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Introduction
My name is Janay Laudat and I am 29 years old and British. Since December last
year, I have been working as a paper conservator at the National Library of Ireland
(NLI) in Dublin. My role is a 12 month internship jointly funded by the Heritage
Council Ireland and the NLI. I recently finished my studies in MA Conservation at
Camberwell College of Arts in 2017, which a specialism in paper conservation. My
background is in Fine Art and Philosophy at the University of Reading where I was
first drawn to exploring the materiality and structural form of books, paper and
language.
During my paper conservation training, I developed a great interest in pigments and
their conservation issues. I was exposed to beautifully illuminated medieval
manuscripts while interning at Lambeth Palace Library and an array of pigments
used in traditional Chinese, Japanese and South Asian paintings as an intern at the
Hirayama Studio, British Museum.
My recent experience preparing 17th century Irish heraldic manuscripts for
digitisation at the NLI further ignited my interest in pigments found in medieval
manuscripts. The National Library of Ireland has a collection of approximately 1
million manuscripts relating to Ireland or written by Irish people, including many
rare early manuscripts written in Gaelic. I discovered this opportunity through my
mentor Louise O’Connor, paper conservator at the NLI. Noticing my interest in
pigments, Louise encouraged me to apply for the fellowship to attend the
Montefiascone Conservation Project course Recreating the Medieval Palette.
In November this year I will have begun a new role as a conservator at the John
Rylands Library in Manchester. I am excited to begin this next chapter of my career
and apply the knowledge of medieval pigments that I have gained on this course to
the conservation of the library’s special collections of early printed books, medieval
manuscripts and art on paper.

Study Trip Summary
In July this year, I was fortunate to receive generous funding from the Zibby Garnett
Trust to attend the 5 day course Recreating the Medieval Palette in Montefiascone,
Italy. The course focuses on the pigments used in Western and Islamic medieval
manuscripts.
The duration of my study trip was 7 days from the 21st to 28th July 2018. From
Dublin I flew to Rome for one short night on the 21st July and I spent 6 days and
exploring and studying in the historic town of Montefiascone. I also visited Viterbo,
the largest town 7km south of Montefiascone and concluded my trip with a day in
Rome.

Costs
The total cost of my trip was £1,108.26 (€1,253.84). I was awarded £900 towards
the cost of the trip from the Zibby Garnett Trust. I also secured additional funding
from the Institute of Conservators-Restorers Ireland of €72 (approximately £63).
The remaining costs were covered by savings from my salary.

Recreating the Medieval Palette
Location
Montefiascone is a small medieval walled town located about 100km north of
Rome in the region of Lazio, Italy. The town sits on the highest point of Mounts
Volsini, elevated 590 metres above Lake Bolsena an extinct volcanic crater
providing stunning panoramic views.

Fig. 1 View over Montefiascone from the Basilica of Santa Margherita

Fig. 2 Map of Montefiascone, Italy

Also known as Mons Faliscorum (Mountain of the Falisci) the town dates back to
the Etruscans and became an important place of papal residency in the Middle
Ages. I was thrilled to have a place on this course as it was my first visit to Italy and
an opportunity to study pigments in such a unique and beautiful location.

Fig. 3 Lake Bolsena seen from the Seminario Barbarigo

The course was located within the Seminario Barbarigo, a medieval seminary
perched at the top of the town with a spectacular view of the lake from our class
windows. It was built in 1686 by Marcantonio Barbarigo, the Cardinal and Bishop of
Montefiascone and Tarquinia, to educate priests in his diocese. Today the seminary
is still host to over 70 priests in training who can be seen walking the gardens of the
Rocca dei Papi (Fortress of the Pope).

The Monefiascone Conservation Project and Library
The seminary’s rich medieval library founded by Barbarigo contains over 5,000 early
medieval manuscripts many of which are in limp vellum bindings. The collection and
library storage areas had suffered years of neglect, water, insect and mould
damage. The Montefiascone Conservation Project has been ongoing since the late
1980s, gathering conservators from all over the world every year to help preserve
the library building and its special collections.

Fig. 4 Inside the Seminario Barbarigio, trompel'œil style wall painting

Fig. 5 Visit inside the library

Today every summer for one month, conservators come to Montefiascone to study
a variety of practical courses from pigments to Islamic bindings, using the library’s
collection as a first-hand resource for medieval bindings.

Fig. 6 Limp vellum bindings in the Seminary Library

Course Structure
The 5 day course Recreating the Medieval Palette focuses on pigments and binders
that made up the medieval colour palette in European and Islamic manuscript art.
The course structure consisted of pigment theory lectures in the morning to learn
more about the historic use, production and chemical composition of pigments. The
afternoons were for painting sample sessions. This allowed me to observe the
different characteristics of pigments, such as their appearance, viscosity, texture
and even smell, as well as first-hand experience of their preparation.
The course is taught by director of the project and book conservator Cheryl Porter. I
had first heard of The Montefiascone Conservation Project during my studies at
Camberwell College of Arts. I attended an incredibly informative talk given by
Cheryl on medieval red pigments such as cochineal. I also briefly discussed with her
some of the pigments and conservation issues I had been discovering on my
postgraduate project on the conservation of 19th century Chinese watercolour
album paintings with lead white discolouration. Cheryl Porter’s wealth of
knowledge was impressive and greatly motivated me to seek funding from the
Zibby Garnett Trust to attend the course.
The course was also a wonderful opportunity to meet a small group of like-minded
and friendly conservators from all over the world and share our experiences of
various pigments during their work.

The Palette
Over five days, I assumed the role of a medieval manuscript artist using original
medieval recipes to grind, blend and paint with a variety of materials such as
minerals, rocks, metals, insects and plants. The term ‘palette’ was invented in the
late Middle Ages with the first depictions found in the subject Saint Luke painting
The Virgin. Prior to the 15th century artists would often store pigments in shells. The
materials chosen on the palette were determined by what was available and
affordable at the time.

A binder, most commonly gum arabic
was added to change the viscosity of the
pigment. Medieval artists would adjust
the viscosity and type of binder
depending on the characteristics of the
pigments

and

the

desired

visual

appearance. Although vibrant pigments
get all the attention, I learnt just how
the important the binder is to hold
pigment particles together and onto the
page. I experimented with mixing
various viscosities of binders in shells

Fig. 7 Mixing pigments with gum arabic and
egg yoke binder

like classic medieval artists.
Artists also used proteinaceous binders egg white or egg yolk for some pigments
that require extra tack, strength or flexibility. Through experimentation in class I
saw that it also gave pigments a glossier finish. It is the deterioration of the binder
over time or an incorrect viscosity for the chosen pigment or substrate at the time
of application which contributes to the flaking and cracking of pigments observed in
many illuminated manuscript collections today. We had fun testing the tack and
viscosity of our gum arabic with our finger ‘tack test’.

Fig. 8 Finger Tack test for gum arabic binderF

Fig. 9 Binders gum Arabic (left) and egg yolk (right)

Inorganic colours
Earth colours
Cheryl described earth colours as the ‘work horses’ of the medieval palette. Earth
colours are the oldest pigments, used throughout the Middle Ages, The Renaissance
and up to today. Earth colours may not have the visual allure of natural mineral
pigments, but are essential to the medieval palette. I created samples of earth
colours such as yellow ochre, red ochre and green earth or terre verde, which are
commonly found in manuscripts.
Earths are high in iron content and contain manganese dioxide, silica and
aluminium. The hue and colour of earths are affected by the amounts of these
ingredients. Earths with coloured salts of iron and little clay content produce the
strongest colours, while earths with little iron and high clay content are termed a
bole. As I mixed the pigments with gum arabic binder, I found that earth colours
can be difficult to mix and apply to paper due to the bigger particles of silica.

Fig. 10 Mixing gum Arabic and egg yoke with red and yellow earth colours.

Earth colours had many advantages to medieval artists. They were cheap, widely
available, easy to prepare and chemically inert. They do not react with other
pigments nearby or on a paper substrate. They are also lightfast which makes earth
colours, such as red ochre, widely used in wall paintings and preparatory drawings
called Sinopia.

Green earth is the most frequently used earth colour in manuscript illuminations
and wall paintings for underpainting flesh, a technique derived from the Byzantine
Period that came to Southern Europe. Bohemian Green is a more yellow brown in
colour while the best quality comes from Verona and is a cool grey green. Yellow
ochre was also commonly used for flesh painting from the 8th-11th centuries and in
manuscripts to modify gold. It disappeared after the 12th century to be replaced by
gold and from then on was used mainly to modify red pigments.

Natural minerals
The natural minerals are produced by breaking up the mineral stone, grinding into a
powder and mixing with water and a thick gum arabic binder. I was excited to
experience using these pigments due to how prized and coveted they were during
the medieval era. Ultramarine, a blue pigment derived from the stone Lapis Lazuli,
was the most glamorous and expensive pigment of all. Mined in Ancient
Badakhshan, now Afghanistan for 6,000 years until the 19th century, it now comes
from Siberia, Spain and Chile. European and Islamic artists used ultramarine for the
most iconic areas. The 12th century saw an explosion of its use in European and
Persian manuscripts. It was so expensive that many manuscripts have been found
with losses in the blue areas due to opportunists scraping away the precious the
pigment.

Fig. 11 Ultramarine and ultramarine ash pigment

For natural mineral pigments, the production process dictates the quality. Lapis
lazuli was ground into a power, made into a paste with a mix of wax, oil or pine
resin, kneaded into a ball and soaked in an alkaline solution of wood ash. This

allowed the best qualities pigment to drop out first, the second knead produced the
second best quality and so on. Ultramarine ash, is a lower quality pigment
containing lots of impurities not removed during the production process. The high
silica content of ultramarine enabled it to be painted over azurite as a glaze.

Fig. 12 Azurite, Ultramarine and Malachite natural minerals and paint samples

Azurite, a basic copper acetate, was the most widely used blue between the 14 th to
17th century. It was a third of the price of ultramarine and more widely available.
Azurite and malachite, a sage green coloured natural mineral commonly used in
manuscripts, are two of my favourite pigments due its beautiful appearance and
popularity in East Asian paintings on paper. I was fascinated by the variety of
shades I could produce with azurite by modifying the amount of grinding. I
discovered the coarser the powder, the darker and richer the colour. The colour is
lost the more it is ground. After grinding, it is the particle size of azurite that affects
the tone and opacity of the blue. My experience of preparing natural minerals is
that there is a trade-off between paintability and colour.

Due to the large particle size of azurite, it is
difficult to paint with. Azurite, malachite and
ultramarine are all prone to flaking due to the
large granular particle size that easily comes
away during flexing of the substrate.
Orpiment or Kings Yellow was the main yellow
used in manuscripts until the 1400s and
common in Islamic, Persian and Hebrew
manuscripts. Orpiment is one of the most
reactive and poisonous pigments. It is most
commonly mixed with indigo. The striations of
Fig. 13 Grinding malachite pigment with
gum Arabic on glass

the pigment particles of the stone were visible
in class to the naked eye. Orpiment can often

be found in the gutter of manuscripts having flaked off the page. It cannot be mixed
with many inorganic pigments. Sulphuric pigments like orpiment cause the
tarnishing of silver and the darkening of copper and lead based pigments such as
lead white, commonly used for highlighting illuminations.

Synthetic Pigments
Synthetic pigments are pigments ‘made from alchemy’ meaning synthetic
chemistry. From the late 14th century these pigments could be bought from the
apothecary. However the technology to synthesis pigments was known since
ancient times. The early Egyptians synthesised Egyptian Blue in 3000 BC using it to
paint on papyri, sarcophagi, sculptures and wall paintings. During the course I
painted with synthetic pigments such as lead white, red lead, lead tin yellow and
vermillion, all very common in manuscripts. The production process is more
complex than natural minerals and earth colours. It often involves heating within a
container and allowing the pigment to evaporate, condense on a metal surface and
scrape off to make the pigment.

Fig. 14 Heraldic manuscript GO MS 31 with lead white pigment darkening from the National Library
of Ireland

The darkening of lead white, a basic lead carbonate, is a common occurrence in
collections and one I had encountered before during my studies at Camberwell
College of Arts and the National Library of Ireland. For medieval artists, its
poisonous nature was worth the risk for it’s opacity, whiteness and coverage,
luminosity and lightfastness, making it a prized pigment for highlights in
illuminations. Today it is easier to spot lead white in manuscripts by its darkened
appearance caused by a reaction to hydrogen sulphite, a pollutant common in
cities.
It may also react with the red pigment vermillion, a mercuric sulphite commonly
painted next to each other in manuscripts. Lead white pigment is also known to
flake away from the page. When painting with these colours myself I was fascinated
by how striking and vibrant the colours were. The lead based colours such as red
lead and lead tin yellow produced strong opaque colours.

Fig. 16 Chinese vermilion mixed with gum
arabic in a shell

Fig. 15 Mixing Cornelison Red Lead with
Orpiment

Red lead also known as ‘minium’ is one of the oldest and most reactive red
synthetic pigments, used extensively in manuscripts. It was used widely throughout
the Book of Kells. This is a 9th century monastic vellum manuscript of the Four
Gospels famous for its lavish illuminations that I recently visited in Trinity College,
Dublin. Red lead is also one of the most reactive. It turns brown in the presence of
nitrite acetic acid, white around hydrochloride and black near hydrogen sulphite. It
was cheaper than the rare and expensive vermillion (cinnabar).
Vermillion is produced by mixing mercury and sulphur over heat and grinding up
the recondensed pigment. It is the only synthetic pigment mixed with an egg yoke
binder. It tends to blacken and can be a source of acetic acid that can affect green
pigments.
I really enjoyed the physicality of preparing synthetic pigments. Verdigris had to be
scraped off a copper cylinder before grinding on glass using a figure of eight
motion. Verdigris, a copper based green, is one of the most unstable and reactive
pigments causing copper staining, strikethrough and losses to paper substrates. As
a conservator verdigris is problematic to treat. It is fugitive, soluble in acids,
decomposes near heat and turns black near sulphuric pigments.

Fig. 18 Scraping off Verdigris pigment from
a metal cylinder

Fig. 17 Verdigris condensed on a metal
cylinder

Cheryl shared techniques for treating manuscripts with verdigris, such as A4M
methylcellulose remoistenable tissues on Japanese paper reactivated with 50:50
IMS and water.
Metals
Metals such as gold, silver and copper were very commonly used as highlights in
medieval manuscripts. Silver is a problematic metal prone to tarnishing. It was very
commonly used for illuminations of armour and heraldry in Western manuscripts
and in Islamic traditions as the pigment to depict water.
The earliest use of gold was on papyrus in 2300 BC in the Egyptian Book of the
Dead. Gold was rarely used in illuminations before 1200 AD, and then only in
prestigious books. In the Islamic world it was used for gold writing. I discovered the
incredible variety of gold based pigments. Shell gold replaced leaf gold after its
invention in the late 14th century. This can be applied just as paint. Mosaic gold is a
disulfide of tin and not genuine gold. It has more of a brownish tone and is often
seen painted beside genuine gold pigments.
Learning to apply gold leaf to paper was one of my favourite parts of the course. It
was also the most delicate due to the thin foil like sheet flying away with the slightly
breath or movement. To apply, the gold leaf is cut using a gilding knife and then
using a squirrel hair brush, the leaf is slowly place onto a bole ground.

The bole, a heavy clay earth colour, was used under gold leaf as a cushion, to
enable the gold leaf to be mouldable. Bole is full of clay and quite greasy in texture.
It comes in a variety of colours such as Armenian bole which is red and French bole
which was commonly grey. Bole is the only earth that uses egg white as a binder,
never gum. The egg white gives the bole strength, flexibility and tackiness to adhere
gold leaf to a page.

Fig. 19 Laying gold leaf down onto a red bole

Fig. 20 Variety of shell gold pigments

Once fully dry, excess gold leaf is brushed off the surface and the gold is then
burnished with an agate burnisher to ensure adhesion and increase its gloss. To test
if the gold leaf is dry, I learnt to exhale onto the area. The moisture of the breath
will change the colour of the gold. If it returns to its original colour straight away it
is dry, if not, further drying time is needed. For illuminations, the gold is the first
thing to be laid down upon the page, due to the burnishing action needed. The
lustre of the gold can be adjusted depending on the type of ground and the quality
of the binder.

Organic colours
Organic pigments are derived from plants or animals and have been used in
manuscripts from early times. The colours do not last and are difficult to store. To
solve this problem historically organic colours were stored as ‘cloth-lets’. The plants
were soaked in warm water and small squares of textile often wool were used to
soak up the colour, then wrapped away from sunlight. To use the cloth-let, it was
soaked in gum and water, allowed the colour to bleed out and then paint with the
solution. Plants may also be soaked in water, then poured out onto chalk or lead
white. This however did not produce a fantastic colour.
From the 14th century, it was found that the best way to preserve an organic colour
was to produce a lake, which is the process of turning organic plants into a pigment.
A lake is a ‘dye stuff’ made from organic matter that is precipitated onto a
colourless mineral base. Lakes were used in easel paintings as a glaze after the 14th
century and are used to modify colours such as blues to purples. Glazes also gave
the painting more dimension and could be used instead of a hatching technique to
create shadow. The process of making lakes is an exciting one and was
demonstrated by Cheryl.

Fig. 21 & Fig. 22 Creating lake dyes and holding up a fondant

Aluminium hydroxide is a salt found in nature that is used as the base. It is slightly
acidic so it intensifies the colour and moves it towards the yellow end of the
spectrum. Then potassium carbonate is added to create a dense fondant, which
forces the plant matter to chemically attach itself to the alum. The alum and
pigment are no longer soluble and sink to the bottom, enabling us to filter it off.
It was fascinating experiencing the dramatic changes of organic colours as we
painted with each stage of the lake process. I witnessed this most with the red and
yellow organic colours such as madder, brazilwood, saffron, weld and insect dyes
such as lac dye. The organics would change colour depending on the type of paper,
as the pigment reacted to differences in pH, such as calcium fillers.

Fig. 23 Pigment samples using lac dye, brazilwood and madder lakes

Saffron, a yellow organic used since 1800 BC in wall paintings for images of women,
is highly expensive and valued. It is made from only the stigma of the flower. As a
dye it is only used with textiles such as silk. As a pigment it was used as a glaze on
gold in Islamic manuscripts. A common mix is saffron and verdigris, and at times
vermillion. It is extremely fugitive.

Fig. 24 Weld lake samples (Left) & Fig. 25 Red organic pigments from insect
dyes: Kermes insects (Top Right) and sticklac (Bottom Right)

The history of blue organic colours is a fascinating one. Blue as a colour exists rarely
in nature. For the Greeks and Romans blue was unimportant often merely a
background colour, with black, yellow and gold taking prominence. For the Romans,
dark blue signified death and the underworld and in China and Egypt, blue signified
mourning. Between 6-8th century blue was seen in some fabrics. Between 9th-10th
century in the Church blue was the colour of peasantry. From the 12 th century, the
Western world began importing indigo, originally from Yemen. This created a
dramatic rise in the popularity and importance of the colour blue.
Indigo was historically transported in ‘indigo chests’ made of
cedar wood. Indigo was used to dye paper and leather and
was widely used in Indian and Persian manuscripts. Medieval
artists would often mix indigo and orpiment together to
produce a green paint which I had the chance to try myself.
Orpiment was cheaper than saffron and less susceptible to
fading. Indigo can be mixed with either an egg or gum binder.
Artists such as Peter Paul Rubens and Frans Hals mixed indigo
with more expensive blues such as ultramarine or azurite.

Fig. 26 Indigo

Fig. 27 Indigo pigment with gum arabic and samples using woad and indigo mixed with orpiment

I also studied other blue organics such as woad, smalt and logwood which is very
fugitive. The use of indigo fell away with the invention of the synthetic Prussian
Blue. Smalt and woad were commonly used in the 17th century in Europe to colour
paper blue.
Indigo was often mixed with lead white to brighten the colour. Indigo fades very
quickly under light exposure and is alcohol soluble. As a paper conservator blue
signatures are very common and often used indigo mixed with other water soluble
blue dyes. For future treatment, I now will always test blue signatures with both
alcohol and water.

Fig. 28 Buckthorn berries and pigment

Buckthorn varies in colour making vibrant organic yellows when unripe and a sap
green colour with the addition of alum. It was used to dye hats and clothing of the
Jews in Persia in the Middle Ages and was the symbol of ‘The Other’.
Inks and Dyes
On the final day of the course we studied the production and use of inks and dyes.
An ink is defined as ‘the liquid medium by which words or characters are recorded
on a support material in a more or less permanent form’. Inks are typically brown or
black. I learnt that there are five important qualities for a good ink. An ink must
flow thinly from the pen, be thick enough to not blur or spread out onto the page,
have good adhesion to the surface and good colour with depth that is sustained for
many years.
The supports used as a writing surface has evolved over time, beginning with the
cuneiform from 3000 BC as the earliest form of writing where no ink but a stylus is
used to create marks in the stone. Ink begins to appear with Chinese oracle bones
where scratches are filled in with carbon or black soot.
Carbon black and iron gall ink were the earliest inks. Carbon black is the suspension
of charred organic material such as wood or vine stalks in water with a binder,
which historically has been tree gum, honey or animal glues. It is used by both
Western and Eastern traditions. This included papyri and palm leaf manuscripts.
Iron gall ink is made from ferrous sulphate, tannins and a binder commonly gum
arabic. The tannins derive from galls, small protective casings formed around the
laid egg of gall wasps in a variety of oak trees. The shade varies from blue black to
brown. Iron gall ink is found on a large proportion of the Irish manuscript collection
and also found in the prints and drawings collection at the National Library of
Ireland. So I was really interested to learn more about how the medieval artists
prepared iron gall ink and test its application on paper myself.
The iron content gives the ink its permanence as it sinks in and reacts with the
substrate. The iron-tannin ink compounds are typically highly iron corrosive and
highly acidic which accelerate paper degradation. The formation of characteristic

‘halos’, areas of brown discolouration around the ink inscription, strikethrough and
paper losses from corrosion are common characteristics. At the NLI I have been
using gelatine remoistenable tissues to repair manuscripts written in iron gall ink
for digitisation with minimal use of moisture.

Fig. 29 Ferrous sulphate and oak
galls

Fig. 30 Iron gall ink corrosion on paper of NLI heraldic
manuscript GO MS 85

We used quills to paint with a variety of carbon inks such as lamp black, ivory black,
bone black as well as India ink and iron gall ink. I learnt about the how quills were
made and adjusted to the hand of the user. It was interesting trying to find a rare
quill made for my left hand by the feel of the quill and flow of the ink.

Conservation Issues
A key aspect of the course for me was learning how
to identify pigments by appearance and the common
conservation issues. Pigments can also be identified
through the associated paper degradation caused by
iron gall ink and copper based pigments. The course
also covered the permanence of pigments and their
best environmental and display conditions, which is
very useful for my future work on exhibitions.

Fig. 31 Writing with a quill in iron gall
ink

Cultural sites in Montefiascone
The town of Montefiascone is packed full of
historic sites to explore. Having such a friendly
group meant that time after class was spent
socialising with fellow conservators as we
visited cultural sites, the black sandy beach of
Lake Bolsena and the fresh food market. In the
evenings we sampled the famous local wine
‘Est!

Est!

Est!’

and

local

restaurants

overlooking the lake.
The town is home to Basilica of Santa
Margherita, previously a Roman Catholic

Fig. 32 Basilica of Santa Margherita

cathedral which has the second largest dome
in Italy covered in beautiful paintings. It also contains the underground Crypt of St.
Lucia Filippini. I also visited The Church of Santa Maria in Castello o della Neve, a
small chapel built in the 13th century with an original fresco. I climbed up to the top
of The Rocca dei Papi, the Fortress of the Pope, which provided incredible views
over Montefiascone and Lake Bolsena.

Fig. 33 Wall painting in The Church of Santa Maria in
Castello o della Neve

Viterbo
Viterbo is the largest town nearest to Montefiascone, just 7km south in the region
of Lazio. The city is also home to one of the oldest surviving medieval walled
quarters in Italy called the San Pellerino quarter built in 11th – 12th century. There I
stumbled across a ceramics studio called Artistica Laboratorio di Ceramica Art and
Restoration Studio, the last remaining studio in Viterbo since 1999. There I met
Daniela who shared with us how they have been reviving the blue relief decoration
technique of ‘Zaffera’ which dates back to the 1400s.

Fig. 34 The ceramics studio1

The designs are transferred onto ceramic with a
pouncing technique, which is then painted by hand
and baked in the oven. The blue reliefs of animals
and fauna, such as dogs, flowers, fruit, fish and
chimera are to symbolise different meanings.
Daniela discussed the pigments such as cobalt,
smalt and earth colours that she used to create the
motifs in her ceramics. It was wonderful to hear
the medieval pigments I had learnt about all week
Fig. 35 Dainela using the technique
Zaffera

being used in a local working ceramics studio
passionate

about

reviving

techniques.

1

Copyright of Artistica Laboratorio di Ceramica Art and Restoration Studio.

medieval

craft

Rome
On my first full night in Rome I spent the evening exploring the dynamic district of
Testaccio while staying with the lovely Italian theatre artists Dani, Giovanni and
their dog Cosimo. Testaccio has a rich culinary history as the site for the Emporium
port. It delivered all of Rome’s food supply which arrived in clay vessels called
amphorae. The archaeological remains of 53 million brokens jars can still be seen
today on Monte Testaccio Hill. While visiting I also tasted the Testaccio street food
of Trapizzino, famous for their delicious triangular cone pizzas.
Arriving on a very hot and very busy Saturday morning to the Vatican Museum was
big change from the very relaxed slow pace of life in Montefiascone. I was in awe of
the immense scale of the museum and the incredible cultural objects in it. A week
learning about the historical use of pigments increased my appreciation of the
range of colours found in panel paintings, frescos, tapestries and wall paintings. It
was also interesting to see archaeological finds of ancient Etruscan ceramics from
the area of Montefiascone when it was formerly an Etruscan strong hold.

Fig. 36 Gallery of Tapestries, Vatican Museum. 16th century Flemish tapestries in the school of
Raphael

I had initially planned my trip around visits to the libraries Biblioteca Angelica,
Casanatense and Vallicelliana. After booking my flights for my study trip, to my
dismay, I discovered that the libraries close for a 6 week summer break either

entirely or on weekends, starting the week before I arrived in Rome. Unfortunately
it could not be possible to coincide these visits with the timing of the
Montefiascone Conservation Project course and with my work commitments in
Dublin, but it gave me even more reason to return to the wonderful city of Rome in
the future.

Fig. 37 The Trevi Fountain (Left) and Fig. 38 The Pantheon (Right)

However I decided to make the most of my time in Rome by visiting cultural sites
such as The Pantheon, The Trevi Fountain and The Piazza Navona. I had my first
authentic Italian gelato in historic restaurant and gelateria Tre Scalini founded in
1815 and famous for its truffle desert the “Tartufo”. It is based in the Piazza
Navona, the beautiful 15th century Baroque-style piazza adorned with three
magnificent fountains. I finished my visit off with a trip to restaurant and bakery
Antico Forno Roscioli for really outstanding pizza in true Rome style.

Fig. 39 & Fig. 40 Gelato and Tartufo in The Piazza Navona

Conclusion
Overall I had a fantastic study trip and this was an invaluable experience studying
medieval pigments under Cheryl Porter’s expert instruction. It was the ideal
friendly, open and playful learning environment with each day packed full of
fascinating new information. I have much greater confidence visually identifying
pigments and the ability to use my increased historical knowledge of methods of
production and use to further aid identification. This course has strengthened my
understanding of how these materials react on a chemical level with the
environment and also with each other. As a paper conservator this improved
knowledge is extremely helpful for making safe treatment decisions when treating
coloured media.
I have left the course not only with new knowledge but a wealth of physical
pigment samples on paper. I see this as my own personal visual reference library
which will be very useful for my work as a paper conservator. As methods of nondestructive sampling of pigments are very limited, conservators often rely on visual
identification. I also came away from this trip having met wonderful fellow
conservators, a larger professional network and having learnt a lot through their
shared experiences.
My first taste of Italy did not disappoint. I was lucky to have met such friendly and
vibrant people and experience places filled with wonderful history and art at every
turn. Having spent a week preparing pigments using medieval recipes which at
times were more craft than strict science, I saw the passion for local craft in many
of the people that I met and places visited.
This course could not have been better timed for progressing my professional
career as I begin my new role at the John Rylands Library. I am deeply grateful to
the Zibby Garnett Trust for supporting me in funding this unique learning
opportunity in the beautiful town of Montefiascone.

