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1. Introduction
My name is Jordan Megyery, I am twenty five years old and I was born and raised in
Leeds, England. In 2013 I graduated from Northumbria University, Newcastle Upon
Tyne, with a degree in Fine Art and in 2015 I made the decision to return to
Northumbria University to complete a Masters in Conservation of Fine Art,
specialising in works of Art on paper. Art conservation had been an interest of mine
for a while and after a two-year break from University I decided it was time for me to
go back in the hope that I could pursue a successful career as a Paper Conservator in
the UK.
As part of my first-year assignment on the Conservation of Fine Art Masters, I was
required to complete a summer placement in order to gain valuable work experience
and practice the skills I had learnt, in my first year as a trainee paper conservator. I
have always been interested in travel and new experiences and so I thought that a
student placement abroad would be the perfect opportunity to merge my love of travel
and create a unique learning experience. I first heard about the Zibby Garnett Travel
Scholarship from my University tutor and I was lucky enough to be accepted for
funding from the Zibby Garnett Travel Scholarship to help me fund this fantastic
opportunity.
My placement was in the Conservation Department of the City Archives in
Amsterdam, The Netherlands, with a focus on Paper Conservation. I thought that this
institution would be a beneficial placement as archives hold a vast array of paper
objects including documents, books, maps and artworks, which would enable me to
work on a variety of different artefacts. The archive also holds collections of
architectural blueprints which was of particular interest to me as I am currently
researching for my dissertation topic, the conservation of cyanotypes; the technique in
which architectural blueprints are made.
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2. Costs
The placement cost me in total around £1,600 for my flights, accommodation and
living expenses for the six weeks and I was kindly offered £1,000 from the Zibby
Garnett Travel Fellowship to help make this trip possible. I funded the rest of the
placement through money earnt from my part time job and a little help from my family
too.

3. The Study Trip

3.1 The Netherlands
The Netherlands is a beautiful country famous for its canals, windmills and tulips.
With its flat landscape, cycling is very much a way of life for the Dutch, something
that is no more obvious than in its capital, Amsterdam. Amsterdam is a thriving city
with a unique canal system known as Grachtengordel (figure 1), which forms striking
concentric belts around the city. The canals are lined with beautiful houses and teem
with museums, bars and restaurants and I was really excited to become part of such a
vibrant and diverse city for my six week placement.

Figure 1 – Google map view of the Grachtengordel. (google.co.uk/maps)
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3.2 The Placement

I arrived in Amsterdam on the Saturday evening ready to start my placement on
Monday morning. I was renting a room from a student from the University of
Amsterdam, Maud and she had kindly cooked me a lovely meal to welcome me to the
country on my arrival. She made me feel really at home which helped to settle my
nerves and I knew that we would become friends over my time there.
I decided to spend my Sunday exploring the city and visiting the archives to get my
bearings ready for my first day. The City Archives of Amsterdam, or The Stadsarchief,
are held in an impressive former bank building between two of Amsterdam’s main
canals, ‘Keisersgracht’ and Herengraght (figure 2). When I first walked into the
archives I was in awe of the immensity of the building and really excited to see behind
the scenes and find out what kind of work I would be doing over the next six weeks.
My mentors would be Cristina Duran, a paper conservator originally from Barcelona
and Jochem Kamps, a paper conservator from the Netherlands who were both trained
at The University of Amsterdam and are now paper conservators at the archives.

Figure 2 -Google map view of Amsterdam City Archives (google.co.uk/maps)
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Monday morning came and I was greeted at the entrance by Cristina and shown to the
Restoration Studio where I was introduced to the rest of the team. It was a larger team
than I expected with a mix of permanent conservators, contracted conservators,
archivists and archive assistants all working in one studio. The team was extremely
welcoming and as the weeks went on I really appreciated the collegiality of having
such a large and varied team all working together.
After tea break at 10am - an important daily ritual for the team, Cristina took me on a
tour of the rest of archives. She showed me the many different stores which house over
50 kilometres of archives and the different back of house departments which worked
together to ensure the smooth running of the organisation, as well as the public area
which consists of both a temporary and permanent exhibition space, a viewing space
for digitised archival records and also a study room where physical records could be
requested to be accessed by the public. The most impressive area for me was the
permanent exhibition space; situated in the old bank vaults of the building the space
held much of its original features like the huge vaulted doors of the safety deposit
room (figure 3), original architecture (figure 4) and even a glass fronted viewing area
where visitors could see some of the archives in-situ in the stores. It was very apparent
from walking around the public space that the archives were invested in creating public
engagement with the collection.

Figure 3 – original vaulted doors of the safety deposit room
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Figure 4 – permanent exhibition space showing original architecture www.amsterdam.nl/stadsarchief

Much of my first week was spent getting acquainted with the team and finding my
bearings around the studio. I was presented with a box of various objects including
charcoal drawings, prints, and paintings which I would be working on over the next
coming weeks in order to practice some of the conservation skills that I had learnt at
University. Cristina showed me how to create and attach paper hinges and false paper
margins using Japanese paper, two common methods used in the archives to prepare
paper objects ready for storage and I was set off working on the box of objects. It was
daunting at first to be given so much responsibility after being used to the safe
‘practice’ environment as a student, but Cristina and Jochem gave me lots of support
and I quickly got into the flow of being in this ‘real’ working environment. By the end
of my first week I felt really comfortable in the studio, the team had all made me feel
really welcome and had given me some great tips on how to make the most of my time
in the city.
The second week was exciting as another intern was joining me in the studio. Andrea
is studying paper conservation in Switzerland and it was a great opportunity to
compare our respective courses and also a comfort to know I now had a friend in the
city who was also new to Amsterdam.
I continued working through the box of paper objects I had been given and managed
to practice some of the skills I had already learnt such as preparing wheat starch paste
and Japanese paper for tear repairs.
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One object I was working on, a nineteenth century map of Amsterdam, was
particularly deteriorated, with lots of small tears, missing pieces, discoloration and
paper tape had also been attached to the back and was causing strain in the object
(figure 5). Cristina and I discussed a treatment plan to stabilise the object which would
include removing the paper tape from the back of the object, tear repairs and infilling
the missing pieces of paper so that it could be stored safely without further
deterioration. Because of the discoloration of the paper Cristina suggested that we tried
to tone the repair paper using acrylic paints in order to match the repairs; this was
something that I hadn’t tried previously and I really enjoyed learning this new skill. I
worked on the object intermittently over the next few weeks and the treatment proved
successful with the repairs blending in well and the whole sheet became a lot stronger
and more stable (figure 6 and 7).

Figure 5 – verso of 19th century map showing discoloration, paper tape and small
tears and losses.
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Figure 6 – close up of 19th century map showing infill repair using toned
Japanese paper.

Figure 7 – recto of 19th century map after conservation treatment.
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Over the next few weeks I also had the opportunity to work on some artworks in
preparation for the next temporary exhibition at the archives; ‘Look Amsterdam’. The
exhibition, based on topographical art about the city between the 1700-1800’s, was
due to open in September and although much of the collection was in good condition
there were some objects that needed treatment before the opening. Some of the objects
had been previously attached to window mounts using pressure sensitive tape which
had stained the works and I was shown how to reduce the staining by applying solvent
on the stain and drawing it out through a low-pressure table. I had no previous
experience using a low-pressure table or solvents in conservation treatment so it was
a great opportunity for me to practice this treatment as I know it will be part of my
second-year studies.
I was also able to complete a full treatment plan from start to finish for three of the
exhibition objects. These prints were highly discoloured and had many foxing stains
as well as having strips of paper tape adhered to the back which was causing strain on
the objects. The objects required a wet treatment in order to reduce the discoloration
and stabilise the sheet but this was made difficult as the objects had purple stamp
marks on their verso which were at risk of running during the wash and causing
irreversible damage. Before wet treatment I reduced the stamp marks using a 1:1
ethanol/water solution and the suction table so that I could then safely carry out the
wet treatment (figure 8); then to complete the treatment I re-sized the objects with
gelatine sizing using a spray gun to restore any sizing lost during the wash. This was
a great experience for me to see a conservation treatment through from start to finish
and I was also able to learn some new techniques such as the ink reduction and resizing. I felt a sense of achievement knowing that I had contributed to the treatment of
objects which would soon be on display for the exhibition.
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Figure 8 – carrying out an immersion wash on one of the 3
objects for the ‘Look Amsterdam’ exhibition.

My last few weeks at the archives were spent finishing treatment of objects that I had
been working on and I was also given the opportunity to conserve a large architectural
blueprint. This project was particularly valuable for me as it is related to my
dissertation topic so it was really useful for me to be able to carry out the conservation
treatment first hand. Conservation treatment on blueprints are notoriously difficult as
they are extremely sensitive to light, moisture and alkali’s. Throughout the treatment
I had to keep light exposure to a minimum and avoid introducing excess moisture to
protect the object from further deterioration. I first cleaned the front and back of the
object using a smoke sponge to remove the surface dirt that had accrued over the years
and I repaired the many tears using Japanese paper and a fairly dry wheat starch paste.
The object also had losses (figure 9) which were not only disfiguring but were causing
vulnerable areas in the object and the decision was made to infill the losses in order to
strengthen the sheet and prevent further damage.
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The blue colour of the print made infilling difficult and after talking to Cristina it was
decided that I should try and tone the repair paper to match the print in order to create
a more concealed repair. The method was successful in strengthening the sheet and
the toned paper blended in quite well so I was very pleased with the results (figure 10).

Figure 9 – section showing tears and losses of print before treatment.

Figure 10 – section showing success of tear repairs and toned infill after treatment.
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3.3 External visits
My learning experiences were not restricted to within the archives. Whilst on my
placement I got a chance to visit a digitisation company just outside of Amsterdam
with Cristina and Jochem to see how many of the archival documents are digitised.
Andrea and I were also invited to a Conference held by the students of the
Conservation Masters course at the University of Amsterdam who were giving
presentations about preventive conservation projects they had been working on which
was a terrific opportunity to compare the teaching of conservation across institutions.
Cristina also kindly offered to organise a trip to the conservation department of the
Teylers museum in nearby Haarlem for Andrea and I; we were taken on a tour around
the conservation studio and shown some of the collection in the stores and afterwards
we had time to wander around the museum (figure 11 and 12).

Figure 11 – Natural history collection at the
Teylers Museum
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Figure 12 – Paintings collection at the Teylers
Museum

It is a beautiful building with a wonderful collection of objects ranging from scientific
artefacts, natural history and precious artworks and we were even lucky enough to be
shown some original Rembrandt sketches.
I also took the opportunity to visit the Fotomuseum in Rotterdam to meet photography
conservator Herman Maes. Herman had kindly agreed to meet me to discuss my
dissertation topic and to also talk in general about photography conservation as it is an
interest of mine that I have not had chance to yet explore in detail. Herman was really
helpful and gave me some great tips and contacts to help me start researching my
dissertation topic.
This placement gave the opportunity to explore many different aspects of conservation
and gave me an insight into the conservation world as a whole.
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4. My time in Amsterdam
My weekends and spare time were mostly spent exploring Amsterdam on my secondhand bike that I had bought. I visited the usual tourist sites such as the Rijks Museum
and Vondelpark and wondered around different food and antique markets like Jordaan
antique market, Albert cuyptmarkt and Waterlooplein flea market. My flatmate was
often busy working at weekends and so I spent quite a lot of time on my own but I
found that it was easy to keep myself busy with all the new and exciting sites there
were to explore.

Figure 13 – a windmill on a cycle ride along
the Amstel River.

On the weekends or evenings that Maud was free we would either cook together or go
out for a meal and explore the city; it really helped me to settle into the city having an
‘Amsterdammer’ to give me tips on local life and to chat to at the end of the day.
Whilst in Amsterdam I also had the chance to travel a little further afield. I went on a
beautiful cycle ride along the Amstel river passing windmills, canals and picturesque
towns such Ouderkirk en de Amstel. I also visited Delft, a quaint town famous for its
blue delftware pottery and one weekend I got the train to Brussels to visit my sister
and explore the city.
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5. Conclusion
My placement at the archives was an invaluable experience for me and I was very sad
to leave the team as they made me feel so welcome over my six weeks there. I had the
opportunity to hone the practical skills already touched upon in my studies whilst also
trying techniques that were completely new to me and my confidence in my practical
skills improved greatly because of this. I also got the chance to start working on my
dissertation through my meeting with Herman Maes and my first-hand experience in
conserving the architectural blueprint which will help me to direct my research over
the coming months. The placement gave me a real insight into what my future career
as a paper conservator might look like and gave me a renewed enthusiasm ready to
start my final year of my studies. I am excited to one day pursue a career in paper
conservation.

Figure 16 – Me and the team on my final day – I had made scones with jam and clotted cream to
thank them for having me at the archives.
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