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1.1: Introduction
My name is Becky Doonan and I am 24 years old, from Norfolk in the east of
England. I am currently studying the MPhil Textile Conservation course at the
Centre for Textile Conservation, University of Glasgow. My decision to specialise in
textile conservation was greatly influenced by past volunteering and work experience
opportunities in this area. I have always had a strong interest in textile and craft
techniques, and completed my undergraduate degree in Mixed Media Textiles and
Ceramic Practice at Bath Spa University. From this I went onto do placements in the
textile conservation studios at the National Trust in the UK, and at Te Papa
Tongarewa National Museum in New Zealand. The combination of historical context
and technical skill involved in textile conservation appealed to my interests.
After completing my MPhil programme in Glasgow, I hope to work in the textile
conservation studio of a museum or similar organisation, helping to care for and
conserve the objects in their collection. As part of this MPhil, I have recently
completed a three month placement at the Rijksmuseum (Rijks) in Amsterdam,
which will be the subject of this report. Previous students on my course had been
fortunate enough to secure funding from the Zibby Garnett Travelling Fellowship,
and my tutors encouraged me to apply, in order to help finance my summer
placement.
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1.2: Overview of my study trip
The Rijksmuseum is the Dutch National Museum of art and history and is located in
the Museum Quarter of Amsterdam in the Netherlands. Whilst there, I was working
in the Textile Conservation department and had three main learning objectives that I
hoped to achieve while I was there:


To see the process of preparing objects for exhibition, in relation to other
departments within the museum and evaluate the level of input conservators
get in display/mounting decisions.



To gain an insight into the differences/similarities in conservation learning by
discussing with/working alongside interns from other programmes.



To work on 3D textile objects, especially costume. At past placements my
main experience has been with large flat textiles, so I would like to challenge
myself and learn more about the issues and solutions specific to dealing with
3D forms.

I was also keen to see more of the Netherlands during my time there, and therefore
made several intercity trips, the dates of which are listed below:


Utrecht – Saturday 3rd July



Maastricht – Friday 16th July – Sunday 18th July



Leiden – Saturday 22nd July



Leeuwarden – Thursday 27th July



Delft – Saturday 5th August
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The aim of these city trips was to gain a wider view of Dutch culture, cuisine, and
history. Seeing the different architectural styles, picturesque canals, and trying new
foods were some of the things that I particularly enjoyed. The location of these cities
in relation to Amsterdam are marked on the following map.

Figure 1. Map of places visited in the Netherlands (image source:
http://www.worldtravels.com/Travelguide/Countries/Netherlands/Map
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1.3: Costs
My total expenditure over the course of my time in Amsterdam (including flights,
rent, living costs and other travel) was approx. €2435, or roughly £2230. The Zibby
Garnett Travel Fellowship generously awarded me £1000 towards this. The
Rijksmuseum also offered me an internship stipend of €250 per month, which
worked out as a total of €750 (approx. £688). My accommodation was a lot more
expensive than originally expected, due to the high demand in Amsterdam. However,
when proposing my original budget of £1700 total spend (approx. €1854), I was not
aware of the Rijksmuseum stipend, so this helped to counteract the higher
accommodation costs. With the contributions from the Zibby Garnett Travel
Fellowship and the Rijksmuseum stipend, my shortfall was approx. €595, or £542. I
had originally expected a shortfall of around £500 and made this up from my
savings.
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2: Placement Report
2.1: Amsterdam and the Netherlands
The Netherlands is a small country in north-western Europe. Amsterdam is the
capital city of the Netherlands and is located in the province of North Holland. It has
a long history of international trading and ship building, and today is a popular
tourist destination best known for its picturesque canal network, narrow gabled
houses and many, many bicycles. Cycling is enormously popular throughout the
Netherlands, helped by the prevalence of cycling infrastructure and the flat nature of
the landscape. The national language of the Netherlands is Dutch, although most of
its inhabitants are also well versed in English. I found it a very interesting experience
living and working in a place where the first language wasn’t English, and I did my
best to pick up as much Dutch as possible along the way – mainly vocabulary
relating to textiles or food!
2.2: The Rijksmuseum
The Netherlands has a long history of famous painters, and the Rijksmuseum is
maybe best known for its collection of works by Dutch masters such as Rembrandt
and Vermeer. However, the museum also has an extensive collection of artefacts in
addition to paintings, and plays an active role in their conservation and related
academic research, employing conservators from each of the main material
disciplines including textiles, ceramics, glass, metal and paper. The Rijksmuseum
conservation departments also have strong links with the conservation courses at the
University of Amsterdam, which are taught in the same building.
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Many of these students undertake internships in the Rijks conservation studios,
making for a lively community of interns. It was really good to get to know students
from other countries and conservation programmes this way and I was particularly
interested to get an insight into other conservation disciplines such as furniture
conservation and the conservation of model ships, amongst others.

Figure 1. The Rijksmuseum, view from the Rijks gardens
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2.3: Projects
Whilst at the Rijksmuseum, I worked in the textile conservation studio, supervised
by the head of the textile conservation department, Suzan Meijer. I worked alongside
the three other Rijksmuseum textile conservators, Mieke Albers, Carola Holz and
Marjolein Koek, and one other intern, Sjoukje Telleman. I worked on a variety of
projects, the main ones of which I have outlined in the following sections.
One floor of the conservation building also has the teaching labs for the conservation
students studying at the University of Amsterdam, and the Rijks conservation staff
have some labs that are shared with the students, such as the textile wet lab and dye
lab. From talking to current students, I got a sense of the value of this close
professional and learning relationship. Perhaps partly because of this, the Rijks
conservation studios have a steady stream of interns, and so there has developed
quite an active intern community. This was something that was really nice to be a
part of while I was there. Added to this, the Rijks has an active research department
(mainly focussing on painting conservation and chemistry), and researchers and
interns are encouraged to give presentations about their work. The Rijks studio
building houses the main conservation department areas of textiles, glass and
ceramics, metal, paper and paintings and I found it a really interesting chance to get
an insight into other conservation disciplines that I did not know much about. While
I was there, I also gave a presentation on the mounting of two bonnets that I
undertook during my placement. I found it a really valuable experience to be able to
share what I had learnt through the project with such an encouraging and
knowledgeable group of people.

9

2.3.1: An adhesive treatment on printed fabric
One of my first internship projects was the treatment of a printed silk “pattern”
(Fig.3.) from the early 1900’s. Often used by printing and weaving workshops as a
way of showcasing their wares to potential clients, these patterns commonly took the
form of pattern books, in which small pieces of fabric would be pasted into a blank
book, sometimes with additional information such as dye recipes or printing
methods. In this case, the silk is on a loose sheaf of card, and forms part of a
colourful collection of prints from an Austrian workshop, the Wiener Werkstätte. At
some point in the past, both card and silk had been slashed, cutting through both.
The card had been repaired by the paper conservation team, and I had the task of
stabilising the silk. I experimented with casting adhesive films on silk crepeline
(Fig.4.), to adhere to the back of the silk. This was really valuable, as adhesive
treatments are something that we have yet to cover on the course, so this was a really
useful hands-on introduction to the topic.

Figure 2. Printed silk pattern
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Figure 3. Casting adhesive films

2.3.2: Mounting two 19th century bonnets for exhibition
My favourite project from my time at the Rijks was the mounting for exhibition
display of two 19th century bonnets (Fig.5.). I had wanted to gain more experience of
working on 3D textile objects during my placement and these turned out to be a
really satisfying case study of the issues inherent in storing 3D objects and the
damage that inadequate storage and a mix of incompatible materials can cause. In
this case, both bonnets were very distorted from being stored face down and this
distortion was causing the internal wire frame to damage the fragile fabrics.
Both bonnets therefore needed properly mounting to prevent further distortion and
enable them to be exhibited.
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Figure 4. Bonnet Coiffure (left) and Poke Bonnet (right), both after treatment and mounting

The first bonnet was a bonnet coiffure, so would have been worn with hair arranged
underneath it. It therefore needed a mount that gave the impression of hair, without
being hair. After some experimentation, I came up with a quilted jersey and
polyester wadding form that could be rolled and arranged in a flexible chignon style
and fixed to a covered polystyrene head form, to contour to the inside of the bonnet
(Fig. 6.).
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Figure 5. 'Hair piece' on head form

Figure 7. Bonnet on mount, packed in box

The second bonnet was a luifelhoed, or poke bonnet. The sections had become
extremely concertinaed together, and needed humidification to rectify this. Because
of the shape, I had to get creative with how to tension it while humidifying, in order
to pull the sections out again to their natural position (Fig.8.).

Figure 8. Tensioning using strips of nylon net during humidification
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These bonnets formed part of a larger collection of accessories that were going on
loan to the Museum of Bags and Purses (De Tassenmuseum Hendrikje), a small
private museum in Amsterdam. The loan for the Tassenmuseum consisted of over 80
objects and I got the chance to visit the Rijks storage facility at Lelystad (north east
of Amsterdam) to help with condition checking these and, where necessary, making
internal supports (for example, for many of the shoes) to prepare them for loan. It
was good to get the chance to see a different side to the museum through the loans
system, as well as working with a diverse range of 3D objects. I also took the chance
to go to the Tassen Museum and meet the curator Leonie, to discuss their collections
(Fig.9.), as well as the upcoming exhibition of the Rijksmuseum loan objects. It was
really interesting to see behind the scenes of a small private museum with a very
specialist collection – a great contrast with the Rijks!

Figure 9. Current exhibition of bags and purses at the Tassenmuseum, Amsterdam
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2.3.3: Installing an exhibition display of lace
One of the larger projects I was involved with during my time at the Rijks was the
installation of an exhibition of lace. I found it interesting seeing behind the scenes in
the actual museum building, as the conservation studios are quite separate. Working
in a public space meant that certain cases could not be accessed during museum
opening hours, so we had a very short time frame in which the furniture conservation
team needed to de-install the previous exhibition, before we could clean the cases,
and then install the lace. Several mounts needed to be made there and then, and it
was very different to working in the studio – it really forced us to consider and plan
ahead exactly what materials and tools we might need for various scenarios. I
worked closely with an intern from the University of Amsterdam textile conservation
programme on making melinex mounts for the 16th century collars (Fig.10.), which
was a great exercise in resourcefulness and creativity in finding quick, effective
solutions for tricky install problems.

Figure 10. Making melinex mounts in the gallery space
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There was also the experience of working with other departments and as part of a
larger team, under the direction of an exhibition designer and an exhibition curator,
which was something I had not experienced previously. I found the whole process
really interesting and quite unlike any other project.

Figure 11. The 16th Century collars on their melinex and perspex mounts
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2.3.4: Mounting an early 20th century dress
Costume mounting was something that I particularly enjoyed during the first year of
my MPhil at Glasgow, so I was keen to gain more experience in this area. At the
Rijks, I was given the task of mounting an early 20th Century dress for exhibition
display. This involved padding up a standard sized mannequin using shaped layers of
polyester wadding, in order to achieve the correct size, proportions and overall
silhouette for the dress. I then stitched the wadding in place and covered this in an
outer layer of stretch jersey fabric, hemmed at neck and arm holes (Fig.12.). This
formed a “fat suit” that could then be taken on or off the mannequin as needed. This
project was particularly challenging because of the relative shapelessness of the
dress. However, the mounting was successful, and I found it a very satisfying
process.

Figure 12. Stitching the outer layer of jersey fabric onto the fatsuit
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Figure 13. Back view of the dress, mounted on the fatsuited mannequin
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2.3.5: Tapestry conservation
The Rijksmuseum textile conservation studio is currently conserving a tapestry from
the 17th Century and has this set up on a frame. The tapestry is being given a
supportive backing of linen scrim and areas of loss and weakness in the tapestry
structure are being conservation stitched to this backing layer. Because of the large
size of tapestries, this is a long term project, and so I got to join in its conservation. I
had done a small amount of tapestry conservation at a previous placement in the UK
and it was interesting to learn different approaches and methods used at the Rijks.

Figure 14. Couching areas of loss
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2.4: External visits
During my time in the Netherlands I made several visits to other cities and museums
– some related to my internship and others for personal interest. My first trip was a
day trip to Utrecht, at the advice of one of my colleagues; I am a keen dressmaker in
my free time, and Utrecht has a great fabric market (Fig.15.). It did not disappoint,
and I came home with plenty of sewing inspiration. While I was there, I also visited
the Saturday flower market (Fig.16.) and explored the beautiful canal system and the
cafes perched on the wide canal-side ledges.

Figure 15. Utrecht fabric market

Figure 16. Utrecht flower market

My next trip was a weekend in Maastricht, right in the south of the Netherlands in
the province of Limburg. My partner is from that area and made an excellent tour
guide. I was particularly interested in the traces of roman architecture around the city
and was struck by the almost Belgium feel of the city. I also got to see some of the
surrounding countryside and villages during the weekend, as well as sampling chips
and mayo from “the best chip shop in Maastricht”!
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Unlike the rest of the Netherlands which is known for its flat landscape, Limburg has
a more rolling hilly landscape and is culturally influenced by both Belgium and
Germany, with which it shares borders.
I visited Leiden, only a short trip from Amsterdam, at the invitation of a glass and
ceramics conservation intern from the Rijks. She showed me around and we had a
fun day touring the traditional brown cafes and seeing the sites. One highlight for me
was the Molen Museum, a formerly working windmill that stands in the town centre
and now houses a museum dedicated to all things windmill.

Figure 17. Leiden town centre, pretty in pink
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Leeuwarden in Friesland was an internship-initiated visit; my supervisor at the Rijks
had put me in contact with a project conservator working at the Friesmuseum in
Leeuwarden, who very kindly showed me around a beautiful exhibition dedicated to
patterned Chintz fabric (or in Dutch, Sits). Not only did the exhibition explain the
history and production of the distinctive fabric, but it also had some amazing
examples of chintz used in traditional local costume (Fig.18.), something I had been
particularly keen to see while in the Netherlands.
We also cycled to the outskirts of the town to visit the museum storage facility. The
museum is currently in the process of moving its collection, and it was really
interesting to see the logistics of this.

Figure 18. Examples of traditional costume as part of the Sits Exhibition, Friesmuseum,
Leeuwarden
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Carola, a textile conservator at the Rijks, invited me to Delft for the day and we
spent a lovely day exploring the extensive markets and picturesque streets of the city.
We ate freshly made stroopwafels (caramel-filled wafer like cookies) and kibbeling
(small pieces of fried fish with sauce) from the market for lunch. There was even a
working clog maker in the central square and so I got a chance to see how clogs are
traditionally made (Fig.19.).

Figure 19. Clog maker in Delft town square
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Figure 20. By the canals in Delft

2.5: Leisure time
Within the first few weeks of moving to Amsterdam, I got myself a second hand
bicycle (Fig.21.) from a Facebook group. I cycle a lot at home and so although I was
within easy walking distance to work so did not need a bike for commuting, I was
keen to get in the saddle in this cycling city. Once I had grasped the rather complex
cycle lane system and got the hang of using a pedal-back brake, I found it a great
way to explore the city and spent much of my free time peddling the picturesque
canal-side streets.
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Figure 21. My Amsterdam bicycle

Amsterdam has some great markets, for everything from fruit and veg and flowers to
fabric and haberdashery supplies, and I really enjoyed wandering round these on my
free Saturday mornings. I also got into the habit of exploring the different
supermarkets and tried as many foods I’d never heard of as possible. The koekjes
(cookies) were particularly delicious and I made it my aim to try as many different
kinds as possible before I left. I also really enjoyed trying the Indonesian style food
available – common in the Netherlands due to their colonial past. I even tried
cooking some indo-dutch dishes with spice mixes found on the local markets – with
varying success!
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Over the course of the summer I had several weekend visits from friends, which
provided a lovely excuse to sample some of the more tourist-orientated attractions of
Amsterdam such as Artis Zoo, the botanical gardens (Hortus Botanicus) and the Van
Gogh Museum.

Figure 22. Visiting the Hortus Botanicus

3: Conclusions
Overall I really enjoyed my time at the Rijksmuseum, and in the Netherlands more
generally. I feel that during my time there I was able to be part of a huge range of
projects and really test out all I had learnt in first year of the programme at Glasgow,
as well as adding to this with new approaches and ideas and thoroughly fulfilling my
initial learning objectives. My knowledge and confidence in treating 3D objects has
increased and I have really enjoyed the challenge of this. It was great seeing the
inner workings of a National museum and I learnt a lot about working in
conservation as part of a larger organisation.
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The lace exhibition install was a particularly valuable project to be a part of, as I had
not previously had this type of experience. Seeing both the training and professional
aspects of conservation in another country is something I particularly enjoyed and
expect to find useful in my future career, both in terms of networking and also in
being open to different ideas and techniques within textile conservation. Creative
problem solving is perhaps what I will take away from this experience most of all;
there is no single “right” way of doing something. Instead, resourcefulness and
inventiveness within the boundaries of conservation ethics can lead to new solutions,
and this is an approach that I will definitely carry forward in my own practice and
development.
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