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Introduction 
My name is Jessica Pollard and I am currently in my third year studying for a BA 

(Hons) in Conservation and Restoration at the University at Lincoln.  

Throughout the first two years I was involved in many different aspects of 

conservation including practical work, record photography and drawing, 

environmental monitoring and conservation science.  I also had the opportunity 

to work on numerous objects in a range of materials.  However I was particularly 

interested in paper conservation, a subject not largely covered by the course, and 

therefore thought that a work placement that could help provide me with 

experience in this subject would be greatly beneficial for my future career.  As 

part of the University course you are required to complete a six-week work 

placement and I contacted the City Archives in Amsterdam, and was accepted for 

an eight-week internship between 21st September and the 19th November.  I had 

been to the Netherlands numerous times in the last couple of years and really 

enjoyed the country and the people.  After I finish studying I always thought 

about moving to another country, to be able to experience another culture and 

language, so thought that by completing my placement in the Netherlands it 

would help towards making that move.   

 

My main aims for the trip were: 

• Gaining experience working in a conservation studio 

• Working with new materials and techniques 

• Learning practical skills in paper conservation 

• Learning more about the history and techniques of paper and print 

making 

• Learning about the way a government organisation works, and how 

conservation work fits in with the other departments 

• Making contacts for the future 

• Experiencing living and working in a different country 

 

I heard about the Zibby Garnett Travelling Fellowship from my tutor and thought 

it was a great chance to complete this placement.  I established the cost of my 
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placement would be £1530 and luckily received £1200 towards these costs.  My 

part time job helped towards the rest of the costs.   

 

Study Trip 
I began my placement on the 21st of September after spending the week 

beforehand getting to know Amsterdam.  Amsterdam is the capital of the 

Netherlands and is in the province of North Holland to the west of the country.  

The Netherlands is situated in Western Europe bordering the North Sea to the 

north and west, Belgium to the south and Germany to the east.  It is a 

geographically low-lying country with about 25% of its area below sea level with 

another 50% only one metre above.   

 
 

The City Archives, or Stadsarchief, where I spent my eight weeks, is in a huge 

building in the city centre called ‘De Bazel’ named after the architect K.P.C de 

Bazel who designed it.  It was originally built for a bank and the enormous bank 

vault doors are still in place in the basement of the building, which is now a 

permanent exhibition space for the most treasured possessions of the archives.  

Fig. 1. Map of the 
Netherlands showing the 
location of Amsterdam 

Image source: wwp.greenwichmeantime.com/.../ map.htm 
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For the eight weeks of my placement I was working in the conservation 

department, working with the senior paper conservator, Cristina Duran 

Casablancas.  She was the only member of the conservation team who actually 

worked on practical conservation treatments, although there were also two self-

employed conservators, Pauline and Nancy, who worked one day a week each.  

The other members of the team were involved in environmental monitoring, 

production of storage containers and display stands, and helping the public with 

object handling.  

 

On my first day, after a tour of the building and meeting everybody in the 

conservation team, I was given a selection of artwork that I would be working 

on, which included drawings, prints, posters and music books.  I was also told I 

would be meeting different people from all parts of the institution to enable a 

better understanding of how the whole archives work.  I would also be involved 

in environmental monitoring, condition reporting and exhibition work.   

 

Conservation treatments 

Because of my lack of paper conservation work I was given a selection of prints 

that needed small repairs to help show me the basic techniques.  They needed 

dry-cleaning, which was completed using powered eraser, and tape removal.  

Methylcellulose was used to dissolve the adhesive and the tape carrier could then 

be easily pulled away.  The large selection of prints also helped me to identify 

the many different printing techniques, such as engraving, etching and 

woodblock, by using a microscope to recognise distinguishing features.   

Fig. 2. The old bank vault doors Fig. 3. De Bazel 
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The prints also needed hinges attached to be able to mount them onto card for 

storage.  These were made of Japanese paper attached with wheat starch paste.  

Starch paste is the adhesive most used in paper conservation.  It is easily 

reversible and very strong, although it is susceptible to mould.  Crisitina used 

Japanese wheat starch paste, which although very similar to European starch 

paste, is smoother and purer in composition.  I was shown how to make the 

wheat starch paste and prepare it for use using traditional Japanese techniques 

and materials.  After being heated and stirred for over half an hour the paste is 

then left to cool.  Once cooled it is 

gel-like and rubbery and can be 

stored in this condition for up to four 

days.  For use as an adhesive it is first 

sieved through a Norikoshi Japanese 

sieve and then massaged using a large 

paste brush in a Noribon paste bowl.  

Water is added to the paste depending 

on the consistency needed.  

 

Animal Sketches 

I was then given a collection of animal sketches drawn in charcoal.  There were 

about 30 sketches in total and they all needed dry-cleaning and mounting for 

storage.  The paper was poor quality, acidic and discoloured and therefore wet 

treatment was considered, as this would reduce the acidity. However, the 

drawings appeal was largely due to the stark contrast of the strong black 

Fig.6. Wheat starch paste after being sieved 
through the Norikoshi sieve 

Fig.5. 1832 portrait.  The velvet look 
indicates a Mezzotint print.  Fig.5. 17th century portrait. Variation in line 

definition suggests both engraving and 
etching has been used in this intaglio print.  
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charcoal, which would fade if wet treatment was carried out.  Dry cleaning was 

only done on the reverse of the drawing as the charcoal marks around the edges 

of the drawing were considered part of the object and could not be removed.  

Labels had been stuck to the front of each drawing, which were removed using 

heat and a miniature spatula. 

 

 
 

Two of the drawings needed flattening due to folds and creases.  The first 

drawing had a strong fold down the middle so local flattening was tried by 

placing a strip of wet blotting paper under the open fold.  A layer of Tyvek, a 

breathable polyester fabric, was put between the drawing and the blotting paper 

to stop direct contact with moisture, which could increase the risk of water 

staining. This was left under a melinex sheet for fifteen minutes to enable 

humidification and then left between sheets of blotting paper under weights for a 

week.  

 

 

Fig.7. One of thirty sketches of 
animals showing the yellowing 
of the paper.  
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The other drawing had creases all over and therefore was sprayed with water 

using a dahlia spray and then placed under weights and left for a week.  After a 

couple of days however it did not seem to be working and flattening under 

tension was tried.  This involved spraying again with water and taping to a thick 

wooden board and left for twenty-four hours.  As the drawing dries it shrinks and 

therefore pulls the creases flat.  It worked really well and all the creases had 

disappeared after being left under weights for a week (as below).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Music book, flyers and posters 

The main collection of work I was given included music sheets, flyers and 

posters, mostly from the early 20th century, which were all very acidic causing 

discolouration and brittleness.  The brittle nature of the paper had triggered lots 

Fig.8. Local flattening of a fold.  Melinex covers the object during flattening to stop 
air getting in, which would prevent humidity levels rising.  Fig.9. Flattening under 
tension 

Weight 

Hard board 

Blotting paper 

Object 

Blotting paper 

Hard board 

Weight 

Strip of wet 
blotting paper 

Tyvek  Weights 
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of tears, losses and creases.  I started off by assessing the damage and deciding 

what treatment was needed.  I felt much more confident by this point after 

working on the other objects, although I had yet to carry out any wet treatment.  

Cristina showed me how to immerse the object in a water bath using a polyester 

sheet underneath to enable handling and support.  The water must be changed 

every ten minutes as the soluble degradation products from the paper come out 

into the water.   In the UK de-ionised water is used for purity and calcium 

hydroxide is added to lower acidity levels.  In the Netherlands however this is 

not necessary because their tap water is so pure to begin with and already 

contains calcium.  All the objects were put into a water bath like this after dry 

cleaning and then re-sized using 1% Gelatine B.  Any original size that the paper 

had often dissolves during a water bath and therefore needs to be re-sized to 

protect and strengthen the paper.  The objects were then left to dry slightly and 

flattened in a press and left for a week.  

 

   
 

 

The objects were analysed beforehand to measure the pH levels using pH 

indicator papers, and then measured again after washing.  The original pH was an 

average of 4 which shows the object is acidic, whereas after washing the pH rose 

to 6, which is closer to neutral.  An acidity treatment was tried on one of the 

particularly acidic flyers by putting it in a bath of calcium bicarbonate for fifteen 

minutes.  The pH was measured again but, as the levels did not change 

significantly, this treatment was not carried out for the other objects.  

 

Fig.10 (left) Two objects immersed in water to clean and reduce acidity. Fig.11 (right) Re-sizing 
using a dahlia spray to apply the liquid Gelatine.  
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One of the objects, a flyer, was extremely fragile to 

handle due to a large loss through the middle, lots of 

tears, and the poor quality of the paper.  It was thought 

best to apply a lining to the back to help strengthen, 

which was applied after re-sizing using a sheet of 

Japanese tissue paper.  It was then flattened like the rest 

of the objects.  

 

After flattening any tears were repaired using thin strips 

of Japanese paper and wheat starch paste.  There was  

colour-matching completed using acrylic paints on one  

of the music books to help blend in the repair with the green colour of the front.  

Losses were filled with tinted Japanese paper cut to the exact shape.  When using 

Japanese paper for repairs it is ripped using a water brush pen to create a frayed 

edge, known as a ‘beard,’ which produces both a stronger, and less obvious, 

bond. 

 

  

 

 

Exhibition work 

During my first week there was also preparation for a small exhibition to be held 

in the basement room of the archives.  A Dutch cartoonist, Jan Kruis, had 

illustrated a famous Dutch novel written in the 19th century by Multatuli called 

‘Woutertje Pieterse’ and his original drawings were being displayed.  I was asked 

to do the mounting and Crisina showed me an article in ICON magazine about 

non-adhesive mounting techniques.  I was to experiment with different 

techniques mentioned in the article and decide whether they would work for this 

Fig.13 Before (left) and after (right) treatment.  Treatment included wet cleaning, re-sizing, tear 
repairs and in-filling of losses.  The discolouration of the paper has been significantly reduced.  

Fig.12 The lining paper is visible 
behind the flyer and the losses 
have yet to be filled 
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particular exhibition.  After playing around with materials a simple method was 

establish using black mount card.  Small slits were cut into the first layer of the 

card and used to hold each corner of a drawing. This was only possible because 

of the lightweight of the drawings, as anything heavier would need larger slits to 

enable enough support, which would ruin the aesthetics.  The exhibition was put 

together in about seven days and Jan Kruis attended the opening night.   

    
 

 

 

The main exhibition I was involved in was called ‘Pers and Politie’ (Press and 

Police) about the most notorious crimes in the police history.  It was comparing 

how the police dealt with crimes and how the press covered them.  Crimes 

ranged from murder to protest marches.  Most of the objects chosen for 

exhibition were letters, photos and posters, which were all in relatively good 

condition, although the quality of the materials was rather poor.   There were 

some tear repairs and flattening to be completed but otherwise most of the work 

was mounting.   

    
 Fig.16. From left – folded poster, during flattening using blotting paper and Tyvek, after 
flattening, unfolded.  

Fig.14. A drawing mounted using a non-
adhesive technique 

Fig.15. Advertising for the exhibition in the 
window of the Stadsarchief 
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All the letters were mounted on museum card using hinges made of Japanese 

paper and the photos were mounted using the no-adhesive mounting technique.  

Boxes and supports were also made for open books and objects that were being 

displayed at different levels using plaztazote foam.  Most of the display stands 

were made in the week before the opening in the exhibition room, as it was 

easier to see exactly what was needed.   

 
It was interesting being able to work with the exhibition team to see how the 

design process works and also how the different departments work together.  The 

exhibition department constantly approaches Cristina to make sure all their plans 

are regulated by conservation measures, and she will assess all objects in the 

exhibition as well as the exhibition room and its environmental conditions. I 

helped to measure Lux, UV and RH levels in the week leading up to the 

exhibition.  

 

Other Activities 

During my placement I was also 

involved in environmental 

monitoring.  In the second week 

they realised that the basement 

storeroom had been at a relative 

humidity of 70% for the past 

three months due to an 

Fig.18. Preparing the mould detector by first wiping with 
alcohol to ensure cleanliness.  

Fig.17. Cristina and I hanging the 
exhibition during the week before 
the opening 
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electronic fault.  The RH is meant to be at 50% or lower so there was a worry 

that mould had began to grow.  A private company was called in to monitor the 

storeroom and take mould growth samples from various different positions 

throughout the storeroom.  Luckily the results came back negative a week later.  

I was also involved in mould sampling throughout the archives.  Books with 

suspected mould would be taken to the quarantined room and an email would go 

to Cristina for her to go and check on them.  A cotton wool swab was rolled 

across the mould, put in to an enzyme and left in an incubator for a couple of 

days.  If mould then grew the object would be treated and put back into the 

collection.  If there were a lot of objects with mould, or the mould was 

particularly aggressive then the objects would be sent off for laser treatment.   

 

Cristina made sure I was included in everyday activities as part of the team, such 

as meetings, assessment of objects, loan procedures and assessment of new 

acquisitions.  In my last week it was very exciting when an original Mondrian 

had been left to the archives in a will was brought to the conservation department 

for appraisal.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

Fig.19. An early 
Mondrian painting 
being assessed and 
considered for a 
new exhibition 

 14 



Visits 

During my eight weeks I thought it would 

be a good idea to go and see other 

conservation studios to see how they were 

run.  I went to a private firm called 

Restorient who specialise in Oriental art, 

such as Japanese folding screens and 

hanging scrolls.  They were a British couple 

that had previously worked at the British 

Museum and had moved to the Netherlands 

five years ago to take over the studio.  They 

use traditional Japanese conservation 

techniques and materials and showed me 

numerous projects they were working on.   

For the hanging scrolls they used aged starch paste, as it was softer and allowed 

for more flexibility and movement once dried.  It had been aged for ten years 

before being used and it had an extremely strong smell.  The studio was 

beautifully designed and they worked on the floor using Japanese mats, no shoes 

allowed!  It was really interesting to see such a comparison between the work at 

the archives and the work at this private studio, and it was a good chance to see 

the different kind of work, and different way in which they worked, when it was 

for private clients.  

 

Fig.21. Sydney 
Thomson showing 
me some the work 
they were 
currently involved 
with. 

Fig.20. The aged wheat starch paste is 
stored in large ceramic containers in the 
basement 

 15 



 

For my dissertation during my third year at University I will be exploring 

wallpaper conservation so thought it useful to find a conservation practice that 

worked on wallpapers.  Cristina told me about a man called Thomas Brain who 

works with Monique Staal in a studio called XL Papier.  They were currently 

working on-site at Kasteel Armarongen near Utrecht, a castle that was being 

restored for the past five years.  I went to see the work they were doing on site 

and had the opportunity to see the different wallpapers and the different 

conservation techniques that had, and still were, being carried out. It was a 

brilliant opportunity to get advice from experts and talk about the ideas and 

difficulties I had come across for my dissertation.   

  
 

 

I was also allowed to go visit a company who are responsible for the digitisation 

of the archives collections.  The City Archives have a digitisation on demand 

policy, which allows members of the public to ask for a particular document to 

be digitised for them to view.  They pay just 50 cent for a digital copy and it 

takes a maximum of three weeks.  It was interesting to see how the work is done 

and during my visit they were digitising the large format collection.  Cristina had 

thought it a good idea for these to be digitised, as it would help towards the 

preservation of this collection by decreasing the need to handle them. The largest 

scanner they had was 60cm by 60cm, which took 3 minutes to complete, and, as 

I helped them to scan a 4-meter long by 1 meter wide architectural drawing, it 

was quite a slow process.  

Fig. 22 (left) Mechanical removal of wallpaper backed with textile lining.  Fig. 23 (right) Repairs 
carried out in-situ.  
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Outside Work 

During my eight weeks I was luckily enough to be staying in an apartment 

belonging to a woman who worked at the archives.  It was a short tram ride into 

the city centre and a ten-minute walk to a main train station, with access to cities 

all over the Netherlands.  It was also only a short walk to a large park, named the 

Vondelpark, which is the biggest in Amsterdam, and a lovely place to walk 

around.  I spent most of my weekends alone as many people at the archives lived 

away from the city centre.  I did meet up with some of them however and we 

would go to the cinema, or for a meal.  Some of my family, and my boyfriend, 

managed to come over to see me too, and it was great to be able to experience 

the city with others.   

 

When I wasn’t at work I was exploring Amsterdam and the rest of the 

Netherlands.  Amsterdam is a vibrant city and a beautiful place to walk around 

and experience the surroundings.  I tried to visit different cities and different 

areas of the country in order to get a good feel of the country as a whole.  I 

particularly like Utrecht and Delft, both rather small cities but both really 

interesting in their own way.  Utrecht has lots of small design shops and antique 

markets, and because it is a University town there is a young and vibrant feel to 

Fig.24. The large scanning facilities available for the over-sized objects belonging 
to the archives 
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it.  The famous Schroder house is near the city centre.  It was built in 1924 and is 

the best know examples of De Stijl architecture, becoming a UNESCO World 

Heritage Site in 2006. 

 
 

Delft is an incredibly beautiful town with small cobbled streets, and canals full of 

swans and water lilies.  The city is famous for the artist Johannes Vermeer, who 

painted such paintings as ‘Girl with a Pearl Earring,’ and delftware pottery, with 

lots of shops selling both antique and modern examples of the pottery.  There 

were some studios open to the public where you could watch the modern pottery 

being hand-painted.   

 

The culture was not entirely different to that in the UK, and because the Dutch 

are all exceptionally good at speaking English, it was easy to feel at home.  In 

terms of food and drink there were a couple of oddities that I became familiar 

with.  Liquorice, known as ‘drop,’ was a very popular treat, as well as pancakes 

and vla, a cold, and very sweet, dessert similar to custard.   Another popular food 

is salted herring, eaten with onion and gherkin, bought from a fish stall and eaten 

by holding the tail and slowly letting it slide into your mouth, biting bits off as 

you go.  I was determined to avoid the herring but was persuaded just days 

before I left for home and, although I didn’t instantly want another, it was not as 

Fig.25. A visit to the Schroder house in Utrecht 
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bad as I had anticipated.  Their chips are particularly tasty and eaten, unusually, 

with mayonnaise.  Another treat that I had no problem eating was the apple pie 

with a dollop of whipped cream.  I think the quality and quantity of the apples, as 

well as the sugarcoated crust, made this pie truly irresistible and I have missed it 

since coming back to England.   

 

    
 

 

 

Evaluation 

My placement was a huge success and I learnt so much more than I had 

anticipated.  I felt valued as a member of the team and was welcomed by 

everyone, particularly Cristina who was a brilliant host and very patient and 

understanding.  I had been slightly nervous before going because of my lack of 

conservation skills in regard to paper conservation.  I had read a lot about the 

subject but had no practical experience during my studies, but Cristina 

understood this and tried to get me involved in all aspects of her work so that I 

had a real opportunity to learn as much as I could in eight weeks. I am a fast 

learner and this definitely helped me to pick up on all I was taught quickly, and 

allowed me to carry out work on my own after instruction.  All the techniques 

and methods I learnt will be of permanent use throughout my future career, as 

well as in further studies and work experience.  

 

If I were to complete my placement again I would definitely extend it for another 

month just to give me more of a chance to put into practice all the things I had 

learnt.  I was pleased that I went to visit other conservation practices and see the 

kind of work that both private and public studios carry out.  It also gave me the 

Fig. 26 (left) and 27 (right) showing the apple pie and chips that are a popular treat in the 
Netherlands 
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opportunity to see what work is like in another country and ask people who had 

made the move from England to the Netherlands what the work is like, and 

whether the are glad they made that decision.  I still plan to work abroad if 

possible and the experience at the Stadsarchief has given me the drive to 

continue working in paper conservation and, after visiting XL Papier, to look 

more in-depth at the work of wallpaper conservation as I’m really interested in 

working on-site in historic houses.   
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Appendix I: Detailed Itinerary 

Date  Travel 

22/09/2010 – 25/09/2010 Got the ferry from Dover to Dunkerque 

and drove to Amsterdam, stopping in 

Antwerp for half a day.  

22/09/2010 – 25/09/2010 Spent three days camping in 

Amsterdam and exploring the nearby 

cites and countryside by car, including 

the fortified town Naarden.  

25/09/2010 Moved in to the apartment in 

Amsterdam 

27/09/2010 – 1/10/2010 Week 1 - print identification, 

mounting, tape removal and a trip to 

the digitisation company. 

4/10/2010 – 8/10/2010 Week 2 - Mounting for exhibition, 

paste preparation, animal sketches, 

meeting people from different 

departments and learning how the 

database works.  Train to the Tax 

office.   

9/10/2010 Trip to Delft & Rotterdam 

11/10/2010 – 15/10/2010 Week 3 – Environmental monitoring, 

checking for mould, drying objects 

after water damage, preparation of 

methylcellulose and gelatine B, 

assessment of collection of music 

books, posters & flyers.   

16/10/2010 Trip to Utrecht 

18/10/2010 – 22/10/2010 Week 4 – exhibition work for press & 

police exhibition, continuing work on 

other collections 

25/10/2010 – 29/10/2010 Week 5 – Trip to Restorient in Leiden, 

acidity treatments, trip to Amerongen 
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29/10/2010 – 31/10/2010 Visit from my Mum 

1/11/2010 – 5/11/2010 Week 6 – Colour-matching, colouring 

Japanese papers, lining, Martin 

Monnickendam prints & drawings 

8/11/2010 – 12/11/2010 Week 7 – Environmental monitoring of 

basement storeroom, finishing work on 

all collections.  

15/112010 – 18/11/2010 Week 8 – Working in the exhibition 

room hanging and making mounts & 

supports.   

20/10/2010 Drove to Dunkerque to get the ferry 

back to Dover.  
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