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Introduction: 

My name is Kathryn Cook, and I am currently in my third and final year of study for an 

MSc in Conservation for Archaeology and Museums at University College London (UCL). The 

third year is not a taught year, but rather a ten-month internship which I will be spending in the 

Ceramics, Glass and Metals conservation department at the British Museum. Prior to this degree, 

I completed an MA in Principles of Conservation, also at UCL, in preparation for the MSc. My 

background before embarking on my studies in conservation was heavily weighted towards 

archaeology. I obtained a BA in both Classics and Anthropology at the University of Florida and 

following that completed an MA in Classical Archaeology with a certificate in Museum Studies 

at Florida State University. During that time, I worked regularly with excavations in a variety of 

roles during my summers, from excavation and conservation to sorting of pottery and 

management of plaster finds. 

For the summer of 2017, I was granted the opportunity to intern in the conservation 

laboratory at the Ancient Agora Excavation in Athens with the American School of Classical 

Studies at Athens (ASCSA). I previously worked as a field excavator at the agora a number of 

years back, and was already familiar with the program before applying. The invitation to return 

to the site in the laboratory was a most welcome one, as it provided exactly the sort of experience 

that I was hoping to obtain over the summer. 

 

The Internship: 

The Archaeological Conservation Internship runs in conjunction with the 2017 Summer 

excavation at the Athenian Agora. Due to other obligations, I was unable to attend the full eight-

week excavation period, but participated in the last five weeks of conservation work at the agora 

from July 3 to August 8. My participation in this internship gave me a great deal of time to 

improve my practical laboratory skills, in addition to allowing me to work with an active 

excavation. Working with an ongoing excavation is a unique challenge, as there are different 

priorities and time limits when working on material that informs about ongoing work than there 

are when working on established museum collections.  
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During the course of this internship, my goals were to complete the following: to sharpen 

my manual dexterity through the treatment of archaeological finds; to meet and learn from the 

conservator at the agora and fellow students; to practice photography of objects before and after 

treatment; to learn to write and create object records in the agora database; and to learn about the 

site and excavation from supervising archaeologists while sharing the work being done in the 

laboratory with them in turn. 

 

Funding: 

I was very lucky that the ASCSA is able to assist students who work with the excavation 

with their expenses. To that end, my housing and a weekly stipend for food was provided by the 

ASCSA. The Zibby Garnett Travel Fellowship helped me to cover all additional costs of this 

internship, including airfare, medical necessities, travel within both countries, phone services, 

and meals the stipend did not cover. 

 

The Ancient Athenian Agora: 

Figure 1 - The agora, viewed from the south. (Image from www.agathe.gr/guide/history_of_the_agora.html) 
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The ancient agora in Athens was a multi-purpose open space in the center of the city for 

the use of the citizens. It served a vast number of purposes, as anything that was a part of the 

public life of the city had its place in the agora; “here administrative, political, judicial, 

commercial, social, cultural, and religious activities all found a place together in the heart of 

Athens” (Camp 2003, 3). For this very reason, excavation of the Athenian agora has been carried 

out since the early 1900s and has no end in sight, as it is an area of the ancient city that informs 

on many aspects of life in ancient Athens. 

The land that would eventually grow into the agora as it is presently known was an area 

for burial and sparse habitation during the Bronze and Iron Ages. In the sixth century BC it was 

first laid out as public space and a few buildings were added to its landscape.  

Figure 2 - Plan of the agora at its peak in 150 AD. (image from www.agathe.gr/overview/) 
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In the following centuries the agora continued to grow as a public space for numerous activities. 

It maintained its form and function up through the Roman period, but after numerous barbarian 

invasions the agora fell out of disuse in the 6th century AD (ASCSA 2017, 

www.agathe.gr/overview/). Following that, the modern city grew up, and eventually over, the 

ancient agora, though some aspects of the site were never completely buried. In the early 1900s, 

the idea of locating and excavating the original agora was first brought up, and that is where the 

history of this excavation begins. 

 

The American School in Athens: 

The American School of Classical Studies at Athens was founded in 1881, supported by 

nine American universities and a number of businessmen. It was the first American research 

center to be established overseas and is currently one of the largest, remaining true to the vision 

of the original founders who wished it to be a “privately funded, non-profit educational 

institution, operating in Greece as a private cultural institution” (ASCSA 2017, 

www.ascsa.edu.gr/index.php/About/mission-and-history). The ASCSA supports a number of 

archaeological digs in Greece, in addition to hosting scholars during the year and over the 

summer for an on-site educational opportunity, but the Athenian agora is one of the longest-

lasting and largest excavations it oversees, currently directed by Dr. John Camp. 

Excavations at the Athenian agora by the ASCSA began in 1931 after years of 

negotiation and was in part allotted to the school because the Greek government could not fund 

the costs of expropriation necessary for the project. At the time of planning, there were 24 acres 

under consideration which were covered with 365 modern houses that needed to be bought and 

destroyed in order to uncover the archaeological layers beneath. Over the decades of excavation, 

this area has expanded to cover even more real estate than originally planned for and is still 

expanding as new areas are investigated (ASCSA 2017, 

www.agathe.gr/overview/the_excavations.html).  

Between 1953 and 1956, the Stoa of Attalos was reconstructed on its original foundations 

in order to serve as a base for future archaeological work (Camp 2010, 32). Today, every object 

excavated from the Athenian agora remains on-site and is stored or displayed in the Stoa of 

Attalos, where a staggering 142,100 finds are on display in the museum or tucked away in 
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storerooms (ASCSA 2017, www.agathe.gr/overview/the_museum.html). The stoa also serves as 

an area of scholarly work, housing study rooms, the conservation laboratory, the photography 

studio and the administrative offices that support both the excavation and the collection. The 

ground floor is devoted to the Agora museum, where finds from the excavations are displayed 

for the public. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Conservation Laboratory and Team: 

The conservation laboratory is located in the stoa of Attalos alongside the other offices 

and work spaces. Each conservator has their own bench space and microscope with a shared 

photography studio area and computers for documentation and other paperwork.  

Figure 3 - The Stoa of Attalos, location of the museum, storerooms and other excavation-related facilities. 
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There is one 

full-time conservator 

at the agora, Maria 

Tziotziou, who 

supervised the interns 

this summer. Aside 

from myself, Bibi 

Beekman was also 

interning at the agora 

this summer. Fresh 

from a degree in 

Durham, she was 

gaining further 

experience at the agora 

while hunting for a more permanent job. One other intern who was scheduled to come for the 

summer was unable to make it due to personal circumstances, so we had a small and comfortable 

team for the summer. 

 

Work at the Agora: 

There were various sections of the site which were under excavation during the 2017 

season, covering a vast span of time periods from the fourteenth century BC to the twelfth 

century AD. Three different trenches were opened under the guidance of supervisors who 

oversaw the excavation of different levels of their trench simultaneously. This meant that there 

was a comparatively wide variety of materials and objects that were brought to the conservation 

laboratory. During my five weeks at the agora, I worked on a range of inorganic materials from 

the excavation as well as time periods, including bone, ceramics, metal and stone, in addition to 

treating or retreating objects from the collection itself. One unusual organic sample was also 

found, but was an exceptionally unusual find as the soil conditions are not generally conducive to 

the preservation of organic materials. 

Figure 4 - The 2017 Conservation Team: Bibi Beekman, Maria Tziotziou and Kathryn 
Cook. 
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Because the work in the conservation laboratory paralleled the ongoing excavation, 

treatments were primarily aimed towards revealing as much information about the objects as 

possible in order to assist with the upcoming excavations. Unless unavoidable, treatments relying 

too much on chemical methods were avoided as this can limit future research opportunities. For 

example, coins were not cleaned chemically or to a pristine appearance, but were mechanically 

cleaned to a level where details of their marks could be discerned for the purposes of 

identification and dating alone. What follows is a brief selection of the treatments carried out 

during the course of this internship. 

Ceramics: 

Treatment of ceramics from the trench were relatively straightforward. The objects were 

either soiled or broken or both and needed to be cleaned and potentially mended so that they 

could be studied, photographed, and properly recorded in the excavation records. My very first 

object was a small oil lamp that received as seen below in Figure 5.  

Figure 5 - Lamp (BZ 2109) before treatment (top and bottom left) and after treatment (top and bottom right). 
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As was done with any ceramic objects received, it was first carefully checked for any trace of 

paints or pigments that might be lost during the course of normal cleaning, but none were found. 

The fabric of the clay was determined to be solid enough to withstand being cleaned in water, so 

the lamp was washed with a soft toothbrush and a sponge in tap water and air dried, revealing the 

patterns on both the top and bottom of the lamp as well as signs of use that had been obscured by 

the excavation soil. Further cleaning was carried out with deionized water on a cotton swab and a 

bamboo skewer to remove remaining surface contaminants. 

Other ceramic objects were less complete when they were brough into the laboratory. 

This broken vessel, seen below in Figure 6, was excavated from within a Mycenaean tomb. It 

was packed full of soil which was micro-excavated within the lab in order to save it for future 

tests and sampling. It turned out to be full of rubble and variously dated ceramic sherds which 

indicated it was not the original contents at burial and was thus discarded. Luckily the majority 

of the vessel was present for its reconstruction, though. 

 

 

 

Figure 6 - Narrow-necked jug (BZ 2150) during micro-excavation in the laboratory. 
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The jug was first washed with tap water and air-dried, but there was a persistent dark-

brown encrustation speckled across the surface of the vessel which impacted the appearance of 

the painted designs. This was lightened, if not entirely removed, by brief submersion of the 

vessel pieces in 5% w/v hydrochloric acid diluted in deionized water. The pieces were then 

thoroughly rinsed and soaked in sucessive baths of tap water and then deionized water until the 

conductivity meter readings consistently fell below 100μS, a level which has been determined to 

be safe for objects in this collection. The fragments of the jar were then reassembled: the edges 

were consolidated with 5% w/v Paraloid B72 in acetone and joined with 50% w/v Paraloid B72 

in acetone. Excess adhesive was cleaned from the surface with a scalpel and cotton swabs 

dampened in acetone. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7 - Narrow-necked jug (BZ 2150) before (top) and after (bottom) treatment. 
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Retreating Ceramics: 

In addition to 

treating objects fresh from 

the field, there were a few 

ceramic objects that came 

from within the collection 

and required treatment. One 

issue that occurs with some 

regularity in the agora 

collection is the appearance 

of salts on the surfaces of 

ceramics, due to old 

conservation practices. This 

jar, seen in Figure 8, was 

brought to the laboratory 

with a few different 

problems: salts were 

appearing on the surface, 

pieces had fallen off the rim 

due to failed adhesive, and 

there was extensive in-

painting of plaster fills 

which was likely to be 

water-based in nature and as such would not survive the desalination process. In order to remove 

the salts, the entire vessel and the loose pieces were desalinated in successive baths of tap water 

and then deionized water until the conductivity meter consistently read less than 100μS. After 

that it was air dried, and the loose pieces were reattached using 50% w/v Paraloid B72 in 

acetone. The previous in-painting did turn out to be water-based and loosened and bubbled 

during desalination. It was removed, using acetone on a cotton swab to loosen areas that did not 

peel off readily. The plaster fills were then in-painted with acrylic paints in a color that was more 

sympathetic to the original fabric of the vessel. 

Figure 8 - Amphora (P 25874) before (top) and after (bottom) treatment. 
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Bone: 

During the excavation of a drain, a number of modified knucklebones were uncovered. 

These were brought to the lab for cleaning, which was done with a soft brush and a bamboo 

skewer. Cotton swabs dampened in a 1:1 mixture of deionized water and ethanol were also used 

to remove some of the soil. In areas where the spongey bone was exposed, the dirt stuck in the 

pores in these areas was removed with the use of needles and acupuncture needles. A small bone 

bead was cleaned with similar methods, revealing more details of its design and production. 

Figure 9 - Knucklebones before treatment (top left and right) and after treatment (bottom left and right). 

Figure 10 - Bone bead (OO 2225) before (left) and after (right) treatment. 
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Metals: 

During this excavation season, there was an unusually high number of coins found. This 

was due in part to the excavation of drains and the dismantling of various walls. Coins in the 

agora laboratory are cleaned mechanically, softening the corrosion and dirt with ethanol on a 

cotton swab and then removing it with a scalpel under the microscope. They were cleaned to a 

level where the surface details could be made out for the purposes of identification and dating.  

Aside from the large number of coins, the laboratory also received various other metal 

objects, mostly of copper alloys, which were usually cleaned in a similar manner: softening the 

dirt and corrosion with ethanol on a cotton swab before removing it mechanically to reveal 

further details and information about the metal objects beneath. 

 

 

Figure 11 - Example of a coin before (top and bottom left) and after (top and bottom right) treatment. In the 

after treatment photos, details show the armored head of Athena (top right) and a standing Zeus (bottom right) 
on the coin. 
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Stone: 

Many of the stone sculptural pieces found this summer came from the dismantling of 

various walls that were from later periods than the target archaeological level. After thorough 

and meticulous recording, the walls were disassembled and any spolia built into the wall was 

saved. Stone that came into the lab was carefully checked for any paint or pigments that might 

still be adhered to the surface before it was cleaned. Both of the following pieces were cleaned in 

the same manner: after a careful check of the surface turned up no paint or pigment traces, they 

were washed in tap water and air dried. Then bamboo skewers and soft brushes were used to 

loosen and remove any remaining soil deposits. 

Figure 12 - Bracelet (BΘ 281) before (left) and after (right) treatment. 

Figure 13 - Bronze object (handle?) (OO 2228) before (left) and after (right) treatment. 
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Conservation in the Field: 

This summer a couple Mycenaean tombs were excavated and two bronze daggers were 

found. They had completely mineralized, but were almost complete excepting the organic 

elements of one handle. Because of their fragility, the conservation team went into the field to 

block lift them with a section of the surrounding soil so that they could be micro-excavated more 

carefully in the laboratory. In order to lift them in a piece, the daggers were covered with two 

layers of gauze which was painted with Paraloid B72 in acetone to affix it to the dagger. A layer 

of aluminum foil was laid over that, followed by a two layers of water-activated plaster gauze to 

form a hard shell to support both the dagger and the block of soil that was removed with it. In the 

case of the example illustrated below in Figure 15, there was also a section of a skull near the 

dagger that needed to be lifted as well.  

Figure 12 - Two sculptural fragments before (top and bottom left) and after (top and bottom right) treatment. 
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This was done by covering the bone with a layer of plastic cling film, followed by layers of 

water-activated plaster gauze to support it during removal. 

  

Other Activities: 

In addition to the practical skills honed during treatment, this internship at the agora also 

included undertaking photography of all objects before and after treatment and writing and 

creating conservation records for each find in the agora database. We spoke regularly with 

archaeologists about the finds from their trenches and what we had uncovered about them so that 

they had the most up to date information for their records and to plan for upcoming days of 

work. The culmination of our laboratory activities was a presentation of all finds treated during 

the summer on the final day of the excavation that was open to the diggers who did not always 

have a chance to visit the laboratory and see finished objects earlier. 

Figure 13 - Preparation of a mineralized bronze dagger and a section of skull for block lifting. 
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As conservation interns, Bibi and I saw less of the excavation than many other students, 

but took weekly trips with Maria through the trenches to get a feel for where the objects we 

worked on came from and to learn about what the supervisors thought they had found in each 

area. We also had the chance to tour the agora with Dr. John Camp and learned about the site and 

its excavation in previous years. 

Greece Beyond the Lab: 

Although this internship did not mark my first visit to Greece, familiarity certainly did 

not dampen my desire to see the country when not in the laboratory. Greece is a country that has 

so much to offer, from ancient ruins to astounding landscapes with friendly faces and delicious 

food wherever you go. Some of my spare time was spent marveling at the remnants of ancient 

Greek buildings, a favorite pastime of mine no matter the country. 

Figure 14 - Display of all treated finds on the final day of the excavation. Student excavators had a chance to come 
see everything that had been found in all trenches. 
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Figure 15 - Top Left: The ruins of the temple of Artemis at Brauron. Top Right: The Oderon of Herodes Atticus, with the 
stage set for an opera to be performed that night. Middle Left: The Erectheon. Middle Right: The Parthenon. Bottom 

Left: The Temple of Olympian Zeus. Bottom Right: The temple of Poseidon at Sounion. 
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I spent time enjoying the modern Greek culture as well. I was very fortunate to have 

Greek friends who were visiting home for the summer and had time to show me around. I 

traveled to the far west coast of Greek to visit the beautiful city of Ioannina, saw a different side 

of Athens to the one I was familiar with, and spent a weekend sailing to the nearby island of Kea. 

Figure 16 - Above: The theater at Eretria. Bottom: The Marble Stadium, site of the original stadium for the Olympic 
Games. 
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Generally, I had a chance to enjoy Athens and Greece in the midst of one of the hottest 

summers I can remember. It was worth every second though. 

 

Figure 17 - Top left: The lake at Ioannina. Top Right: Sailing to Kea. Bottom: The harbor on Kea. 
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Concluding Remarks: 

All in all, this internship 

was a wonderful experience. The 

people I shared my summer with 

were a friendly and 

knowledgeable group, the country 

was beautiful, and I had time to 

sharpen my practical laboratory 

skills on fresh new material as it 

arrived from the excavation. I 

cannot thank the Zibby Garnett 

Travel Fellowship and the trustees 

who selected me for this 

opportunity enough for the 

assistance they provided in 

making this internship happen. I 

must also thank Maria Tziotziou 

for her guidance and teaching 

during this internship as well as 

her cheerful company. And I 

cannot forget the Ancient Agora 

Excavation and the American School of Classical Studies at Athens for hosting me in Athens and 

allowing me to practice my skills on their finds. I treasure every opportunity to gain new 

experiences and new friends in the conservation field around the world, and this was certainly an 

experience to remember.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18 - Plaka at sunset. 
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