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Introduction 

 

My name is Rosanna Daubney and I am from a village called Old 

Leake near Boston in Lincolnshire, England. At the time of the 

scholarship I was aged 21. I had just completed a three year degree 

programme at the University of Lincoln studying conservation and 

restoration.  

I have a keen interest in historic properties and caring for their 

contents. Having spent 18 months volunteering at a National Trust 

property, Belton House in Lincolnshire, I had a strong desire to travel 

abroad and gain an insight into the running of Villa La Pietra in Florence, 

Italy. I would like to be a conservator in a historic property and specialise 

in one area when I have more experience. 

I received an award from the Zibby Garnett Travelling Fellowship 

to help me organise a trip to Villa La Pietra, Florence. I had seen 

information and newsletters about the Travelling Scholarship at the 

University of Lincoln. My course mate Victoria Brown had also been 

awarded the scholarship and travelled to Athens in 2005. 
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Study Trip Details 

 

The study subject for the trip was the historic building, Villa La Pietra and 

it’s contents. It is located in the Tuscan hills on the outskirts of Florence 

in Italy. 

The Villa is owned and run by the University of New York. La Pietra is a 

57 acre estate which forms the European NY campus and includes five 

villas. 

Dates of the trip were from Sunday 2nd July to Sunday 30th July 2006. 

  

The organisation that I was working under was the University of New 

York (NYU) based in Florence at Villa La Pietra. The former owners, the 

Acton family, decided to leave La Pietra to a university with the expertise 

and vision to care for and benefit from their estate. The gift was granted 

to New York University upon the death of Sir Harold Acton in 1994. This 

ensured that the ‘intellectual, cultural, and artistic life of Villa La Pietra 

would be shared by future generations of students, scholars and the 

wider international community’. 

 

Helen Spande, who trained as an art conservator at The University of 

New York, America, is now a collections care coordinator at the villa. She 

was the person who guided me and monitored my work.  
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Helen Spande & Rosanna Daubney at the front of Villa La Pietra, 

Florence. 

 

 

The back of Villa La Pietra, with beautiful blue sky!  
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Location of Placement in relation to the World 

 

Europe 

N 

Villa La Pietra, Florence 

Maps sourced from www.google.co.uk/images 
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Projects at the Villa 

 

I was involved with seven different projects during my time in Florence. I 

worked in various rooms all around the house. They were as follows: 

? The textiles studio at Villa La Pietra, working with textile 

conservator Costanza Perrone da Zara, improving the storage 

and documentation of historic textiles and furnishing fabrics. 

? Unrolling and flattening plans of villas on the Acton estate from 

the early part of the 20th Century ready to be catalogued. 

? Monitoring the climate control system 

? Developing a light monitoring project 

? Identifying pests and setting up new pest traps 

? Organising and improving the display of books in the Acton library 

? Recreating and colour matching the Terrazzo Veneziano floor in 

the guest bathroom on the ground floor. 
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Textiles Work 

 

Costanza Perrone Da Zara, textiles conservator and Rosanna Daubney 

 

Attaching new photographic labels to acid free boxes 

A box containing over 25 items needed sorting out-as a matter of 

urgency. Everything in the box was documented, photographed and 

placed into a new box with more protection, folded more appropriately 

and padded with interleaving tissue to put as least amount of stress on 

the object as possible. 
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Records for each item were created on EmBARK, the villa’s 

computerised inventory management system. 

Working alongside Costanza Perrone da Zara and Claudia Beyer, 

the textiles conservators, was a great experience with people who had 

excellent English skills. There was a great deal of knowledge to be 

learned from them. 

 

Rolling blue silk velvet panel for storage in an acid free box 

 

Length of unusual Oriental silk fabric 
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Paper Project 

An old chest which contained approximately 50 documents and plans 

was found in the archives. Many of the pieces were rolled up during 

previous storage. To make documenting easier, a re-hydration system 

was set up to flatten the plans and then store them in acid free cards 

folders. 

 

Mark Roberts, the Archivist and Rosanna with rolled plans 

 

 

An example of a flattened document 

 



11 

 

Flattening out the plans before re-humidification 

 

 

New acid free folders for the flattened plans 
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Environmental Monitoring 

Environmental monitoring within the house included checking the 

Relative Humidity (RH) and temperature monitors each week, which 

were located in various rooms around the house. Sites were identified for 

suitable places to position the light fade cards, new pest traps were 

made up and old ones were checked and replaced. 

 

Taking Relative Humidity and Temperature readings 

 

Setting up a new Hygrometer recording paper  
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Identifying locations and setting up the blue wool light fade cards 

 

Blue wool light fade card 

   

Setting up pest traps           Catching the wrong sort of pest… 

Poor lizard! 
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Work in the Library 

One of the projects I was involved in was in the small library. The 

books have not been checked or cleaned for over 10 years, and it was 

the ideal time for Helen to start whilst she had an enthusiastic 

conservation student in the villa! 

Work involved removing all the books off the shelves for cleaning, 

checking the inventory numbers, cleaning the shelf and lining it with 

Melinex (a clear plastic), and replacing the clean books in a neat, more 

orderly fashion. 

Boxes had to be made from acid free card for fragile books, and cotton 

twill tape was used to tie some together to prevent loose pages falling 

out. 

 

 

Cleaning the edges of modern books with the vacuum cleaner 
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In the small biblioteca (library) 

 

Helen Spande and Rosanna Daubney working together on book project 
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Floor Painting 

The guest bathroom had suffered flooding in the summer of 2005 

due to its position in the house, near the Rotunda. The floor covering had 

been damaged by the water. The floor covering is an imitation Terrazzo 

Veneziano stone paint floor effect. Parts had become weakened, causing 

it to lift and bubble. Other bits had become completely dislodged and 

flaked off revealing the grey surface beneath.  

The aim of this project was to disguise the original floor cover and ‘holes’ 

using acrylic paints to match up with the imitation Terrazzo Veneziano, 

and for these areas to become unnoticeable.  

 

Colour matching the floor with acrylic paint 

 

Other activities I was involved with at the property were moving allocated 

items for future treatment, assisting a professional photographer with 

certain objects, dusting gilded frames and mopping up around windows 

inside the villa after heavy rainfall.  
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Summer Garden Concerts 

In the Garden with the Concert behind  

 

During my time at the villa, there were summer garden concerts 

hosted   for various groups of people from Florence and students at the 

University of New York. I helped prepare for these concert and acted as 

an usher, directing guests to their seats. I felt lucky to be there in those 

beautiful surroundings enjoying the delightful music. 
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People at the Villa 

 

 

In the kitchen with the people I worked with at Villa La Pietra.

The Director 
of La Pietra The Assistant 

Visitor 
Services 
Manager 

The Collection 
Coordinator, 
Helen Spande 

Two girls from New York 
University, Regina & Cristina 

Rosanna 
Daubney, 
Conservation 
Student 
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Impressions of the country 

 

Having agricultural origins in the flat fenland area of Britain, I 

enjoyed the contrast in my surroundings being amongst the delightful 

Tuscan hills and beautiful Italian buildings. There were many American 

tourists in Florence at this time of year, so it wasn’t too difficult 

communicating with people around the city as they are prepared for the 

English speaking people! 

 

Food 

 

I survived on a healthy variety of food, including trying delicious 

pizzas and pasta in tasty sauces. Because it was the height of summer 

plus a heat wave, there was a real need for a plentiful supply of water 

and liquids all day and night. I enjoyed a good selection of Italian dishes 

at the villa. The ice cream was particularly delicious-something I really 

looked forward to! 

 

Sampling an Italian pasta dish 
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Accommodation 

 

Through a Florence student website, I was offered a room living 

on the edge of the city.  I took up the offer immediately because it was 

quite difficult finding suitable accommodation. I thought it would be good 

experience to live with an Italian woman and her family and hoped to 

learn the language with them.  

However, I lived alone for most of the placement time because my 

host found it too hot in the top floor apartment. It was a 20 minute walk 

into the centre of the city. At night the temperature did not dip and stayed 

in the high 20?s/ 30?s all the time. She moved to her country house with 

her sons during the time I stayed there and I saw her three/four times 

over the duration of my stay! I had the use of most of her facilities in the 

flat, except for the oven. 

 

The People I met 

 

I found it easy to talk to people on public transport as I came 

across many others in similar situations to myself! My companions for 

some of the trips were Cristina Samalestrelli and Regina Petinos from 

New York who were very friendly. They were doing internships at Villa La 

Pietra as part of their course, MA Museum Studies at NYU (New York 

University).  
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I had a three hour journey north to Cinqueterre (meaning ‘Five towns’) 

for some relaxation with the American interns on Saturday 22nd 

July…after a few more hours walking along the magnificent coast line we 

reached the most crowed breach I have ever been on! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Regina, Rosie & Cristina at Cinqueterre. 

 

The World Cup 

One of the ‘Highlights’ of the trip was being there at the time that 

Italy won the World Cup 2006. There was a big screen television in 

Piazza Della S.S Annunziata in the city to view the football match 

between Italy and France. We witnessed the joyous celebrations around 

the city into the early hours of the morning, and did not get much sleep 

that night! 

 

    The World Cup! 
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Resident Artist: Patrice Lombardi 

In Villa La Pietra there was a resident artist ‘Patrice Lombardi’ 

who had a studio on the top floor. Patrice is the art professor for the 

University of New York in Florence. She had spent more than a year 

painting pictures of the villa, the garden and surrounding area and had 

an exhibition of her work in the Limonia (lemon house in the garden). 

She is going to have an exhibition of her work at the Medici Gallery, 

London in autumn 2006 which I intend to visit.  

 

 

Patrice in her Studio at Villa La Pietra 
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Sightseeing and visits in my free time 

 

 Museums/Galleries/Churches Visited 2006 

? Galleria Accademia, Firenze; had a queue jump ticket for this 

museum, which we were grateful for! Stood in awe of the 

wonderful statue of David by Michelangelo. 

? Santa Maria della Scala, Siena; the old hospital of Siena 

triggered uneasy feelings, especially in the vaults. Also ‘stumbled’ 

across an interesting walking stick exhibition in the building. 

? Museo dell’Opera, Siena; a visit to this museum allowed me to 

have beautiful views of the city and see the Tuscan hills in the 

distance. 

? Opera per Santa Maria Novella, Firenze; spent a long time 

admiring the chancel frescoes in this church. 

? Museo di Storia Naturale, Firenze; they even had a stuffed 

rhinoceros on display! The human wax models were incredible. 

? Opera di Santa Croce, Firenze; the front façade was amazing. 

Inside was a welcome retreat from the immense heat. 

? Museo di San Marco, Firenze; enjoyed the chance to  wander 

round the monastery and see the work of Fra Angelico. 

? Giardino di Boboli; at last time to relax in a natural environment. 

Good landscape views over the city. 

? Museo delle Porcellane; fine examples of unusual porcelain 

located in the Boboli Gardens. 
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? Pisa Duomo; had the most magnificent golden ceiling and right 

next to the leaning tower. 

? Salita al Campanile (bell tower), Venice; glad I took a trip to the 

top of the tower for the stunning views of the city. It helped me 

get my bearings! 

? Peggy Guggenheim Collection; in Venice I finally got to see the 

original artwork that inspired my A level Art; Chagall, Kandinsky 

and Miro. 

? Palazzo Ducale, Venice; the Doge’s Palace. Each room is 

extravagantly decorated and a stark comparison to the adjoining 

prison cells  over the Bridge of Sighs. 

? Museo Correr, Venice; the civic museum, I needed my Italian 

dictionary to interpret some of the displays. 

? Palazzo Pitti; have never seen so much gold decoration in one 

building, it really was a proper palace! 

? Firenze Duomo; spectacular marble outside, a bit disappointing 

inside. 

? Museo dell’Opera del Duomo; was very impressed by the 

statue ‘Pieta’ which is a half finished piece by Michelangelo. 

? Uffizi Gallery; overwhelmed with much to take in. Felt privileged 

to see so many wonderful works of art. 

? Ponte Vecchio, Firenze; passed over the bridge many times 

peering into the dazzling jewellery shop windows. 

? L’Uomo del Rinascimento ‘Alberti’ Exhibition at Palazzo 

Strozzi, Florence; I visited this exhibition as there was a painting 
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from Villa La Pietra on display. I was able to go behind the 

scenes with Helen Spande when the exhibition was dismantled. 

We were required to check the condition of the painting and 

retrieve it safely for the Villa.  

   

The Fall of Troy painting that Helen and I collected from the Alberti 

Exhibition at Palazzo Strozzi. 

 

Siena 

I tried to pack as much into my time and see many sights! On the 

8th July I enjoyed a day trip to Siena and ventured round the very 

decorative Duomo and the emotion triggering old hospital with an 

archaeological museum hidden in the vaults. There were spectacular 

views of the city and the typically Tuscan landscapes from the museum 

walls. The gelato was delicious! 
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Venice 

I was lucky to be able to travel to Venice whilst Kofi Annan stayed 

at La Pietra on the 13th July.  This was because of the high security 

measures in place. Students were not allowed to work in the villa. I really 

enjoyed the city and travelling on the waterbus from one stop to the next 

and seeing the amazing sights. 

 

Italian newspaper article about Kofi Annan’s visit to La Pietra. 

Pisa 

On the 15th July, the city of Pisa was quieter than I expected, this 

was because I had walked down a back street to reach the leaning 

Tower and Cathedral complex. When I got there I found there were many 

people around taking hundreds of photographs and could not fully 

appreciate the magnificence of the tower building. 

 

The Leaning Tower of Pisa 
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Conclusions 

I thoroughly enjoyed my time at Villa La Pietra, and would love to 

return in a few years to see how the conservation and restoration work 

has progressed. 

If I was to attempt this trip again I would hope to be there for a 

longer period of time so that larger projects could be undertaken, and 

completed in the time allocated. 

I feel very lucky to have been able to travel and work in this 

amazing house which has such a varied and interesting collection. 

I have thought about lessons I have learnt through being able to 

travel to Italy with the aid of the Zibby Garnett Travelling scholarship. The 

main thing is that I feel more confident about travelling and surviving in a 

foreign country alone. It also confirmed my thoughts of what a hard and 

complex job it is to look after historic houses with such variable 

collections.  

I wanted to work in Villa La Pietra so that I could learn new 

techniques and ideas for caring for such eclectic collections. However 

after spending a month there I realised that they have similar aims to 

National Trust properties and I enjoyed advising about things I have 

learnt at Belton House and referring to the Manual of Housekeeping. 

When trying to preserve collections, there is a constant battle against 

issues such as light, temperature, relative humidity levels and pests, 

wherever its location may be! There is additional input and advice on 

specific conservation/restoration issues from the University’s 

Conservation department in New York when the curators at the Villa are 
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faced with particular problems with objects. During my placement I felt 

quite privileged to meet the director of the NYU conservation center 

Michele Marincola.  

In the future I hope to pursue a career in conservation and help 

preserve the ‘past for the future’ in whatever way I can. Since returning 

to England I have attended an interview and gained a position working 

for The National Trust as Assistant Project Conservator at The Museum 

of Childhood, Sudbury Hall in Derbyshire. 

 

Looking back across La Pietra estate, NYU Florence campus. 

New York University Website: www.nyu.edu/lapietra 

 

Rosanna Daubney 

E-mail address: rosie_d@msn.com 

Bayholme Farm 

Wainfleet Road 

Old Leake 

Boston 

Lincolnshire 

PE22 9HT 


