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Introduction 

 

 

This is a report of my fourteen week internship at the Statens Museum for Kunst, 

Copenhagen, Denmark. The internship took place from August to November and was 

based in the Sculpture and Contemporary Art Conservation department. I have recently 

completed an MA in Historic Objects from the University of Lincoln where I had 

particular interest in the conservation of plastics. My final research project analysed the 

aging process of polymer clay with particular interest in its use in Contemporary Art 

and how this may affect the works in the future.  

 

I chose this internship because of the focus  on the conservation of Contemporary Art 

and in particular the work my supervisor, Louise Cone, has carried out with modern 

materials. Through my studies at the University of Lincoln I developed a keen interest 

Image 1: Statens Museum for Kunst, Copenhagen, front entrance 
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in the conservation of plastics, especially their use in Modern and Contemporary Art 

and the conservation issues they create. Plastics were used by a great many artists from 

the 20th and 21st centuries due to their flexible properties, modern appearance and 

apparent longevity. However, the materials are not as long lasting as first assumed and 

many artworks are experiencing destructive and disfiguring degradation. Much is still 

unknown about the aging patterns of plastics and therefore conservation is limited until 

more research can be carried out. In this difficult situation where artworks are literally 

degrading before our eyes, conservators of Contemporary Art face the dilemma of how 

to conserve these works without losing the artist’s intent yet still retaining the 

originality and authenticity of the piece. Louise Cone has carried out a lot of research 

in this area and Statens Museum for Kunst has an excellent Contemporary Art 

collection. Also, during the time of my internship the Museum would be opening a 

large Contemporary Art exhibition and hosting a seminar on the permanence of 

Contemporary Art. Therefore I felt it would be the perfect place and opportunity to 

learn and experience more about this field.  

 

I found out about the Zibby Garnett Travelling Fellowship  through Dr John Lord who 

was my Art History Lecturer at the University of Lincoln. They gave me £1200.00 

towards the cost of the trip which cost £2500.00 in total.       
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Location 

Denmark is one of the countries making up the area of Northern Europe known as 

Scandinavia. It is situated on the northernmost border of Germany and is surrounded 

by the Baltic and North Sea. Denmark is comprised of the mainland known as Jutland 

and over 400 islands. The above map highlights Jutland along with Funen and Zealand, 

the main islands. Copenhagen (or København) is located on the far eastern side of 

Zealand, shown on the map by a star. It is a short distance from Sweden, which is to 

the right of the map, just over the Öresund Sea.  

 

During my stay I took several trips out of Copenhagen to other places in Zealand and 

also to Sweden. These included Humlebæk, where the modern art gallery Louisiana 

was located, Helsingør, to visit Kronborg Castle popularly known as Hamlet’s Castle 

and Malmø in Sweden. These can be located on the map below circled in red. I also 

Image 2 : Map of Denmark from lonelyplanet.com 
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visited the Modern Art museum, ARKEN which is located just south of Copenhagen, 

in Ishøj, marked on the map with a star.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In Copenhagen I mainly lived in the North East area of the city called Nørrebro, one of 

the five districts of the 

city. The museum was 

situated in the city 

centre in one of the 

many parks, marked on 

image 4 with a pink 

star.  

During my stay I lived 

in two locations in 

Image 3: Map of Zealand and Malmø from googlemaps.com 

Image 4: Map of Copenhagen from lonelyplanet.com 
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Copenhagen, having to 

stay in temporary 

accommodation before 

my other room was 

ready. For the first 

month I stayed in 

Louise’s garden house 

located in the North 

East of the city. Lots of 

families in Danish cities own separate small holiday homes which have a garden or are 

by the sea. This is one of the many reasons why the lifestyle is so good over there and 

the Danish are renowned for being so happy. 

During this time the weather was wonderful and I 

really felt I was sampling the Danish lifestyle – 

outdoor shower included!  For the rest of my stay 

I lived in an apartment with Louise, her daughter 

Eva and another lodger Siri. Throughout the city 

there are lots of beautiful apartment blocks which 

have communal yards with trees and a play area 

for children. Living here gave me a completely 

different experience of the Danish lifestyle than 

the garden house as it was real city living. Nørrebro is a lively and bustling area with 

lots of bars and cafes – it was the perfect place to stay for my trip.      

Image 5: The garden house 

Image 6: The city apartment 
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The Internship 

My first few weeks at the museum were taken up by the installation of the major 

Contemporary Art exhibition Reality Check  which opened at the beginning of 

September. My major task was to help with the installation of 162 dolls for the work 

‘Mouth Open, Teeth Showing’ by Zoe Leonard. This was one of the major exhibits in 

the show and it became one of the most time consuming throughout its display.  The 

premise behind the installation was that each doll was placed in a very exact order, 

location and 

position, specified 

by the artist in 

intricate detail. In 

addition, the artist’s 

assistant came from 

New York to help 

with installation and 

to ensure the artist’s 

intent was retained.  

This was invaluable experience as it highlighted the role of the conservator in such a 

project. Most notably it showed the diversity of the role, particularly when dealing with 

Contemporary Art. My first task with the exhibit was to help with the unpacking and to 

condition check each doll; making sure no damage had occurred while the work was in 

transit. Secondly I helped with the placement of the dolls and finally it was my role to 

look after the work while on display. As stated by the artist, the public were allowed to 

Image 7: Installation of ‘Mouth Open, Teeth Showing’ 
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walk through the dolls, creating conservation issues as dolls would often be knocked 

over and need repair. On one 

occasion a dozen dolls were 

found knocked over and  CCTV 

showed that certain dolls had 

purposefully been pushed over 

by an individual – adding their 

own personal signature to the 

piece. This highlights a 

recurring problem with 

Contemporary Art on display. Often works are installed to make the viewer interact 

with them in a more physical manner than oil on canvas or classical sculpture. 

However this can encourage 

the viewer to touch or 

physically alter the works, 

causing the often fragile 

materials to get damaged.  It 

is the conservator’s role to 

predict any possible damage 

that may occur and to then 

apply preventative measures. 

The major installation by British artist Mike Nelson ‘Kristus och Judas: A Structural 

Conceit’, again part of Reality Check, needed constant attention for the same reason. 

Image 8: View of ‘Kristus och Judas’, Mike 
Nelson, 2008 

Image 9: View of ‘Kristus och Judas’, Mike Nelson, 2008 
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The work took up the whole of the upper floor of the museum and consisted of a series 

of rooms which the artist had constructed from scratch. The viewer was led through an 

initial set of rooms and then taken through a long hallway to almost an exact mirror 

image of the previous space. The installation was set up to cause intense emotions of 

disorientation, claustrophobia and confusion and forces the viewer to be completely 

aware of their surroundings. My role in the maintenance of this work was to ensure that 

the rooms were kept exactly as the artist had arranged them. This could be difficult as 

so many people were walking through and often individuals would move furniture and 

objects around in order to interact with the piece even more. I glued objects down to 

prevent theft and visited the exhibit weekly to reposition objects and check for damage. 

This again highlighted to me the varied role of the Contemporary Art conservator.           
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As well as carrying out maintenance on the collection I worked on several sculptures 

within the space of the internship. These included a classical plaster relief, a modernist 

steel structure and a Nam Jun Paik robot; however my major project was a 

polyurethane and rubber sculpture by the Danish artist Suzanne Ussing. This work was 

one of three which together formed an untitled piece. 

 

The piece had been stored in unsuitable conditions and had considerable water damage, 

discolouring the varnish on all three sculptures. One of the sections had already been 

completed by the previous intern and my task was to clean and remove the discoloured 

varnish from the second. This was carried out using a method the previous intern had 

tested, which used materials I was unfamiliar with. Initially a gel of triammoniumcitrat 

(5%) and Klucel G was applied to an area of the paint and left for five minutes and 

then removed with distilled water or a solution of triammoniumcitrat (5%). This 

treatment was a real learning curve for me as I had not previously carried out anything 

Image 10: Removing the varnish from a Suzanne Ussing sculpture 
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like it. For this reason I had many difficulties and the cleaning took a lot longer than 

expected. However I learnt a lot and was fairly happy with the end result. In particular 

varnish removal is a treatment that I will come across again and again in my career and 

I now have a good idea of possible treatments and techniques.  

     

Image 11: Before (left) and after (right) treatment on a Suzanne Ussing sculpture 
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The People 

During my stay I met many people who made my visit to Denmark welcoming and 

memorable. Louise Cone, my supervisor and landlady was extremely helpful with all 

aspects of my trip. She is originally from New 

York and moved here with her husband twenty 

years ago.  This made her the perfect guide for my 

stay as she knew the city intricately and yet she 

understood what it was like to live there as a ‘non-

Dane’. In addition she was keen to introduce me to 

other professionals working in art and 

conservation in Copenhagen. Most notably 

Yvonne Shashoua who is an English conservation scientist working at the 

Nationalmuseet (National Museum) in the city. She specialises in plastics and is one of 

the most respected figures in the field, having published many articles and now a book 

on the subject. During the internship Louise also organised a seminar on the 

permanence of Contemporary Art which I helped to set up. This attracted many 

renowned conservators in Contemporary Art, with whom I was lucky enough to speak. 

This included Lindsey Morgan from the Tate, Thea Winther from the Moderna Museet, 

Stockholm and Christian Schiedemann, a well respected conservator of Contemporary 

Art from New York.  

The most enjoyable part of my stay was meeting the people who made up the Statens 

conservation department, who immediately made me feel welcome and at home. I 

came to know everyone in the quite large department well as we all spent breaks 

Image 12: Louise Cone 
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together and took it in 

turns to bring in 

brunch each Friday. 

We also spent 

evenings together 

through work, in 

particular at the 

opening of Reality 

Check and during a 

craft night organised by the paper conservation department. I became particularly close 

with the other two interns on placement at the same time as me - Helen from 

Melbourne, Australia, working in the paintings department and Ludivine from Paris, 

France, working in the paper department. Also Katrine, a contract paintings 

conservator working at the museum, was especially kind to me and was always helping 

me and the other interns, even when her contract at the museum had finished.   

 

Image 13: Friday brunch with the rest of the department  

Image 14: Craft night, (r-l)Anne, Helen, Ludivine, me, Pauline 
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Copenhagen and Denmark    

Copenhagen was a fantastic place to spend my internship not least because of the 

beautiful landscapes and Danish coastline. Initially I spent my spare time visiting the 

sights, galleries and museums in Copenhagen itself. This included Nyhavn and its 

surrounding area such as the opera house, Kastellet (the army barracks) and, of course, 

the little mermaid. In particular there is fantastic architecture in the city, both old and 

new. The Royal Library is a good example of this juxtaposition as the traditional 19th 

century building has 

recently had a water 

front extension built on 

to it. This is named the 

Black Diamond and is 

an imposing glass 

structure, built to 

reflect the sea and sky. 

I was most impressed 

with Copenhagen’s art 

scene, especially the interest in Contemporary Art. During my stay there were several 

art festivals and events including U-TURN, Kulture Natten and CPH:DOX. U-TURN 

was a quadrennial exhibition for Contemporary Art, showcasing Danish and 

international artists in several venues throughout Copenhagen. The most interesting 

setting was the former Carlsberg Brewery buildings, which gave a large and open 

setting for the sometimes large and often surprising artworks on display. Kulture 

Image 15: View of the ‘Black Diamond’ and Inderhavnen 
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Natten or Culture Night is an annual event where, for one night of the year, many 

museums and cultural venues open until midnight and hold lots of events. I went with 

Helen and Ludivine and we visited many churches that are normally closed to the 

public, the museum of Danish Working Life which had a 1930’s ball and saw a 

Greenlandic choir. The night was fantastic with a real buzz in the air which I hadn’t 

experienced before in the usually quiet and relaxed city. Finally CPH:DOX was an 

international documentary festival that took place in November. I went to see several 

films but the best was a documentary of the musician Patti Smith where she and the 

director were present. To see her was a wonderful finish to my stay in the city.        

Even though Copenhagen had plenty to occupy me I also took several trips outside the 

city, my favourite being a visit to the Modern Art museum Louisiana. This was located 

in a town called Humblebæk situa ted in the forest next to the sea. I would say that this 

visit was the highlight of my trip to Denmark, as the setting and collection was really 

one of the best I have ever seen. In particular the sculpture collection, which included 

Image 16: Two views of Kulture Natten, on the street (left) and an outdoor concert (right)  
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artists such as Giacometti, Alexander Calder and Louise Bourgeois, was wonderful and 

had some of my favourite pieces. Another 

art gallery I visited, again by the sea, was 

Arken Museum for Modern Kunst. This is 

a relatively new gallery opening in 1996 

and its collection reflects this, focussing 

mainly on international Contemporary Art. 

Despite having an excellent collection it is 

the building which captures the most 

attention. It was built to reflect the shape 

of a ship , highlighting its placement next 

to the sea and that it is built on a manmade 

stretch of land where water used to be. This design means it fits snugly into the 

landscape and adds a certain contemporary quality to the landscape.    

In my final few weeks in 

the country I made two 

trips out of the city, 

initially to Helsingør and 

finally to the Swedish city 

Malmö. They were 

interesting cities to visit as 

their close proximity to 

Sweden (Helsingør) and to 

Image 17:’Spinkle Ribber’ Alexander 
Calder, 1968, Louisiana 

Image 18: A street in Malmö, Sweden 
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Denmark (Malmö) means they have a mixed Danish/Swedish culture. For example the 

architecture contains both the red brick 19th century houses common to Denmark as 

well as the timber structured buildings found in Sweden (see picture). The food also 

highlights the similarities between the cultures. Both countries are very proud of their 

home grown produce and import little from abroad. This is reflected in the cuisine 

where fresh, local food such as salmon and pork is dominant and almost always 

accompanied by a variety of salads containing ingredients such as apple and beetroot. 

One Scandinavian lunch time dish is the smørrebrød, which is the traditional open 

sandwich. This is particularly eaten in Denmark where it made up most of my lunch 

time meals. This is formed of two slices of dark rye bread covered in a condiment such 

as remoulade (a type of tartar sauce), salad and slices of meat or fish, often 

accompanied by relishes or pickles. It is very delicious but the rye bread took me some 

Image 19: A bakes selling pastries in Copenhagen 
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time to get used to. One food I liked straight away was the ‘Danish pastries’ or 

Weinerbrød, translated directly as Vienna bread.  These came in many varieties and 

forms often containing marzipan or almond paste. My particular favourites were 

fingers of rum truffle rolled in green marzipan and dipped in chocolate, called 

træstamme or ‘tree trunk’. Overall I was taken with the high quality of all of the food 

and the knowledge everyone had about where their food came from and how it had 

been grown or reared. I found that this highlights the overall lifestyle of the Danes 

where quality of life and healthy living took prime importance over material 

possessions and fashion.                    
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Conclusion 

To conclude, my stay in Copenhagen was extremely enjoyable and I learnt a lot both 

about conservation and what it is like to live in a different country. The internship 

highlighted many aspects of conservation work which I had not previously considered. 

For example, the legal aspects involved when displaying Contemporary Art, such as 

presenting it in the manner agreed with the artist and maintaining this display. The 

conservator has to be aware not only of the correct methods of treatment for a work but 

also has to have fairly in depth knowledge of its art history such as with ‘Mouth Open, 

Teeth Showing’ and the Mike Nelson installation. Again this instilled the idea that the 

Contemporary Art Conservator is a much more interdisciplinary role than in other 

areas of conservation. For example it is important for the conservator, curator and 

possibly the artist, to have a close working relationship in order to guide each other 

right from the acquisition of a work to its installation and eventual maintenance and 

treatment. The whole experience instilled my ambition to work in the area of 

Contemporary Art and I hope to find a position in this area within the UK or abroad. 

However, the internship also showed me how much I still have to lean and that it is 

important to gain knowledge in many materials in order to build up an understanding 

of complex and mixed media artworks. This encourages me to broaden my horizons 

when looking for work within the UK and to be patient while searching for the perfect 

job.    

I have always wanted to live in another country and this internship was a perfect 

introduction to what this would be like. Denmark in particular is a welcoming and 

friendly country and, although not too different to be much of a culture shock, has a 
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unique culture which is a pleasure to be a part of. Copenhagen is a wonderful city with 

a vibrant art scene which never felt elitist or intimidating, something I have often 

experienced in other countries. The people in particular were always helpful and happy 

to talk to me and I have met some great new friends. My only regret was not realising 

how expensive it would be to live there and therefore there was still much more I 

would liked to have done. Finally this trip has been an invaluable experience which I 

will treasure all of my life.      


