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1. INTRODUCTION
1.1 General
My name is Laura Gisela García Vedrenne and I am a 26 year-old student from Mexico
City. I studied Restoration of Portable Cultural Heritage as my undergraduate degree at
the Western School of Conservation and Restoration (ECRO, by its acronym in Spanish)
in Guadalajara, Jalisco, Mexico. I am currently a second-year student at the MPhil in
Textile Conservation programme, held at the Centre for Textile Conservation and
Technical Art History in the University of Glasgow.
Summarising my decision to specialise in textile conservation is complex. Before
studying at the Centre for Textile Conservation (CTC), I was employed for almost two
years at the National Museum of History (MNH), in Mexico. In brief, I worked in the
daily preventative conservation activities of the museum, as well as on interventive
treatments of objects, such as wet cleaning, several stitching projects and costume
mounting for temporary exhibitions. During that time, I realised that conservation
specialties such as paper conservation have thrived and become highly recognized in my
home country, but textile conservation remains poorly positioned with few practitioners.
Hence, few resources exist to continue down this educational path in Mexico and textile
conservators have opted to specialise in the field through experience. In my case,
although I appreciate the knowledge that arises with experience, I believe that a
postgraduate degree can provide an ideal structure to further develop critical thinking
and reflecting abilities. This is why I applied to the CTC.
I can say that I learned about the generalities of the conservation field in Mexico through
my undergraduate education and professional experience. In the last year, I have also
understood the overall situation of textile conservation practice in the United Kingdom.
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In addition to holding a particular fascination for the study of historic textiles and
costume, I am quite interested in emphasising the place and ethics of conservation in the
wider cultural sector. I believe that being a conservator is a great privilege because it
allows direct access to our portable heritage treasures. Nonetheless, it also implies a
huge responsibility because it is up to us to extend the “lifetime” of the objects, which is
not always an easy task.
When the moment came to choose an institution for my placement, I was hoping to
experience a different approach to conservation and museum ethics, and to understand
better the existence of schools of thought around the world. Furthermore, since a student
placement is supposed to represent a real-life working environment, I was positive that
my skills would be better developed if I communicated effectively in my first language.

1.2 A Study Trip
According to my placement expectations and to my intended learning outcomes, I felt
that the Centre de Documentació I Museu Tèxtil (CDMT) offered a unique experience
from which I could personally benefit. I was also well aware of the strengths of the
institution beforehand and I personally wanted to:


Learn how to better catalogue by using an efficient model to organise objectrelated information through their online database IMATEX.



Establish networks with qualified conservators that speak Spanish.



Find out how a public institution can both train textile conservators and offer
specialised conservation services to diverse types of clients.
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Figure 1. Screen example of IMATEX online database

It is important to emphasise that the placement is a requirement of the MPhil in Textile
Conservation programme, an essential component to the postgraduate degree. It is
designed to give us the opportunity to broaden our knowledge in a business-like
environment. As students, we are fortunate to have an academic supervisor who gives us
constant feedback during the placement experience. In this case, Karen Thompson,
lecturer and course leader at the University of Glasgow, fulfilled such role. Furthermore,
Elisabet Cerdà Durà – who is head of the Conservation department at CDMT and a
Textile Conservation Centre former student – supervised my day to day activities.
Before starting the placement, I was asked to select three intended learning outcomes
(ILOs), articulating the expected products and results I wished to achieve after two
months of work.
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ILO 1: To compare and contrast three educational programmes of textile
conservation in three different countries in order to identify strengths and
weaknesses in the academic formation of professionals.



ILO 2: To identify the functions of a conservator within an institution that was
specifically created to conserve and document textile heritage objects.



ILO 3: To evaluate if I have acquired the appropriate knowledge and
professional skills required to resolve job-like problems and conservation
treatments on my own.

Once my objectives were established, it was up to me to promote the communication
between both institutions (University of Glasgow and CDMT) so that I could complete
my placement in a museum where no CTC students had gone before. This meant
contacting Elisabet without previously knowing her, translating the Placement
Agreement to Spanish and revising any clauses that were not legally valid in Spain.
After this part had been resolved, it was fairly easy to book a plane ticket from Glasgow,
via London, to get to Barcelona.
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Figure 2. Distance between Glasgow and Barcelona.

1.3 Budget
I was informed about the Zibby Garnett Travelling Fellowship (ZGTF) by my class
tutors and by Nell Hoare, from the Textile Conservation Foundation. Several students
from the CTC had been supported in the past years and they encouraged me to apply to
the Fellowship if I was planning on doing my placement overseas.
I had calculated that the total cost of my placement would be £1820. The actual full cost
for the trip was £1896, which was surprisingly accurate if compared to my initial budget.
The ZGTF generously supported me with £1000 towards my trip, which covered all of
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my housing and flight expenses. The remainder was kindly covered by my parents and
some personal savings.

2. PLACEMENT REPORT
2.1 Upon Arrival
I am sure that most people have not heard about CDMT before – and its location might
have something to do with it. CDMT is located in Terrasa, a city in northeastern Spain
that is an hour by train or car from Barcelona.

Figure 3. Location of Terrasa

Terrasa became a textile manufacturing centre during the Industrial Revolution, and
textiles are still an important aspect of the city’s economy. Upon arrival, I was glad to
see that the museum was located right in front of the Weaver’s Square and that I would
be living one block away from Jacquard Avenue.
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Figures 4 and 5. Street Signs: Weaver’s Square (left) and Jacquard’s Avenue (right)

Hence, one should not be surprised when told that CDMT is solely dedicated to textiles,
focusing conservation needs on research and documentation. The museum depends on
resources of the municipality and the city council. It only contains four small exhibition
rooms, two of which are used for temporary exhibitions. The museum hosts
symposiums, conferences and workshops for researchers and other professionals. They
also have a close relationship with artists, tailors, weavers and other people related to
textile production in Catalonia.

Figure 6. Front view of CDMT building
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The collection includes more than 20 thousand objects, covering broad historical
backgrounds and geographical origins. The textiles have diverse formats and techniques,
ranging from Coptic fragments and Damask fabrics to historic dress and household
items. More recently, the curators have given special highlight to existing objects from
the Catalan Modernism.

Figures 7 and 8. Permanent exhibition rooms: looms (left) and costume gallery (right)

The storage facilities are flawless: there are seven impeccable rooms in perfect order. By
spending two months at CDMT, I was able to witness first-hand how an institution
excels when preventive conservation is prioritised. Even though the museum is local and
has scarcity of financial resources, the small staff team has managed to provide best care
for textile objects by providing efficient storage solutions.

Figures 9 and 10. Storage room (left) and padded 18th century stays in a drawer (right)
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In the Conservation Studio, Elisabet is in charge of the museum’s collection treatments,
as well as managing and assigning any external projects to other hired conservators.
Each conservator is responsible for executing their own work under the standards and
codes of ethics of our profession. I was able to collaborate in the workroom with all of
the conservators, as well as with one textile technician and four young volunteers.
I was happy to see how easily conservators completed the documentation of objects by
following an established methodology, which included taking measurements, observing
the object under magnification, identifying fibres, analysing threads, and generating a
concise condition report. Although I did not really participate in creating documentation
because it was all written in Catalan, I was able to contribute with some observations. I
also saw this situation as a convenient opportunity to focus, and further refine my
practical skills.

2.2 Main Activities
The conservation studio offers a set of specialised services to clients and to other
museums. This enabled me to work on a good range of projects. Some of the key
activities I completed included vacuum cleaning a recently acquired collection of
industrial fibre samples in their original tubes, removing an adhesive from a Coptic
textile fragment under the stereomicroscope, fixing the cord of the Mayor’s medal,
couching and stitching a support fabric to a Peruvian cloth, modifying a cylinder mount
for a 17th century towel, and assisting during a costume mounting project by making
mannequin bodies with acid-free paper and wheat starch paste.
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Figure 11. Vacuuming of 20th century sample tubes with fibres

SENYERA
Most of my time was dedicated to stitching and stabilising a double-sided banner - or
senyera, to use the proper term – which belongs to the Catalan Choral Society and is
currently stored in the Palace of Catalan Music, in Barcelona. I have to say that I felt
very privileged to work on one of the most important textiles in Catalonia: their first
modernist banner dated 1891.

Figure 12. Covering the letter “O” with silk crepeline
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Figure 13. Stitching the reverse of the double-sided banner

The treatment of this senyera was carried out as a team with Rosa Rodriguez, another
textile conservator. We considered it necessary to agree on the extent of our stitching
treatment: Was it necessary to remove some letters to stabilise them? Was it possible to
leave the surrounding metallic thread visible? Could we insert local support fabrics in
some cases? Could we find a way to make all letters look uniform after treating them in
different ways? During the process, Rosa and I were able to establish effective
communication to find appropriate solutions, which reflected well on the final outcome.

COSTUME MOUNTING
Learning about the costume mounting technique developed at CDMT fascinated me.
Following European art historian and museologist Carmen Lucini’s research on body’s
measurements across different time periods, more than thirty moulds were created.
These moulds are selected and reused everytime a garment requires a mannequin. By
using acid-free paper and starch paste, “invisible” supports are purpose-made for each
12
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dress. Each support is subsequently painted, padded and covered with fabric. I consider
the results to be quite satisfying and the amount of resources required is very moderate.
While at CDMT, I suggested replacing wooden bases with polymethylmethacrylate
discs, or something similar, to ensure all materials are conservation-grade. Although we
did not test this proposal due to time constraints, we agreed that the solution could be
further explored in the future.

Figures 14 and 15. Bodytheque (left) and acid-free paper mannequin (right)

COPTIC TEXTILE PASTICHE
The pastiche that I worked on comprises thirty-eight tapestry-woven fragments adhered
to a linen backing. Ever since the object was donated to the museum, it has been stored
and studied as one piece with a unique registration number. Some of its decorative
motifs include animals, plants and geometric figures. Most fragments are dated between
the 5th-8th centuries and seem to have an Egyptian origin. However, it is complicated to
establish a precise provenance because the contextual information is now dissociated.
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I learned that a common practice of antique dealers during the turn of the twentieth
century was to cut up several fabrics that came directly from the excavations in order to
build up larger pieces that could be sold to different institutions or individuals. This was
usually done by regrouping and reattaching the fragments onto a new cardboard or
fabric. It was evident that a significant amount of adhesive had been used to attach the
backing, leaving a thick layer on the back of the Coptic textile fragments.
In the interest of getting access to the back of the textiles, Elisabet proposed to remove
the past repairs. After she released the fragments by unstitching and separating the linen
backing with humidification, I was able to work on two individual fragments.
Although the precise composition of the adhesive has not been defined yet, its visual
aspect and behaviour while in contact with water allowed us to suggest that a mixture of
animal glue and starch was used. The gel-like properties seem to confirm this
hypothesis. The residues were removed by mechanic action by locally wetting the area
to soften the adhesive, introducing a pin to break the cohesion, picking the residues up
with tweezers and transferring them into a napkin. This was all carried out under the
stereomicroscope due to the small dimensions of the textile. At present, thirty-five
fragments still need to be treated, which proves that this is an on-going conservation
project that requires further time and human resources.
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Figures 16 and 17. Adhesive removal under the stereomicroscope (left)
and magnification of partially cleaned area in the upper part of the textile (right)

I can say that, during my placement, I found myself developing options for solving
conservation problems. I also showed commitment to my own professional values and
wished to deepen understanding in the topics that interested me. For example, I noticed
that traditional dyeing methods were used in the lab. I took this to be an opening and
saw it as an opportunity to share the current dyeing techniques from the CTC. This way,
we managed to dye cotton to create visual infills in areas of loss of the senyera. It is
worth mentioning that this was a particularly difficult task because abraded velvet has a
differential texture and shin. CDMT conservator Rosa and I arrived at a solution to
achieve the correct shin by overlaying a copper-coloured silk crepeline on top of the
green dyed cotton. The visual effect was that the tonality and texture blended perfectly
with the degraded textile.
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Figure 18. Dyeing cotton with pre-metallised dyes

2.3 The Wider Perspective Outside of Conservation: CDMT as an Institution
For six years (2009-2015), CDMT offered an annual training programme, worth 400500 hours, where two or three conservators learnt the basic skills of textile conservation.
The modules that were covered included stitching, dyeing, surface cleaning, wet
cleaning, and documentation. The continuity of this programme stopped due to the
possibility of incorporating a specialisation in textiles within the Conservation Degree in
Spanish universities. However, this possibility has not become a reality yet and the
country still seems to lack from a recognised university degree scheme in textile
conservation. As in Mexico, most Spanish textile conservators have been trained by
experience and attendance to courses and congresses.
In the hope of contributing to textile conservation training in Spain, CDMT currently
accepts volunteers to complete short internships or work placements. The volunteers’
ages, nationalities and professional backgrounds show a significant range, although most
of them are young conservators that come from Catalonia. Regardless of their
16
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background, it seems that all volunteers have one thing in common: they seek a
formative experience that can prepare them for similar scenarios in treating textiles in
the future.

Figure 19. Volunteers at CDMT

In this sense, I noticed that a common query among volunteers was the need for constant
feedback. At first, I wondered if I was entitled to provide this information; then I
realised that I was capable of contributing in my own way to their volunteering
experience. I decided to share my own ideas while offering my rationale for choosing
alternative solutions. Sometimes I would even share specialised resources that the other
interns could read at home if they wished to explore the topic further. I felt that
explaining certain topics came naturally to me and I also enjoyed doing it. However, I
also recognised that sometimes a definite answer would depend on the specific studio’s
work practice so it was better to approach a regular staff member.
It was also good to compare the balance between individual work and teamwork that
occurs at the CTC against the one that I saw at CDMT. At the CTC, I have learned to
17
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trust my own skills and not depend on others for constant help – only when necessary.
On the other hand, CDMT’s conservation studio activities required a lot more teamwork
to achieve the proposed goals in time. Although my time at the CTC has definitely
solidified my self-confidence, it was nice to recognise and appreciate the value of
collaboration within staff members. This was a clear example of why museums need
conservators and why it is necessary to collaborate with people from different
backgrounds to complement our discipline, develop new ways of thinking, and enhance
the visibility of our sector.

3. THE ZGTF EXPERIENCE
3.1 Life in Spain
While living in Terrasa, I tried to make the most of the experience by doing activities
within the city during the evening and travelling in Spain during the weekends. A
regular weekday would include attending CDMT in the morning, sharing a cup of coffee
or “Cacaolat” (cold chocolate milk) with staff members, visiting the museum’s library in
the evening to do some research, cooking my own meals, and going for a run in the
beautiful Vallparadis Park.
The pace of the day was quite different from our busy schedule at the CTC and it took
me a while to get used to “siesta” time (14:00-16:00), when almost every business closes
for Spanish people to take a break from the warm weather. However, after a couple of
days, I realised that it was a good way to recharge my batteries and energetically
continue with the rest of my activities. I also noticed that a very important part of getting
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to know Spain relies in culinary experiences. A common conversation topic amongst the
people I met revolved around food and family recipes.
One of the aspects of the trip that I enjoyed the most was getting to know specific
customs and traditions from Spain. I was fortunate enough to witness three major events.
The first one was Corpus Christi, on June 15th, when most fountains were decorated
with flowers and a “dancing egg” (L’ou com balla) was placed on the jet of water. A few
days later, on June 23rd, several bonfires lit the streets during la Revetlla de Sant Joan
(Saint John’s festivity). Finally, during Terrasa’s Festa Major (Main Festivity) which
took place from June 30th to July 5th, I understood the importance of representations of
intangible heritage, such as the famous Castellers which succeed in building a multilevel human tower by standing on top of each other’s shoulders.

Figures 20 and 21. Fountain outside the Frederic Mares Museum on Corpus Christi Day (left)
and Castellers building up a human tower (right).
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3.2 Leisure Time
I took every opportunity to travel outside of Terrasa and, in retrospective, I managed to
visit more places than I expected initially. Vic, Figueres, Girona and Sitges are some of
the towns I visited inside Catalonia. Besides the most common touristic activities in
Barcelona, I went to the Design Museum, the Hospital de Sant Pau and the V&A’s
itinerary exhibition about David Bowie. I also went to see some of the beaches that are
easily accessible by train, along the Costa Brava. I was happily surprised to visit two
small textile-related museums in this route: the Stamped Textiles Museum in Premia de
Mar and the Lace Museum in Arenys de Mar.
I was able to escape to Santander with my friends for a weekend. I had never been to the
region of Cantabria and the sightseeing was fascinating. I was particularly amazed by
the Ville of Potes, where the mountains have raised in incredibly high peaks that can be
reached through a cableway.

Figure 22. Sightseeing the Peaks of Europe, Potes.

At the end of my trip, I visited Madrid for a few days. I made good use of my time while
in Spain’s capital: although I did not get to see many touristic attractions, I was fortunate
to network with some of the painting conservators at the Prado Museum. Similarly, I
20
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was given an overview of the storage rooms and conservation studio at the Museo del
Traje. It was motivating to see such a friendly and professional approach to conservation
in both institutions.

4. CONCLUSIONS
Looking back, I can say that after two months spent at CDMT, I was able to see a wider
picture beyond my academic trajectory. I realised that I am capable of taking my own
decisions but I also value working in a team that promotes discussion. I was happy to
offer an innovative way of working, compared to what has usually been done at the
workroom, while also learning about traditions and standard institutional practice of
textile conservation at CDMT. I also established good relationships (and I would dare
say, friendships) with Spanish speaking conservators.
With regards to my personal practice in the workroom, I found that estimating how
much time it took me to complete a task was challenging. Compared to my past job in
Mexico, I realised that I had no distractions other than focusing my attention on the
object I was treating. This gave me plenty of time to question myself about how I could
improve my stitching. I believe that I still need to work on more objects to find the
balance between doing more and stabilising for a broader amount of time or doing less
and requiring handling to be extremely delicate in the future. While self-assessing my
professional skills, I realised that my greatest strength is my capability to build on
previous knowledge.
Manual skills take many hours of repetitious and conscious practice to achieve high
levels of dexterity. It is said that experiential learning requires students to apply the
21
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theoretical knowledge in a real situation by first-hand observing the results. During my
placement, I was able to confirm how conservation requires theory to be closely
intertwined with practical skills. I am certain that there will be more dilemmas to
confront, more objects to examine, and more texts to read in the future that will increase
my ability to offer viable and integral solutions as conservation treatments.

Figure 23. Manual skills in practice: stitching treatment of a Peruvian cloth.

Looking forward, I am eager to take what I have learned during this course and to
become a link between institutions, both academically and practically. I believe that I
have come past the level of analysing how I feel doing certain treatments and I am now
able to think about alternative methods, which is an important step for a student to
become an emerging conservator. I cannot wait to go back to my home country to put
into practice the skills I have obtained during my postgraduate degree, along with the
ones from my placement. I am also keen to share my knowledge with other conservators
or interns. In brief, I can say that I feel prepared for my future career.
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