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Introduction

My name is Sarah Noble and I am a 35-year-old British student studying for
an MA in Conservation of Fine Art at Northumbria University. I specialise in
Works of Art on Paper and after completion of the 18 month MA I shall be a
qualified Paper Conservator. After I qualify I intend to apply and successfully
complete further Internship opportunities with an aim to go on to secure a
permanent position within an Internationally renowned Gallery or Museum
where I can focus on gaining my accredited status.

I first heard about The Zibby Garnett Travelling Fellowship from an
advertisement about the Fellowship that had been posted onto the notice
board within the Conservation Department at Northumbria University.
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Study Trip
During my first academic year it was suggested by the course supervisors
that students try and complete a work experience placement during the
summer vacation. This element is only encouraged by lecturers and does not
form part of the course. As a mature student who is embarking on a career
change I knew how important work experience could be for my future career
as a Conservator and I wanted to gain as much practical experience as
possible. With this in mind I decided to apply for 2 placement opportunities
within Australia.
During my placements I hoped to learn new interventive conservation
techniques, experience first hand the practical realities of working in a large
internationally renowned institution and to gain a better understanding of their
policies with regards to ethics, environmental monitoring and the loaning of
works of Art.

My 1st study subject was the conservation of paper based art works at The
National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, Australia. The placement was for 1
month from the 2–27th July and during this time I was able to work on Asian,
Contemporary and Australian works of art.
My 2nd study subject was the conservation of paper based art works at The
National Gallery of Australia, Canberra, Australia. The placement was for a 2
week period from 30thJuly–10th August and during this time I worked solely on
one Asian object, a 19th Century North Vietnamese Ceremonial Hanging
which required multiple conservation treatments.
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On the 31st June I flew into Melbourne, Victoria and met my hosts for the
month.
Between the 2nd July and 27th July I worked in the Paper and Photography
Conservation Department at the National Gallery of Victoria.
On the 28th July I took the bus from Melbourne to Canberra. On arrival into
Canberra I headed to the area where I was to stay for the next two weeks.
Between the 30th July and 10th August I worked in the Paper Conservation
Department at the National Gallery of Australia.
On the 11th August I took a bus from Canberra to Sydney to meet up with
friends and to explore and experience a bit more of Australia.
Between the 12th and 28th August I spent time sightseeing throughout New
South Wales and Queensland. Visiting the Art Gallery of New South Wales,
Sydney, The Museum of Contemporary Art Australia and the Sydney Art
Biennial 2012.
On the 29th August I flew back to the UK

Total Cost of Trip
The total cost of my trip is based solely on the time I spent during my
placements at The National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne and The National
Gallery of Australia, Canberra.
£3,130
I was awarded £1,500 from the Zibby Garnett Travelling Fellowship and I was
able to raise the rest of the funds from private savings and from the sale of
my car that I no longer required the use of.
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Report
Conservation of works of Art on Paper at The National Gallery of
Victoria, Melbourne and The National Gallery of Australia, Canberra
6-week placement
Australia is an Island continent in the Southern Hemisphere, lying between
the Pacific and Indian Oceans. Australia is classed as the sixth largest
country in the world, covering a total area of 7,692,024 sq.km1 ranging from
sub-tropical rain forests to dry arid dessert. Australia is a country with a rich
and diverse culture stemming from a population that originated with the
Aborigines, Indigenous Australians who were hunter-gatherers with complex
oral cultures and spiritual values for the land to the 18th century when
European settlers first arrived in Australia. Since then Australia has become
home to many different cultures, from South East Asia and China to Europe
and Africa creating a country with amazing food, a diverse culture, and a
complex history. Australia is a wonderful country with breath taking scenery,
an abundance of wildlife and some of the most friendly and easy going
people you will ever meet.

1

Wikipedia, ‘The free encyclopedia’,
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Australia#Geography_and_climate, accessed 2013
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http://www.worlddutyfreegroup.com/images/world-map.jpg
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_Australia.png
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Melbourne is the largest city in the state of Victoria and is situated on the
east corner of the south coast. The National Gallery of Victoria is on Kilda Rd
just down the street from ‘Federation Square and opposite the ‘Botanical
Gardens’. It is the leading art gallery in Melbourne and holds significant
collections of Australian, European, Modern and Asian art.

Melbourne, Victoria, Australia

National Gallery of Victoria (NGV)
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http://www.embraceaustralia.com/australias-most-visited-gallery-in-melbourne3770.htm
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Canberra is the capitol City of Australia, and is located at the northern end of
the Australian Capitol Territory. Canberra is a purpose built city and is home
to Parliament House and the High court. The National Gallery of Australia is
the largest Gallery in Australia and has a collection of Australian, Aboriginal,
Western, Eastern and Pacific art works.

Canberra, Australia
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National Gallery of Australia (NGA)
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http://lubavitch.com/news/article/2025660/First-Chabad-Center-Opens-inCanberra-Australia.htm
6
http://www.flickriver.com/photos/adonline/342197501/
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National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne
At The National Gallery of Victoria there is a very large conservation
department, consisting of many different sections. During my 4-week
placement I worked with the Paper and Photography Conservation team.
Ruth Shervington who is Head of Paper Conservation and Louise Wilson a
Paper Conservator were my two supervisors. In the same studio there was
also Pip Morris who was the Photography Conservator and Sarah Brown who
worked for both Paper and Photography.
Upon arrival I was shown around the Gallery, introduced to all of the different
conservation sections and then given an extensive tour of the gallery stores. I
was able to see the different storage solutions for Paper objects. How they
used Solander boxes for their unframed and over sized objects, large
shelving racks for the framed objects and drawers for their most vulnerable
and friable objects.

Storage racks: NGV
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After the tour of the stores I was given a Solander box with a selection of
prints and drawings. For each object I was required to create a condition
report, treatment proposal and then complete any conservation treatments
required.

With the selection of objects I was given I started the report process by first
identifying the media process used for each object. This was helped by the
use of the fantastic microscope set up that the Paper Conservation section
had recently acquired.

Identifying Prints at the NGV

Once identification had been established and condition reports and treatment
proposals completed I started upon the conservation treatments that I had
suggested and then confirmed with my supervisors Ruth and Louise.
Most of the objects required only minimal amounts of treatment. There were
several backing removals of poor quality acidic mounts and most of the prints
and drawings required some surface cleaning.

12

‘Mr Collins as Paul Clifford’ – Hand
Coloured Print

‘Smooth Newts’ – Pencil Drawing

Images above are examples of some of the prints/drawings

After completing the reports and treatments on the selection of prints and
drawings I was able to choose another object to treat from the galleries’
collection of Asian Prints.
The conservation of Asian works of art was an area that I was very interested
in understanding more about.

I chose to work on an 18th century Japanese Woodblock hand coloured print
that was highly discoloured and stained, had sustained several losses to the
primary support due to insect damage and had an unknown accretion across
the whole of the verso of the primary support.
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18 Century Japanese Woodblock print – Recto & Verso before treatment

First the accretion on the verso of the print had to be identified. Louise Wilson
thought that the accretion might be wheat starch paste that had dried and
discoloured. I needed to do a test that would show if there was a starch
present. I had never done this kind of testing before so Louise suggested that
I use a dilute Iodide & Iodine solution7. The solution turned blue, indicating
that the accretion was starch based.
Once this was known then it was
agreed that the print should be
washed using a Slant Table8 and
accretion removed whilst wet.

Identifying Accretion

7

Starch can be detected in paper by the formation of a blue colour when a dilute
aqueous solution of Iodine and Potassium Iodide id applied to the sample.
8
Slant Table - http://store.hiromipaper.com/slantboardwashingsystem.aspx
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The Slant Table washing method is an alternative washing technique for the
removal of discolouration from artworks using capillary action. The Paraprint
material9 soaks up the deionised water from the bath that has been placed at
the top of the slant table, and through capillary action, the water moves down
through the print removing any discolouration and harmful acidic compounds.

Using the Slant Table

After the first wash where most of the discolouration had been removed the
print was taken from the Slant Table and whist still damp the accretion on the
verso was removed. I removed the substance by gently scrapping it off using
cotton wool swabs whilst viewing through the microscope to check that no
fibres from the primary support were removed or damaged during treatment.
The print was then dried over night between blotters under a weighted board.
The next day the print was washed on the Slant Table for a second time,
even more discolouration was removed along with the pieces of gummed
tape and the pre-conservation work that I had found during my condition

9

http://store.hiromipaper.com/hpcr-54paraprintol60.aspx
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report. After a few days the print was dry and I was able to continue with the
repair treatments.
I started my repair treatments by cooking up some Wheat Starch Paste and
then leaving it to cool whilst I chose some very fine, lightweight Japanese
tissue. I applied small sections of the tissue to the verso of the lacunas using
the freshly made Starch Paste. These repair supports were then pressed
between squares of blotting paper, using glass weights until dry.

Small repairs being pressed

For the infills of the lacunas I found some Japanese paper that closely
matched the primary support in weight and surface texture. The only problem
was that it did not match in colour. So that the infill paper matched the
primary support, I mixed up some watercolours and dyed the paper. This
took a long while but I was very satisfied once I had got it right.
Once I had the right colour and tone I cut out the shapes of the lacunas using
a sharp blade and attached the infills using the fresh starch paste. These
repairs were then pressed until dry between blotting paper under glass
weights.
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Once the repairs were complete I finished off the conservation work by
retouching sections of the lost areas of media with the use of watercolours
and a very fine brush.

Japanese Print after treatment

Life in Melbourne
During my stay in Melbourne I stayed with some family friends who had
emigrated to Australia 25 years ago. David and Lesley and their extended
family made me feel very welcome. At the weekends they took me to visit
local vineyards, to Peninsula Beach and to ‘Heidi’ a modern art centre in a
district called Heidelberg that had been set up by a colonial artist in the
seventies.
During my month visit to Melbourne, I really enjoyed wandering around the
city, soaking up the culture, visiting the State Library of Victoria to see an
exhibition called ‘Love and Devotion – From Persia and Beyond’. A landmark
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exhibition of 13th-18th century Persian, Mughal Indian and Ottoman Turkish
illustrated manuscripts.
I also visited the ‘ACCA’, Australian Centre for Contemporary Arts and ‘The
Immigration Museum’ which tells the story of the people who make up most
of the population of Australia and how they came to the country.
Melbourne is known for its great food culture. I spent a lot of time sampling
the amazing array of restaurants and eateries. I especially loved the Sushi,
which is the best I have ever had.
After I finished working at the National Gallery of Victoria, I took a bus to
Canberra, to complete a 2-week placement at The National Gallery of
Australia.

National Gallery of Australia, Canberra
The NGA is situated on the south side of Lake Burley Griffin, just down the
road from Capital Hill. Within the NGA there is a sizable conservation
department split up into specific sections and I was to work within the Paper
Conservation section. The Paper Conservation section at the NGA consists
of three full time staff and one part time member of staff. Andrea Wise who is
the Senior Paper Conservator was my main supervisor, but I also had a lot of
direction from James Ward and Fiona Kemp who are the full time assistant
paper conservators at the NGA. During my time at the NGA I also worked
alongside their part-time staff member Rose Peel. Rose used to work as the
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Senior Paper Conservator at the Gallery New South Wales, Sydney until she
retired 3 years ago.
When I arrived at the National Gallery of Australia I was shown around the
department of conservation and their research library where I was introduced
to all staff members and made to feel very welcome. Andrea then took me
through the project that they had planned for me that would keep me very
busy over the two-week placement.
I was given a 19th Century North Vietnamese Ceremonial Hanging10 from a
collection of 25 scrolls. The hanging was made from several layers of very
lightweight Asian paper with thick layers of paint across the entire surface of
the primary support. The entire object was very degraded and discoloured
with areas of media that had become extremely friable and desiccated.
After writing a Condition Report on the hanging I was allowed to take pigment
samples from the areas of desiccated media for identification. I then mounted
these samples onto slides and compared them under a polarising
microscope with other known pigment samples from the paper conservation
sections own collection of pigments.

10

“In 2011 the National Gallery of Australia acquired from an Australian private collection 25
scroll paintings produced for and by the Mien Yao people, a scattered Asian ethnic minority”.
Hamilton, B., (2012), ‘Religious Scroll Paintings of the Mien Yao People in the Collection of
The National Gallery of Australia’, NGA, Australia, pp.1
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19 Century MienYao Ceremonial hanging: Recto & Verso, before treatment.

The scroll was too large to fit on one photograph, so the above images are
two images stitched together to form one whole image.
The Paper Conservation team at the NGA had already completed a full set of
treatments on 3 other Yao scrolls. This allowed me to follow their previously
completed treatment proposals.
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Condition Reporting

Pigment sampling

Mounting pigment samples and identification
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Once pigment sampling was complete I removed the hanging devices that
was made from black string and bamboo poles. With help I then separated
the 4 support layers from one another. The two middle support layers were
removed and then stored in a file for historical purposes11. The Secondary
support was then to be float washed in deionised water and once the removal
of discolouration and dirt was complete then the support was lined with
Japanese paper and then tension dried using a Kari-Bari board.

Removing hangings and separating the supports with Andrea and James

11

This decision had been previously made after long discussions with the Curatorial
team, Director of the Gallery and the Conservation Team
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Float washing the secondary support with Andrea Wise

Lining secondary support with James Ward

Lining secondary support and attaching to Kari-Bari board with Fiona Kemp
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The layers of paint on the Primary support had become highly degraded and
friable so was treated differently from the secondary support. Due to the
fragility of the media the washing of the primary support was done using a
‘blotter washing technique’. Washing the primary support using a sandwich of
wet and dry blotters with Rayon Paper as a support. This type of washing is
a treatment that I have never used before and is apparently commonly used
in Japan for the washing of Japanese scrolls.

Dry Blotter
Wet Blotter
Rayon Paper
Primary Support
Rayon paper
Wet Blotter
Dry Blotter

After washing the primary support and allowing it to air dry I brushed a thin
layer of a warm aqueous solution of Funorri over the whole of the desiccated
paint media to help soften and re-adhere it to the primary support.

Once the consolidation
was complete the primary
support was lined with
Japanese paper and
tension dried using the
Kari-Bari board.
Wetting Primary support with Japanese
wetting brush for the blotter washing
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Blotter washing with Andrea

Lining the Primary support with Fiona Kemp

Attaching Primary support to the
Kari-Bari Board with the help of Andrea Wise

Applying the Funori Consolidant
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Once both of the lined supports had finished tension drying they were
removed from the board, re-attached to each other and re-tensioned on the
Kari-Bari board one last time.
After an over night drying, the lined object was again removed from the
drying board and had some re-touching done. However, before re-touching I
applied a warm, thin solution of Ethyl Cellulose to act as a barrier layer that
was designed to help stop any lateral movement or strike through of the inks
applied during the re-touching.
As some of the paint layers were still rather degraded and there were areas
of cupping and tenting. I applied a solution of Nikowa (diluted animal glue) to
the underneath of the cupped paint. With the combined use of a heated
spatula over the top of a sheet of Remay (barrier layer) the areas of paint
were gently flattened and adhered into place.
Finally the edges of the lining papers were trimmed and the hanging system
re-applied.

Stitching the bamboo poles back into place
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19th Century North
Vietnamese Mien Yao
Ceremonial Hanging –
After Treatment

During my 2 week placement, along side the work I was doing on the
Vietnamese scroll I was able to create my own collection of pigment slide
samples from the pigment collection within the Paper Conservation section at
the NGA.
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I also spent an afternoon with Dave Wise, who is the Senior Paintings
Conservator at the NGA. He gave me a short training session on their FTIR
analysis machine. FTIR is very good if trying to establish the identity of an
unknown pigment, glue or adhesive.
One of the reasons that I came to Australia was to get a greater
understanding of how galleries and museums deal with insect infestations
within artefacts. I was able to spend a few hours within their ‘Anoxic’ area.
This is where they use nitrogen to kills bugs that have infested artworks.

Anoxic Treatment room at the NGA

Life in Canberra
During my two weeks stay in Canberra I stayed in an area called ‘Downer’
with a Tai family. Renting out a room in their house. During my weekend I
visited the National Museum of Australia, which has a fantastic collection of
Indigenous art works and Pacific sculptures. I was also invited out for
evening meals and drinks with some of the people from the conservation
department. They made me feel very welcome and I had a great time in
Canberra.
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Life after my summer placements
Whilst working in Canberra I got to meet Rose Peel. She works part time at
the NGA but lives in Sydney. After finishing my 2 week placement in
Canberra I planned to take some time out and spend sometime really getting
to know a bit more of Australia. I took a bus to Sydney and met up with Rose
who let me stay with her for a couple of days whilst I arranged to meet with a
friend who is currently working in Sydney. Whilst in Sydney I got to
experience the Sydney Art Biennale, which was scattered over many venues
such as Cockatoo Island, The Gallery of New South Wales and MOMAA,
Museum of Modern Art Australia. After a few days in Sydney my friend and I
hired a Camper Van and travelled up the east coast, visiting Bondi Beach,
Byron Bay, Brisbane and the Sunshine Coast. We had an amazing time,
meeting wonderful people and seeing awe-inspiring scenery. We spent time
in some of the National park lands getting to see Iguanas and Koala Bears in
the wild and then our final destination being Hervey Bay where we went
Whale watching saw dolphins and a sea cow.

Conclusion
Having the chance to visit Australia and to work in two of their largest and
most internationally recognised Art Galleries has been an amazing
experience and one that I will never forget.
The only things I would have done differently would be to go during warmer
months and to visit Aboriginal areas such as Arnhem Land and the Torres
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Straits. I had not realised how cold it could get during Winter, especially as
their houses seem only designed for long hot summers.
I learnt a huge amount from my placements and gained a real sense of how
conservation works within different institutions. The impact that conservation
has within a gallery environment greatly depends upon the gallery director.
What his view of conservation is and the relationship that the director,
curators and conservators have with one another.
I have also seen how the different conservation departments although
separate in their specialisms, when required do come together to collaborate,
swap ideas and work together, especially if an object consists of a mixture of
media such as a Japanese Scroll, which is made from both paper and silk
requiring both a paper and a fabric’s conservator.
The new conservation techniques that I have learnt will be invaluable
especially having the chance to work on an object through its entire treatment
process, giving me a much greater understanding of how each treatment
impacts upon another.
I hoped that I would learn about the difficulties compounded by a coastal
environment and hot and humid conditions, but it seems that through air
conditioning and good architecture this is not so much of a problem. What
Australian art organisations do struggle with are insect infestations and
damage from animals. So it was fantastic to spend some time in the ‘Anoxic’
treatment room at the NGA to see how they coped with these difficulties.
Having two separate placements also provided me with the opportunity to
work on a wide range of artworks and I really enjoyed learning new
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conservation techniques, especially in the conservation of Asian artworks. As
well as the analysis and research, which was undertaken on the Mien Yao
Ceremonial hanging which has furthered my interest in pigment analysis.
During my time at both art galleries I had the opportunity to watch
conservation of contemporary works of art and as a result I have also
become increasingly interested in the ethics of conserving contemporary art
and this is definitely an area I will continue to explore.
I would like to take this opportunity to sincerely thank the Zibby Garnett
Travelling Fellowship, The Leche Trust and all trustees involved as I have
had a truly amazing experience, which would not have been possible without
the generous funding from the two trusts’. I would also like to thank the
National Gallery of Victoria and The National Gallery of Australia for taking
me on and making my placements great experience.
This will undoubtedly help me in my future career and would consider going
back to Australia if any further opportunities in the field of conservation arose.

