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Rebecca Schult
12/11/1983 (25 years old)
British
I am currently enrolled as an undergraduate of Conservation and Restoration
with Lincoln University. I have developed many interests within the sphere of
conservation over the last two years, but I have a particular affinity with
ethnographic artefacts. It is my ambition to work within the museum sector, as a
conservator of ethnographic collections, more specifically those collections
focussing on South and South East Asia. I would like to extend my range of
skills over the course of my career and have a keen interest in both education
and research in relation to conservation.
I first came across the Zibby Garnett Travelling Fellowship through word of
mouth in my first years study, as the Conservation Unit at Lincoln University
has many students who have been awarded grants to enable study trips.
Ethnographic materials
Museum of Ethnology (Museum fur Volkerkunde), Vienna, Austria
14th July – 23rd August 2008
During the summer following our 2nd year of study, students on the
Conservation and Restoration program at Lincoln are required to undertake a
placement with an institution or company that will give the student an
experience of conservation in a professional context.
I had identified several key factors when seeking my placement, which I have
listed below:

1.

?

I should like to gain a more international perspective of conservation

?

I want to gain experience in a museum conservation laboratory

?

I would like to work with an ethnographic collection

I discovered an advertised internship on the conservation distlist website which
had been posted by the Museum of Ethnology in Vienna. The internship was
mainly focused upon the conservation of organic objects from the South and
South East Asian collections, and as such fulfilled all my aims for a placement.
The total cost of the trip was £1000 over six weeks, and I was awarded £700 of
this sum by the Zibby Garnett Travelling Fellowship. The remaining funds were
raised through part time work during my 2nd year of study.
Austria is located in central Europe, and its capital city is Vienna, which is
home to the Museum of Ethnology. Below I have laid out maps to indicate the
location of the country, city, and Museum of Ethnology.

Illustration 1. Austria in relation to the world
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Illustration 2. Austria in relation to Europe

Illustration 3. Vienna in relation to Austria
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The Museum of Ethnology, along with several other museums and collections,
is a branch of the Art History Museum of Vienna (Kunsthistorishes Museum). It
is located in the museum’ s quarter within the Neueburg palace, part of the
Hofburg palace complex.

Figure 2. The Neueburg Palace, with the Museum of Ethnology located to the far right.

The Museum has a collection of 250,000 ethnographic objects, which are kept
within the museum’s storage facilities beneath the museum when not on
display. The collection was begun in 1806 when a portion of the Captain James
Cook collection was donated to the Imperial Cabinet of Vienna. Captain Cook
circumnavigated the globe several times during the late 18th Century, and
amassed a large number of objects on his travels. The location of this collection
moved several times over the following centuries, and gained momentum with
the further addition of artefacts until it was declared a museum in its own right.
In 1923 the museum was moved back into the Neueburg Palace, and in 2001
was adopted by the Scientific Institution of Vienna, bringing it together with the
Art History Museum.
The Museum’s facilities are a wonderful resource for a student of conservation,
with both the museum’s ethnographic library as well as the Austrian national
library both located in the Neueburg palace.
4.

Chemical analysis laboratories located in the Vienna Museum of Art History are
shared with the Museum of Ethnology and are equipped with analytical
technology which I had previously not had access to, such as Gas
Chromatography for particle analysis.
The Conservation department has a staff of six conservation specialists who
work alongside curators, chemical scientists, exhibition planners, photographers
as well as PHD and Masters students undertaking research in the department.
The department also takes on several interns every year.
The Conservation department has recently been refurbished, and is comprised of
? 3 Object conservation laboratories
? 1 Textile laboratory
? Chemical Analysis Laboratory
? Photography studio
? Temporary Object Store
? Main stores (including alarmed storage)

Figure 3. Object conservation Laboratory

5.

Figure 4. The Museum stores

Florian Rainer is the Departmental manager, as well as the metals conservation
specialist. My hosts during this placement were Susanne Pink and Christiane
Jordan, both object conservators. Susanne is a paint specialist, and Christiane
works mainly with organic artefacts and is a specialist in feather conservation.

Figure 5. My placement hosts Christiane Jordan and Susanne Pink.

I also came into contact with the curators a great deal during my placement,
mainly Dr Christian Schicklgruber, curator for the Himalayan region, and
Renate Noda, curator for Southern China. The department also has several
textile conservators, and I was given instruction on various occasions by
Elizabeth Tarawneh regarding artefacts which had either textile or paper
sections.
I was joined in my summer placements by two other interns, both professional
conservators from other European institutions. Yahui Liu, conservator with the
Museum of Barcelona in Spain, and Andrea Bernath, conservator at the
Museum Astra in Sibyl, Romania. I have been fortunate enough to gain the
friendship of the individuals I worked with during my placement and am in
contact with both my hosts and fellow interns regularly.
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The internship was offered specifically for conservators to be involved in work
on the museum’s artefacts from the South and South East Asian Collection,
although we did work on objects from other sections and materials as the
projects came up whilst we were there. The objects were being conserved in
order to go into a brand new permanent exhibition, looking at traditions over
time where materials had changed. As a result, the objects ranged from wood
and leather to modern materials such as plastics and synthetic paint, making it a
diverse experience in terms of furthering my understanding of materials.
My first day at the Museum included a tour of the building and introduction to
the staff, including the Museum director Dr F Feest. We were given a health and
safety talk from Christiane and shown the objects that were to be involved in the
new permanent exhibit.

Figure 6. The temporary object store, containing some of the objects for the permanent
exhibition.
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The Projects
The first project allocated to us was a group project that had been causing some
difficulty to the staff due to time constraints. A modern Korean Altar had been
purchased by one of the curators and shipped in, flat-packed, to be reassembled
at the museum. There were however, no instructions for this re –assembly, and
several vital pieces were missing.
Andrea, Yahui and I divided the pieces up and began to determine what the
constructions ought to be, and ultimately found them to be a paper house, car
and (quite bizarrely) a washing machine. These would be traditionally placed on
the funeral altar to represent things which the deceased would require for the
afterlife (I recalled at this point reading of several other traditions around the
world that have had similar practices, such as the funerary tombs of ancient
Egypt, and Yahui informed me that there were similar practices in her native
Taiwan today).
The immediate problem we faced was that the objects were flimsy, needing no
great stability in the long term as they would be burned during the course of the
funeral. The exhibition is to be in place for a minimum of ten years, and
therefore we had to figure out a way of supporting the structures during that
period. This was resolved by the construction of wooden frames adhered to the
inside of the objects and also backing the paper onto a sturdiar card, which
increased the overall stability. Below are some images of this process –
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Figure 7. Me and Andrea Bernath

Figure 8. The car being adhered to

constructing frames.

backing card.

This project was useful as a mechanism to get us working and communicating
well together, and as a problem solving exercise it got me into the mode of
thinking ahead, and considering what the future implications of our work might
be. The second project I worked on was initially with Christiane, and then with
one of the Art History Museum photographers.
I was informed by Christiane that ethnographic objects can sometimes come to
the museum saturated in pesticides, which have been applied to the objects in an
attempt to preserve them. A number of these objects were obtained by the
museum, and had been identified as containing the pesticide DDT. A white
powdery substance which excretes from objects treated with DDT is one of the
initial indications that it is present, and the conservation team had decided that it
was necessary to monitor how much of this substance was coming to the
surface, and then form a plan of treatment. Pesticides are notoriously difficult to
remove and therefore the most pressing issue facing the conservation team were
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the health and safety implications of having a harmful chemical on the objects,
and having these stored with objects not contaminated with the pesticides.
Using protective equipment, masks, goggles, gloves and laboratory coats,
Christiane and I conducted condition reports on the 37 objects in question.
These objects were mainly organic and fibrous materials, such as baskets and
woven bags, or feather objects, such as headdresses. All of the objects were
found with the DDT deposits, and therefore requiring further monitoring.

Figure 9. Me and Christiane working with the DDT infused objects.

This process was to be carried out by photographing the objects, placing them in
a microclimate, constructed in the form of a sealed plastic tent, and then
repeating the photography every few weeks to determine which of the objects
were the most harmful. The photographer was asked to come in and spend a day
on the photography, and I was to be there to safeguard the objects during the
transfer process when laying the objects out, to ensure that the photographer did
not touch the objects without protection, and to identify and relate to him where
close up shots were required on the objects.
10.

I wrote a photography plan for each object, studying where DDT was already
visible on the surface and where it was likely to increase, such as in crevices
and along folds. The objects were subsequently placed in the microclimates and
monitoring will continue for several months.

Figure 10. The photographer adjusting one of the objects.

The next project was also related to photography, although not quite so directly.
A Chinese Bronze gilded sculpture was to be photographed for the museum
catalogue before being installed as part of the new permanent exhibition, and as
it has been in storage for some years it required some basic cleaning and
recording work which the other conservators had been too busy to undertake,
and was therefore assigned to me. Although this was not the most taxing of the
projects that I was involved with at the museum, it is one of the objects that I
found most enjoyable to work on due to its complexity as a piece of art and the
somewhat romantic nature of its provenance.
The Buddha is a Ching Dynasty sculpture, which is comprised from bronze,
gold, lacquer, lapis lazuli and resin. It is 3.5 metres in height and has intricately
chased metalwork, which covers the entire object.
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The Buddha is inscribed with Chinese script around the base, which the curator
informed me told that the object was a gift from the Emperor of China to his
first wife on the event of her birthday. This was supported by the presence of
five clawed dragons in the metal reliefs, a symbol that was exclusively used by
the Emperor of China (Three clawed dragons being used for the vast majority of
other depictions). Below are some images of the metal work, including an
image illustrating the layer of dust and dirt that was present on the surface of the
object.

Figure 11. Detail of metalwork

Figure 12. Detail of metal relief

Figure 13. Image of lower section of the Buddha.
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I was allocated three days in which to record, vacuum, dry clean and remove
wax and grease deposits by solvent means (in this case white spirit).

Figure 14. Conducting cleaning work on the Buddha.

This gave me a good deal of time to become familiar with the object, and I
noticed the presence of a green substance, which looked suspiciously like
copper corrosion. I reported this to the metals specialist Florian, and he told me
that it was likely to be copper corrosion beneath the gilding layer. This occurred
as the bronze is reacting to moisture, which is able to permeate through the gold
layer as the statue was amalgam or ‘fire’ gilded. The process of fire gilding was
a common method of gilding during the period the statue is attributed to, and
uses a chemical process which involves the application of gold and mercury
(amongst other things) to the bronze’s surface. The process leaves tiny holes in
the gilding where moisture and oxygen can come into contact with the base
metals and inspire a reaction.
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The statue’s further conservation requirements were put on hold for the time
being as Florian wanted to oversee any further treatment himself and was
involved with another project at that stage.
I completed my phase of treatment in time for the scheduled photograph and
found the entire process to be very informative.
Up until this point I had been involved in projects designed to assess my level of
confidence and ability, and the next project was to be my first experience of
synthetic materials.
There were a group of water puppets, modern acquisitions from Bhutan, which
had come to the museum as a complete collection, and in varying stages of
deterioration.
I was given four of these puppets to work on, two boats with figures inside
them, and two horse and rider figures.
The puppets were used as part of a water puppet theatre, and as such would
have spent much of their time within the water. This had a drastic effect on the
puppets, most significantly the splitting of wood along the grain. The puppets
were relatively stable however, due to having been dry for some time and
therefore reaching a state of equilibrium with their current environment.
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Figure 15. Boat water puppet

Figure 16. Horse and rider puppet.

There were some areas of flaking paint, and bubbling, and the objects were also
covered with a layer of dirt, which had been acquired during there
performances. The curator for this region, Dr Schickelgruber, had decided that
in order to reflect the object’s history, he wanted only dirt accumulated within
the museum to be removed, and the dirt acquired through the objects
performances was to remain in place.
This shortened the cleaning process to little more than dusting. The issue of
consolidating paint flakes was more complex as a variety of solvents were
tested to ascertain how suitable they would be as carriers for adhesives. It was
discovered that the paint would react negatively to several of these solvents, but
in the end a solution was found and the paint was successfully re-adhered. The
bubbling paint was injected with the same solution and this solidified beneath
the surface to add stability.
The horse and rider figures were given a similar degree of conservation work,
however their condition was so poor that further analysis was required to
determine the constituents of the paint before treatment could continue.
The largest project I was involved in during my internship was to complete the
conservation of a collection of objects known as ‘Tsa Tsa’.
15.

There were several different elements to this project, from documentation to
consolidation, and it was the most useful of the projects I did both in terms of
furthering my skills, and putting what I already knew from my coursework into
practice.

Figure 17. The Tsa Tsa collection

I was unable to discuss these objects with the curator, and made use of the
Ethnographic library at the museum to discover what they were and how to treat
them, as neither of my hosts knew too much about these particular objects.
Tsa Tsa are small votive offerings which are placed in Stupa altars (a type of
holy shrine of the Buddhist faith), and are a tradition mainly found today in
Tibet and Nepal. They are small clay tablets (3-4 inches in length) depicting
spiritual figures, and are generally made of unfired clay, cast in moulds and
painted.
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They are then consecrated with prayers and rituals, after which time they are
considered to be holy objects and revered as such. Tsa Tsa can also be
comprised of medicinal herbs and clay mixtures, and in some cases they are also
formed from the ashes of cremated Lamas or spiritual teachers.
There were 75 Tsa Tsa in this collection, and I conducted a condition report for
each of them, as well as photographing both the front and back of the objects.
From this I ascertained that the objects were varied in materials and condition,
and identified those in need of further treatment.

Figure 18. Image of painted Tsa Tsa

Figure 19. Image of gold painted Tsa Tsa

Crumbling ceramic and paint flaking were the two most obvious problems with
the condition of the Tsa Tsa, however there were papers adhered to the back of
some of the objects, and deposits on the surface which also required
investigation.
I approached this project from a more independent position as my hosts had let
me know that I could devise the treatment plan, and undertake that treatment
under my own steam.

17.

This led me to a greater degree of ethical consideration as I had now become
aware of the responsibility of conducting treatment on these objects as
religious artefacts. I decided that I would do no reconstructive work on the
objects, because their creation is regarded as an act of worship, and I felt that
adding reconstructive material would add nothing to the intrinsic stability of the
object. I did however decide that consolidation of the paint was necessary to
keep it intact, and began to look for a suitable adhesive. After discussing the
choices with Susanne, the chosen adhesives were all organic rather than
synthetic adhesives, as it was felt by all concerned that this was more
appropriate in light of the sensitive nature of the objects.

Figure 20. Making up adhesives from raw products.

The consolidation had to be conducted using a microscope as the Tsa Tsa are
too small to conserve using the naked eye, and this was a time consuming
process, although it was very satisfying work.
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Along with sharpening my practical skills, this project also required me to mix
up glues from the raw base products, another skill I have gained from my time
there.
I completed work on the Tsa Tsa just in time to conclude my placement, and I
feel that I gained a lot from the project, as I worked on a previously unexperienced material for me (unfired clay), I managed to research the objects in
spite of the language barrier, I made choices based on ethical issues far more
intricate than I had previously experienced, and I feel that I am more confident
and passionate about conservation through the completion of this work.
There were several trips to other museums and conservation departments
organized by my hosts. I spent time in the Chemical analysis laboratories
working with the analysts there. I also went with Christiane to Shallaborg Castle
in the countryside outside of Vienna, which was hosting an exhibition of Native
American art. Many of the objects involved in this exhibition belonged to the
Museum of Ethnology, and we conducted reports on the objects in situ to
determine their condition during the course of the exhibition.

Figure 21. The Shallaborg exhibition.
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During this trip I also met the exhibition planner, who took me round the
exhibition and showed me where she had taken measures to ensure that the
correct conditions for the objects were maintained, and discussed what
difficulties could be faced during the planning of an exhibition with regards to
conservation.
Another useful excursion was to the Museum of Technology storage facilities,
to be given a tour from the head conservator Valentina, who took us through the
processes involved in large-scale or ‘macro’ conservation, on trains and
carriages. I found this an interesting comparison to the work I was doing which
was focused on the minute detail of every object, and it widened my perspective
of conservation. Conservation of objects that were previously in industrial use is
conducted in an entirely different manner to that of small museum objects, with
a greater degree of reconstructive work. Having said this, it is apparent that
many of the same principles apply, and as collections housed in museums are
usually quite diverse, I feel that this excursion was particularly useful.

Figure 22. A train at the Museum of technology stores.
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Combined with these excursions there were also trips to museums throughout
Vienna, many of which were free as a result of working with the museum and
gaining admission tickets through our hosts.
These Museums covered both art and object based collections, and included:
Belvedere- The Palace of Eugene of Savoy, which included Gustave Klimt’s
masterpiece ‘The Kiss’.
The Albertina Gallery, an exhibition of Paul Klee’s work was being shown
whilst I was there.
Schonnbrunn Palace, former residence of the Royal family, a venue famous for
having hosted early performances by Mozart and having the world’s oldest Zoo
within its grounds.
The Museum of Modern Art, with a large collection of Egon Schiele’s work.
The Secession- the first ‘white cube’ art gallery, which houses contemporary
exhibitions.

Figure 23. The Secession building

21.

Sigmund Freud Museum, the former residence of the renowned psychologist.
The Natural History Museum, which had a visiting exhibition at the time for the
‘Venus of Willendorf’ one of the earliest know examples of stone sculpture.
The Art History Museum, with works by Archimboldo, Caravaggio, Rembrandt
and Renoir, and also collections of Greek and Roman antiquities.
Karlskirche and the Stephansdom, two of the most historically significant
churches in Vienna. The Karlskirche has a lift, which rises up to the roof in
order for you to view the dome frescos.

Figure 24. The lift to the dome frescos in Karlskirche.

I also visited the Habsburg family crypt with extraordinary silver sarcophagi,
the botanical gardens, several of the large parks, some of which date back to the
18th Century, the Hofburg palace museums such as the Sissi Museum and the
Royal apartments.
22.

It was a rather exhaustive study of Vienna and I pleased to say I feel I covered
a lot of ground during my spare time and at weekends. This certainly made the
trip even more educational and increased my understanding of Art history, as
well as Vienna’s history. I also managed to sample several of the local dishes
and cakes, and can say that the famous Wiener schnitzel and original
Sachertorte both deserve their good reputations throughout Europe!
The six weeks I spent in Vienna have provided me with an experience that I
believe has been one of the most significant I have yet undertaken. As a
conservation student, it has given me a sense of good practice conducted within
the conservation department of the Ethnology Museum that I know has already
had a deep impact on the way I carry out my own work. Added to this it has
given me valuable contacts within the conservation world across Europe, and
shown me, through the experience and level of excellence practiced by my
hosts, what I must do in order to one day achieve a similar level of competence
in this profession.
My hosts Susanne and Christiane have offered me a second, longer placement
following my degree, to undertake a specific project working on a collection of
Indonesian house models which are painted and gilded wood, and the prospect
of this is very exciting for me and I feel very fortunate to have this opportunity
on the back of the internship.
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Figure 25. One of the Indonesian house models.

As a result of completing this placement I have firmly settled on both Museum
conservation and Ethnographic materials as the right choices for my future
career.
I am greatly indebted to the Zibby Garnett Travelling Fellowship and the
Trustees for enabling this experience to take place, and look forward to
continued association with the Fellowship, the Trustees and its past and future
participants.
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