from reviewing the operation of museums to having resources

with which it could assist them.

The Committee reported every five years, and throughout its reports it highlighted the
conditions of collections and the need for specialists to conserve them. Its regular reviews
were the means by which difficulties within museums could be communicated to central
government. In its fifth report, it highlighted the urgent need to build a new scientific
research laboratory in the British Museum. It also outlined the need for the establishment
of conservator posts, and there was a gradual recognition that the staffing structures at the
time did not reflect the newly established technical grades, leading to the first conservators
being employed throughout practically all of the national collections. Winsor
acknowledges the support given to those first conservators by the Institute of Professional
Civil Servants’ Union, which negotiated on their behalf to achieve recognition (Winsor,

2001).

Up to the beginning of the 1970s, the Standing Committee had little direct involvement

with conservation. During the 1970s, it began to highlight the lack of trained conservators

in the national institutions. It subsequently established, in conjunction with the Calouste

Gulbenkian Foundation, a committee chaired by Sir Colin Anderson to investigate the
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possibility of establishing a training institute for conservation in the UK. The committee
went on to report that such an institution should be set up, but, although it had near
universal support from conservators and the museum system, it was not implemented by

the government.

In addition, the Standing Committee went one step further in 1980, when it set up a
subcommittee to investigate the current state of conservation. It conducted research and
produced a report, the conclusions of which were described as being ‘an excellent
summary of best practice in conservation and collections care’ (Winsor, 1998). This report
fell short of recommending a central training body, suggesting instead that there should be
four ‘hub museums’ to provide a focal point for the dissemination of information and
knowledge about conservation. Although well researched and supported by conservators,
none of its recommendations were implemented because of the economic constraints of
the time. A central-hub idea to promote conservation was a suggestion that Brandes in his
report (Brandes, 1984).

When established in 1981, the MGC had a budget of £155,000 to support museums, and
£26,500 specifically for supporting conservation-related projects. In 1987, the MGC
established the Conservation Unit, a semi-autonomous unit for promoting conservation
within the museum sector. This unit was in existence until the early 1990s, when
responsibility for its activities was subsumed back into the core MGC. In its time, the unit
had a direct, major impact on conservation. It provided a grant programme that, at its
peak, in the early 1990s, dispensed an allocation of £120,000. It undertook critical
research into conservation standards, which was relied upon in time by many of the
government’s auditors. It also focused specifically on the importance of improving

training.

In 2005, the convergence process resulted in the merger of five separate bodies, known as
the Vanguard Group of the NCCR, into the Institute of Conservation (ICON). This is the
largest conservation-representative body today, and it operates a professional scheme
called the Professional Accreditation of Conservator-Restorers (PACR).
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By the end of the 1980s, national museums were required by the Office of the Arts and
Libraries to submit annual business plans. Museums of all types began to produce
corporate plans and strategy documents, which, in turn, were measured against key
performance indicators. These business plans were replaced by annual funding

arrangements.

In the early 1990s, the Conservation Unit produced a series of publications entitled Care
of Collections Standards, for good collections care. These standards were later used by the
Audit Commission, the National Audit Office (NAQ), and other governmental bodies with

responsibility for monitoring the performance of publicly funded organisations.

The Audit Commission had responsibility for auditing the local authorities, while the
NAO acts as the external auditor of central government. The NAO performed its first
review of the management of collections in 1988. A series of benchmarks for good
collections care was devised, and these benchmarks relied heavily on the research
previously carried out by the Conservation Unit and the MGC (Keene, 1996).

Following on from the review in 1988, the Audit Commission devised a scheme called
‘Best Value’, the purpose of which was to assess how local authorities cared for their
collections. This scheme attempted to analyse how these authorities conducted their
inventories, valuations, security, insurance, conservation and access to collections. The
involvement of the two auditing groups moved the care-of-collections debate from theory
to a measure of effective museum management. Part of the Audit Commission’s (and the
NAQ’s) process was to assess the effectiveness of a museum’s collection-management
and preventative-conservation programmes. This was testament to the work of all involved
in promoting preventative conservation, and it appears to have been both effective and

influential.
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Other political developments had an impact on museums, which, in turn, affected
conservation. Appleton has identified two main reasons for this change: cultural leftism,
and the ideology of the economic right. Cultural leftism maintained that objective
knowledge was the mechanism by which the Establishment asserts its intellectual
hegemony, and collecting objects was seen as a means of gaining power among Western
elites. The cultural right, on the other hand, was embodied in Conservative governments
under Lady Thatcher, and it attempted to ensure that arts bodies became service-delivery
organisations, forced to justify their existence by giving value for money. The
Conservatives emphasised the ‘customer always being right’, providing a convergence of
aims from both sides of the disparate debate. By the time the Labour government took
over in 1997, ‘business and culture both spoke a similar language — empowerment,

inclusiveness, diversity and customer satisfaction’ (Appleton, 1999).

Harrison notes the ongoing democratisation of the museum profession, in that museums
are becoming institutions that are not dedicated to the socio-economic, primarily male,
elite. He further observes that, because of the opening-up of education, the profession
itself has become more diverse, with a wider cross-section of people working within

museums (Harrison, 2004).

As examined earlier in this chapter, museums have had changing objectives over time.
The museum has been a means of communicating with the marginalised in society, a
tourist attraction, a generator of economic activity, and, more recently, become a
sustainable and green enterprise. All of these changes have had an indirect bearing on

conservation.

The focus on finance had implications for some museum services, and for some
institutions. Under the new criteria, many museums found it difficult to operate and some
closed, with the loss of conservation posts, amongst others. The new financial focus had
an impact on how conservation was practised within the national institutions, as there was
a greater emphasis on treatments being cost-effective. Keene notes that the national
museums are susceptible ‘to more direct pressure’ in order to conform to government

64



policy. They are relatively well protected, financially, and they have the resources to

implement these policies in their organisations (Keene, 1996).

From the above, it can be seen that the government has a central role in the care of
collections in its charge. Collections care is in competition for scarce resources, but
information also plays a key role in improving this sector. The work of the MGC and,
specifically, the Conservation Unit provided key information that the auditing bodies
adopted and implemented. This had a direct impact on the care of the national collections,

with few extra resources required from the government.

1.7.8 Requlation

Conservation, as an occupation, has developed from simple beginnings into a focused
organisation, dedicated to its core purpose: the preservation and conservation of cultural
objects. Since its emergence, it has continued to grow, changing considerably over the
time frame of this research from 1975 to 2005. By analysing this change, we can gain a
greater insight into the choices that were available to conservation practice and better

understand the logic behind its development.

Two separate approaches are worth exploring in trying to better understand the
development of conservation: a greater insight into the theory that underpins
organisational development, and an outline of the theory of professionalism.

Self-regulation is reflected in the many codes of conduct and ethics that have been
compiled by the different representative bodies, at both national and international levels.
The representative bodies tend to fall into three groupings: those that represent a division
of practice (for example, oil-painting restorers or paper conservators), national bodies that
represent a group of conservators, and, finally, international bodies established by the
states or by conservators themselves. Self-regulation also extends to the accreditation

process, which was introduced to provide assurance to the users of conservation services.
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Accreditation was first introduced in the late 1990s, after two failed attempts. This is a
system whereby conservators submit themselves to a peer review, which assesses their
conservation practice. The reasons for establishing such a system were summed up by
Buchanan (2001): to protect users of the service, to provide the client with assurance, and
to protect the objects being handed over to the conservator for treatment. The successful
establishment of the accreditation process was seen by Fairbrass and Rickman (2001) as

the difference between a learned society and a professional body.

Regulation by the state is generally in the form of legislation relating to the museum sector
as a whole (Winsor, 2001), or through political interventions in relation to training and
education (Roy, 2001). Conservators are governed by codes of ethics that promote good
practice and the interest of the general public, both today and in the future ( Keene, 1996;
Caple, 2002; ICON, 2009). These codes are devised by the governing bodies of
conservation, at both national and international levels. They constitute a regime of self-
regulation that is adjusted on an ongoing basis, as our understanding and knowledge of the

area changes.

1.8 The History of Paper Conservation

The history of paper conservation is entwined with the history and development of paper

as a support medium, and how it has been used in the creation of art.

Paper can be dated to the first century AD, and credited to the Chinese. The art of
papermaking quickly spread to other countries, eventually being manufactured in Europe.
It was taught to the Moors by papermakers captured in battle, while it spread to Europe
during the Crusades and to North Africa during the Moorish conquest. Cotton rags,
allowed to ferment for some months, were beaten by hand or with stampers connected to a
waterwheel. The resulting pulp was suspended in a vat of water, into which a deckle and
mould — effectively a wooden frame with mesh over it — was dipped, and a thin covering
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of the fibres lifted from the vat. It was a skilled process and produced paper that was both
durable and long-lasting. It took time to produce a sheet — almost three months from start

to finish — with the bulk of the time cantered on maturation of the rags (Hunter, 1978).

Paper was exclusively made by hand up until the invention of papermaking methods by
machine. In 1670, a device known as a Hollander, invented in the Zaan district in north-
eastern Holland, began to be used to mechanically break up rag fibres for papermaking.
This allowed for its more efficient manufacture, which was needed in order to keep up
with the demand generated by Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press in the mid-
fifteenth century. In 1844, Canadian Charles Fenerty and German F.G. Keller had
invented a process to turn wood pulp into fibres, and by 1882, the first wood-pulp mill was
in use in Canada. This ended the near 2,000-year dependency on pulped rags, leading to
the emergence of paper as a cultural material (Hunter, 1978).

‘Art on paper’ is a term that includes a range of art-based cultural objects, such as
watercolours, prints, drawings and paper sculpture. Each of the divisions within this
category is based on the particular media or technique used in its creation, and,

subsequently, each has different properties.

Stevenson (1994) writes that fine-art prints began circulating throughout Europe during
the fourteenth century, initially being collected by artists. They were used to stimulate art
creation (mainly painting and sculpture) within Northern and Southern Europe, with a
function similar to that of an artist’s copybook designs. In time, prints began to be
amassed by collectors, who mounted them in volumes or stored them in drawers or
solander boxes. The earliest identified intervention dates back to 1573, detailing the use of
poultices for removing grease from the paper of a print. Print collecting became very
popular at the end of the nineteenth century, with many books published during this time,
informing collectors as to how to care for prints and properly mount them for inclusion in

volumes and on decorated backings.
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Acrtists made their own pigments until the advent of the artist’s colour man. Prior to this,
raw pigment was sold to artists by the early colour men or local apothecaries. London
colour men of the sixteenth century were makers of dry/powdered pigment, mainly for the
use of house painters. By the eighteenth century, they were making pigments for artists,
one such colour man being William Reeves, who opened his shop in London in 1766. By
1780 Reeves had developed moist, ready-to-use paint cakes for artists and amateur
painters alike, and this period marked the beginning of the availability of commercially

produced watercolours.

There had been little demand for watercolours prior to the 1760s because of poor
production methods. Watercolour painting became popular from this period onwards,
primarily because of the availability of reliable pigments. One of the main drawbacks of
this medium, however, is its instability in light, and it has been long understood that
continuous exposure of a watercolour to light will be detrimental to its fineness. John
Ruskin was an avid collector of J. M. W. Turner’s watercolours. To protect his collection,
Ruskin had cabinets made in which the framed drawings and watercolours were stored, the
purpose being to protect them from light (NGI, 2011).

Books are distinguished from other paper-based cultural items because of their binding,
dating back to the first creation of the book form, and this is now a particular field of
research. Books are included under the overall banner of paper conservation. They are
composed primarily of paper, but conservators working within this category require a
detailed understanding of binding techniques. Significantly, the first paper-conservation
representative group, set up as a subgroup of the IIC, was called the Book and Paper

Group.

Kosek (1994), who was Head of Pictorial Art Conservation in the British Museum, dates

the probable beginning of the restoration of paper-based cultural objects to the twelfth

century, and to the start of paper-manufacturing in Europe. By the beginning of the

fifteenth century, drawings became more elaborate. Loose drawings were vulnerable, but

those in albums had a greater chance of survival. Some of the earliest known interventions
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to repair and restore damaged drawings date back to Giorgio Vasari’s Libro de Disegni
(1574). This collection of five volumes of drawings displays many signs of intervention to
improve the appearance of the drawings, disguising damage and enhancing their
appearance.

By the beginning of the seventeenth century, artists had begun to retouch other artists’
work. Rubens was known to have retouched work by a number of artists, including Direr
and Caravaggio. Louis XIV employed artists to copy drawings, and some of the volumes
of his drawings that remain have examples of retouching on faded or damaged parts. By
the nineteenth century, the term ‘restoration’ began to be used, with a definition included

in the Shorter Oxford English Dictionary of 1801.

There was an increase in the artistic appreciation of the integrity of art, which was
observed at the beginning of the twentieth century. This, combined with the progress of
the scientific analysis of artefacts, ensured a change of approach to the treatment of works
of art on paper. The first documented involvement of science in the treatment of a
damaged work of art took place in 1921, in the British Museum, when Alexander Scott

assisted with the removal of an oil stain from a drawing by Watteau.

Modern paper conservation emerged from a greater understanding of the nature of paper-
based material, and this was achieved through the application of science to various
problems encountered. It led to a realisation that previous methods of intervention, once
considered harmless, had the potential to do long-term damage to the paper object being
treated. A new way of treating this material needed to be found, and this became known as

paper conservation.
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1.9 The Development of Paper Conservation

The origins and emergence of paper conservation as a distinct discipline have been
associated with the experience of volunteers involved in the recovery of damaged
materials in the aftermath of the flood of Florence, which took place in 1966. The Arno
River burst its banks, flooding and damaging vast quantities of mostly paper-based
cultural material. An international appeal went out at the time, asking for assistance, and
several bookbinders and paper specialists from the UK volunteered to assist the local
authorities in the aftermath of the flood. For many of these volunteers, the experience
changed their approach to the practice, and it had a long-lasting impact on the

development of conservation (Ellis 2014).

John Corduroy was one such volunteer. He later became the first educator within the
newly established archive-conservation course in the Camberwell College of Arts,
London. The course was established in 1969, and its commencement represented a new
awareness of the need for a different approach to archival items, and paper-based materials

in general (Fairbrass and Rickman 2001).

Cohen refers to a seminal moment in the development of paper conservation within the
USA, when newly trained conservators began to replace retiring trade restorers within the
museum and gallery sectors. The archive-conservation course at Camberwell provided just
such trained conservators, who went on to replace similar retirees within the museums and
galleries of the UK (Cohen, 2001).

McAusland’s (2001) documented experience of apprenticeship within a trade
environment, and subsequently setting up as a self-employed conservator, describes this
transition. The old trade approach centred on cleaning large numbers of prints and works
of art on paper, with little sensitivity shown to the medium or aesthetic of the work itself.
Many of the treatments applied to works of art on paper at that time, as detailed by

McAusland, would be considered barbaric by today’s standards, but this growing
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understanding of a need for a new approach further fuelled the development of paper

conservation.

The establishment of the Book and Paper Group (later the Institute of Paper Conservation)
as a subgroup of the UK’s Institute of Conservation marked a clear structural starting point
for paper conservation. It was the beginning of a process that would see paper
conservation organise, develop its knowledge base, and begin to regulate its practice. It

also marks the beginning of the professionalism of paper conservation.

Research and development into aspects of paper conservation and bookbinding were
central to the development of paper conservation as a practice. The research was
undertaken by conservators on a voluntary basis, and to a considerably high standard. The
Institute of Paper Conservation (IPC), set up in 1976, published peer-reviewed articles
about various topics of interest in its publication, The Paper Conservator. It also organised
conferences, workshops, seminars and lectures, all dealing with the various aspects of the

paper-conservation practice.

Published in 1976, a review of the first four editions of The Paper Conservator
highlighted the fascination with chemical processes in paper conservation at the time. In
particular, a number of articles related to bleaching, a process known and used by paper
conservators, but one that was not well understood. Cohen (2001) notes that one of the key
moments in the development of paper conservation in the United States was reflected in a
shift away from the chemical approach, to one that adopted a more holistic stance. She
quotes an article by Keiko Keyes, first published in 1987 entitled ‘Alternatives to
conventional methods of reducing discoloration in works of art on paper’, as being just

that moment (Keyes, 1987).

Two specialist editions were published around the same time as Keyes’s article. The first
was a combined volume on health and safety within predominantly state institutions,

published in 1985. The second concentrated on articles about the conservation of paper-
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based Asian art, and this was published later. The former publication reflected a growing
need for a greater awareness thereof when working within conservation facilities, while
the latter publication concentrated on a topic in which paper conservators were interested.
A Japanese approach to the treatment of works of art on paper had a long, well-established
tradition within its society, and the techniques were of interest to Western paper
conservators, who had begun to adopt some Asian techniques into their practices. The
great interest in this area was reflected in the fact that there were two other editions
specialising in aspects of Japanese and oriental paper techniques.

1.10 What is Paper Conservation?

Paper conservation involves the conservation of paper-based cultural material, including
categories such as works of art on paper, archival material, books and ephemera. Once an
object has been created on or from paper, it falls to the paper conservator to treat it when
damaged and to advise on its safe use, handling and storage. Responsibility for the
treatment of parchment also falls to paper conservators. Parchment’s use predates paper as
a support medium, and it is found in many books and legal documents that have survived

to the present.

Paper conservation is a division of the overall practice of conservation, and it has
developed within the wider conservation environment, as previously stated, but it also has
its own characteristics as a practice. These characteristics are related to the nature of the
support material. Paper is organic, and so it decays. Interventions are, therefore, often
required to prolong its lifespan. Many collections hold vast quantities of paper-based
cultural material, but limited resources to preserve and conserve them. It is the
responsibility of paper conservation to prioritise collections for treatment and implement

collections-management strategies.
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Paper-based cultural material is at risk of damage from several potential threats. An
inherent flaw may exist in the way in which the object is created, stemming from the
artist’s, printer’s or bookbinder’s poor choice of materials. The technique or combination
of materials used can also impact on the longevity of the object. Once created, the
condition of a paper-based cultural object is affected by how it is handled or used, how it
is framed or stored, and, finally, the potential environmental risks to which it is exposed.
The paper conservator’s role is to intervene to correct inherent damage within the paper-
based object and to prevent further damage from occurring by way of the intervention

itself, thus minimising all potential risks in the future (Clapp, 1978).

A paper-conservation approach is marked by an adherence to principles that govern and
control the nature of intervention to correct damage. These principles came about from the
realisation that many of the treatments previously implemented to treat damage had a
detrimental effect on the longevity of the work itself. Rules developed, in order to control
the amount and nature of interventions. A key value for paper-conservation intervention,
particularly as it emerged as a practice, was the minimum-intervention approach, the aim
of which was to limit the amount of intervention to correct inherent damage. Furthermore,

there was an insistence that any process employed had to be reversible.

Within the United Kingdom, the emergence of paper conservation can be traced to the
beginning of the 1970s and marked by three events: the experience of volunteers involved
in the Florence flood, the establishment of the first archive-conservation training course in
Camberwell College, London, and, finally, the establishment of the first representative

body for paper conservators, the Institute of Paper Conservation (IPC), in 1976.

As members of an emerging practice within the museum and gallery sector, those within
the IPC were anxious for acceptance. There was a strong belief in the rightness of their
approach over the status quo, and they set about dominating the sector. They emphasised
professionalism within paper conservation, with activities designed to further its aims. The
development of knowledge, research, workshops and conferences about paper
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conservation were all initiatives undertaken primarily by the IPC committee, to foster a

greater understanding and knowledge of the practice (Fairbrass and Rickman 2001).

By analysing published articles, trends in the development of paper conservation as a
practice can be determined. When The Paper Conservator first emerged as a journal in
1976, there was a fascination with chemical processes and a great thirst for knowledge
about treatments. Paper conservators’ desire to gain greater insight into aspects of the
practice has already been dwelt upon earlier in this chapter. This desire for continuous

improvement is something that has been maintained over time within the discipline.

As paper conservation emerged and developed, it marked a period of considerable change
within the museum sector. The nascent role of paper conservation was to treat individual,
damaged works of art or books, repairing and returning them to their respective
collections. This role would change and evolve over time, encompassing aspects of
collections management, within museums, to one of strategic development. At the end of
the period under review, paper conservation played an integral role in the operations and

development of many museums, libraries and galleries within the United Kingdom.

The activities of the IPC seem to have been divided between those designed to enhance
the skill base of its members, and those promoting its values to the wider museum
community. Change within paper conservation was propelled by way of a greater
emphasis on professionalisation. It seems to have had the dual purpose of controlling and
setting an internal standard for paper conservators while simultaneously promoting a

deeply held belief in the rightness of their practice within all areas of the museum sector.

Among sociologists, a greater understanding has developed into the use of the
professionalisation process to further the aims of occupational groups. When paper
conservation first emerged, there was little understanding of the use of this process as a

means of progressing the acceptance of the values of an occupation. Furthermore,
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sociologists have continued to explore the nature of a profession and its role within

society.

There is a clear arc of understanding into the nature of a profession, which can be traced in
close parallel to the development of paper conservation as an accepted occupational
practice. Paper conservation and the wider conservation practice could not be described as
having achieved full professional recognition, yet, by the end of the period under review,
there were no alternative approaches beyond a conservation one. In time, a paper-
conservation approach had become the dominant method of intervention, both within the

museum sector and with the general public.

Although it has gained almost universal acceptance as a principle, there is little appetite
for developing paper conservation, or conservation in general, into a full profession. It is
as if the process of professionalisation, once adopted and implemented, provided paper
conservation with a limited professionalism. This brought paper conservation to a point of
acceptance for its occupational values within the museum sector, and this was seemingly

sufficient.

Given the emphasis that paper conservation places on its professionalisation, it is worth
exploring the value of this process to the discipline. By understanding how paper
conservation and professionalisation interact, we are provided with greater insight into the

value of both processes.

1.11 How Paper Conservation has Changed and how this is Relevant

From its early beginnings to its establishment as a practice, paper conservation has
continued to develop and change. It has done so in response to a greater understanding and

knowledge about the material it was responsible for, as well as to developments that
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occurred in the wider environment in which it operated. The aim of this research paper is
to gain a wider understanding of the way in which this change occurred, why and when it
happened, and the implications of such change on the occupation of paper conservation. It
is considered that an understanding of this process of change has a value for those

responsible for making decisions about paper conservation, both today and in the future.

Increased understanding of the media was the result, as we have seen earlier, of
continuous exploration into the various aspects of paper conservation that were of
concern. This research was undertaken by paper conservators and conservation scientists
alike, and it clearly had an impact on paper conservation theory and the nature of paper
conservation practice. Such continuous research fostered a greater understanding of the
treatment of paper-based cultural material and is a process which continues to the present
day.

But paper conservation also responded to changes it encountered in the environment it
operated within, namely, the museum sector. The representative organisation that was
present when conservation emerged was considerably different to that which was in situ at
the end of the period under review. It was important for paper conservation to be able to
communicate its message. It needed to engage with other stakeholders in the museum
sector in order to emphasise the logic behind choosing a conservation approach. It was
anxious to be accepted as a practice, and it had to decide how best to organise itself to
realise these aims — aims which changed over time depending on the threats and
opportunities it faced. Some questions remained unanswered. How relevant to the
development of paper conservation were these changes and were there other options

available at the time?

As a practice, paper conservation made choices that were related to the structure and

nature of its representative body, the IPC, and these choices would have implications for

its acceptance. Strategic choices were made that would determine how paper conservators

would engage, and have contact, with other paper conservators, while at the same time,

how they would engage with others within the wider arts sector. But by far the most
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significant choice made at this stage seems to have been the emphasis the practice placed
on professionalism. In the first line of the first newsletter, paper conservation emphasised
the value of the professionalisation process. It clearly regarded this process as providing
the best possible opportunity to establish itself and mature.

By choosing to become a professional body, paper conservation was attempting to develop
its relationship with both the state and the public alike. The key characteristic of a
profession is that it highlights a relationship between the practitioners of that profession,
the public and the state. All three had a vested interest in the potential success of the paper
conservation project. Paper conservators, by dint of their overall ethos, wanted to see
paper-based cultural material cared for properly. The state was the custodian of vast
collections of paper-based cultural material, primarily held in museums, and had a duty to
the general public, who, ultimately, were the owners of the material. All three had their

own reasons for ensuring that the material was cared for in an appropriate manner.

As the practice emerged, paper conservators challenged the status quo of the time. They
sought to have their own approach preferred to the prevailing trade approach, and the way
they chose to pursue this end was by using the professionalisation process. By offering, as
they did, to protect the national heritage for the enjoyment of current and future
generations, they were proffering a concept beyond that which the trade restorers could

offer, and, moreover, it was focused on the public.

Ultimately, change is driven in all organisations by people, and to understand any change
within an organisation it is necessary to focus on those who both championed the change
and those who implemented it. Their motivation is critical to the successful
implementation of any proposed change. As, too, is the reasoning behind why they have
been tasked with the responsibility for implementing this change. Analysing the choices

they made provides a valuable insight into the development of the practice.
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In summery by the end of the period under review, the practice faced little if any
opposition to its philosophy of intervention. This was not the situation in the early 1970s,
when paper conservation first began to emerge and to organise itself. Clearly the choices
that paper conservators made during this period led to their acceptance as the means of
intervening to conserve works of art on paper. The choices made, and the adoption of the
process of professionalisation, led to a successful outcome for the practice of paper
conservation. By the end of the timeframe under review, paper conservations philosophy
of intervention was fully accepted within the museum sector and by the wider public as

the method to treat paper-based cultural material .
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Chapter Two: Organisational Change and Professionalism

2.1 Introduction

The objectives of this research were to explore how the conservation of paper-based
cultural objects have changed over a thirty-year period, from 1975 to 2005, to ascertain
what led to these changes and, finally, to determine the implications of these changes for

paper conservation.

In Chapter One, the development of conservation and paper conservation was outlined.
This exploration identified the professionalisation process as being one of the key
motivators for change within paper conservation over the time frame under review. As a
practice, it placed great emphasis on professionalising. To better understand this process
and the implications that it had for change within paper conservation, it is necessary to

explore the theory of professional development.

There is extensive research literature on professionalism. It provides insight into the nature
of a profession, how it develops, and why it is chosen by occupations as a means of
organising. By comparing the theory of professional development with the manner in
which paper conservation used the professionalisation process, we can gain a greater

insight into how and why paper conservation chose to develop in this way.

Similarly, paper conservators comprise an organisation of practitioners connected through
their practice, and the theory on organisational change is considered as having merit in
trying to achieve greater insight into the changes that have occurred within. The research
into organisational change will be considered, and its applicability to the development of
paper conservation will also be considered. Considerable resources were committed to
following this option, impacting upon the manner and the nature of change in the

discipline. A greater exploration of the key theoretical developments that underpin both
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organisational change and professionalism can provide insight into how and why

conservation changed, allowing us to examine the way(s) in which it did.

This chapter will explore two theoretical aspects of the development of conservation,
namely organisational change and professionalism. Both areas are examined to provide a
greater understanding of how the organisational structures of conservation have developed
over the period under review, whereby one aspect was emphasised: the professional nature

of conservation.

2.1 Theories of Professionalism

As Davis (1998) stated, there is no such thing as a profession of one. A profession is a
coming-together of like-minded individuals for the improvement of how they work. It is a
cooperative exercise that has been described by Davis as ‘individuals sharing an
occupation voluntarily, organised to earn a living by serving some moral ideal in a moral,
permissible way beyond what law, market and ordinary morality require’ (p164). At its
core, a profession represents a relationship between three groups: the general public, the

practitioners of a profession, and, finally, the government.

Social theorists have had a long-term interest in the professions, and this can be traced
through discussions in theory about authority, bureaucracy, market closure and class
conflict. The two most general, commonly applied ideas underlining professionalism are
that certain work is so specialised that it needs trained specialists to undertake it, and that
it cannot be standardised. Larson (1977) notes that the development of theory relating to

the professions can be classed into various different stages of understanding.

Freidson provides a more basic definition when he says that a profession is a group of
institutions that permits members of an occupation to make a living while controlling their

own work. However, he also notes that giving an accurate definition for the term
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‘profession’ is fraught with difficulty. A profession, he asserts, is a folk concept that

changes over time. No two professions have the same attributes (Freidson, 2001).

Although providing an accurate definition of a profession is rife with difficulty, there are
certain work practices that have been accepted by society as traditional professions. Table
2.1 illustrates the historical development of these professions. The traditional professions
mentioned many times in the literature are law, medicine and engineering. These are
considered the ‘truest’ professions, held up as examples of the model to which fledgling
professions should aspire. The traditional professions were considered vital practices, but
ones that the state could not control, so an alternative means of control needed to be
devised. A position of trust developed between the three parties: the state, the general
public, and the professions. The state allowed the professions to regulate themselves in
return for providing the best service within their areas of specialisation while acting for the
public good.

At the core of all professions is a relationship between the practitioners of an occupation,
the government, and the public. The state allows for greater autonomy to be afforded to a
group of practitioners in return for the proper provision of a service, which, in turn,
benefits the public. The relationship between the government and the professions was
highlighted by Johnson as having a distinct function. It is the role of mediator between the
professions and their clients, where the government defined in legislation who the clients
were and the manner in which they should be helped (Miller, 2001). Davis’s research into
the engineering professions noted two distinct elements to the practice of engineering:
firstly, it is an occupation, and, secondly, it is a profession. He notes that the difference

between the two is in the profession’s code of ethics.

Generally, the practice of an occupation carries a degree of risk, creating difficulties for

society if unregulated. The practice of medicine is a good example. Consider the supply of

medicines to treat sick people: if an unqualified individual made medicines, then this

would put the well-being of people who relied on them at risk. For this reason,

pharmacists are licensed, and there is a strict regime in place to ensure that they are fully
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trained before they begin to practice. This provides reassurance to the users of the service,
while, in turn, pharmacists are granted a degree of autonomy from the state in relation to
their practice. This contract is implicit, rather than expressed, with the government and
society trusting the profession to protect the public.

In relation to conservation, the government has a role in facilitating the academic training
of its practitioners, while it is one of the largest users of conservation services, responsible
for vast amounts of paper-based cultural material through its stewardship of many
museums. The government educates paper conservators through the third-level system, but
it is also one of the largest employers of paper conservators, as it strives to protect the
collections for which it is responsible — a responsibility vested in it by the general public.
So, there is a relationship between all three parties. The nature of this relationship is
something reflected in the professionalism that paper conservation espouses, and an

examination thereof should better illustrate the connections between all three parties.

Table 2.1: Historical Development of Professions over Time

1700s Pre-Industrial Divinity, Law, Medicine

1800s Industrial Engineers, Chemists, Accountants

1900-48 Welfare State Teachers, Social Workers

1980s Enterprise Business and Management Specialists

1990s Knowledge Information, Communication and Media Specialists

Source: Brante, 1990.
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Brante (1990) notes that the professional model develops from a sole-trader structure, in
which the individual operates as a professional generalist, through a partnership model, in
which groups of professionals with complementary skills offer a range of specialisms,
increasing to a full range of professional-service organisations. A century ago, the
professions were comprised of self-employed individuals linked through their association.
They had autonomous relations with their clients and were protected by the state. More
recently, the profile of the professions has changed to being comprised of mainly salaried
individuals working for organisations. Murphy (1988) define a profession as being ‘[an
occupation] based on advanced, or complex, or esoteric or arcane knowledge’ (P288), or,
in a different form (however, one that excludes the priesthood), ‘formally rational abstract
utilitarian knowledge’ (Murphy 1988 p246-247)

Dingwell (1999) notes four studies that directly analyse the promotion of an occupation to
full professional status, giving reasons in each instance as to how this was achieved.
Holloway’s (1991) study into the formation of the Royal Pharmaceutical Society observes
that it gained its professional status as a result of moral panic surrounding the availability
of unregulated compounds and their potential harmful effects on public health. It was an
attempt by the state to regulate the market for chemical compounds of dubious medical

benefit or quality.

State intervention also formed the focus of Halliday’s (1987) research into the Chicago
Bar Association, noting the inconsistency of the professional project in a large and divided
group, which required the state to monitor the market and enable the professions to
operate. Abbot (1988) was less concerned with the influence of the state, but emphasises
that there needs to be a comprehensive understanding of the professions in relation to their

environments.

Evetts (2013) addresses two other concepts traditionally associated with the professions,

namely professionalisation and professionalism. Professionalisation is defined as the

process by which occupations achieve the status of professions — a very popular concept in

the 1980s and 1990s, but one that has since been in decline. Practitioners use this process
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to achieve closure of the occupational group in order to maintain their own
occupations/self-interests relating to salaries, status and power. They are effectively trying
to monopolise the protection of the occupation for their own ends. Professionalism, on the
other hand, is usually interpreted as being of occupational or normative value, and
something worth promoting by and for those within the occupation. This concept has been
re-evaluated to address concepts such as trust, discretion, the analysis of risk, and expert

judgement.

2.2 The Four Stages of the Development of the Professions

It is worthwhile comparing how the theoretical approach to the development of a
profession has changed over time as paper conservation emerged and became established.
By doing so, we can compare the changes that have taken place in paper conservation with
the changes in theoretical research into the development of the professions. Thi