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Introduction
My name is Jolanta Tursa and I am from Latvia, but for past 9 years I
have lived in London. I am 30 years old and am studying for my Masters Degree
at University of the Arts London, specialising in paper conservation.
I am particularly interested in the conservation of photographic materials
and that is why I was offered by my course leader to have a study placement at
FoMu Fotomuseum, which sounded perfect. In the future I would like to work in
an institution that has photographic materials in their collection. Miriam
Kleingelting, my classmate, was offered study placement at FoMu Fotomuseum
and received the Zibby Garnett Travel Fellowship as well.
I heard about the Zibby Garnett Travel Fellowship from my peers, who
had received funding for their study placements in previous years.

Summary of trip/itinerary
Date

Details

26th June

Arriving to Antwerp by Eurostar, checking in AirBnB, visiting
degree show at Royal Academy of Fine Arts Antwerp

27th June

Starting work at FoMu, BBQ with FoMu collegues, two
exhibition openings at FoMu

30th June

Cycled to Doel - almost abandoned village near nuclear power
plant (50km return).

1st July

Visited Plantin-Moretus Museum in Antwerp

7th July

Travelled to Ghent: visited Museum of Fine Arts, Gravensteen
Castle and Alijn House.

21st July

Travelled to Brussels: visited flea market, Royal Museums of
Fine Arts Belgium, Kanal Centre Pompidou

22nd July

Visited Rubens House in Antwerp

27th July

Travelling to Latvia by Ryanair

Table 1. Itinerary of the study trip to Belgium.

2

Costs
Costs of my travel and stay in Antwerp came to approximately £973.25,
which was slightly less than I anticipated.
Miriam and I shared our grocery expenses and we cooked dinners and
packed lunches together. As ICOM members we gained free entry in all
museums we visited. These small things reduced my initial anticipated budget of
£1051. The Zibby Garnett Travel Fellowship generously awarded me £1000.

Study Trip
Antwerp – history and present life

Figure 1. Location of Belgium in relationship to
UK. Courtesy of www.google.co.uk/maps

Figure 2. Map of Belgium
highlighting Antwerp. Courtesy
of www.123rf.com

Antwerp is the capital of Antwerp province in Flanders – Dutch side of
Belgium. It is the second largest city in Belgium, after Brussels, and its
metropolitan area houses around 1,200,000 people. Antwerp is on the River
Scheldt, linked to the North Sea by the Westerschelde estuary.
By the first half of the 14th century, Antwerp had become the most
important trading and financial centre in Western Europe, its reputation was
based largely on its seaport and wool market. The city has experienced downfalls
and rises over the centuries. Nowadays the Port of Antwerp is one of the biggest
in the world, ranking second in Europe and within the top 20 globally.
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Figure 4. Miriam and I in the old town of Antwerp.
Behind us is Town Hall that is being refurbished.

Figure 3. My boyfriend and I in
beautiful Antwerp Central
Station.

Antwerp has very varied architecture; along each other stand Gothic and
Renaissance buildings and eclectic and modern buildings. During our stay we
noticed that construction and renovation in the city was running in full swing.

Figure 5. When my boyfriend
came to visit we rented bikes
and cycled to a flea market just
outside Antwerp. Sofie, the
conservator, was selling her
childhood toys there.

Antwerp is very cyclist friendly, with many cyclist lanes and priorities.
The city is perfect size to cycle around and it has its own city bicycles that can be
rented. The bicycles are parked in stations and with prepaid card they can be
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unlocked. Miriam’s friends, who live in Antwerp, lent us their yearly Velo passes
and we used bicycles to get everywhere. I downloaded the Antwerp Velo app to
see nearby stations and to see if there were any bikes or free locks available,
which was very useful. It took us about 40 minutes to cycle to FoMu our first
couple of times, but when we got adjusted to the route and using city bikes we
could get to FoMu in 25 minutes.
In Antwerp we stayed in Borgerhout district, which was very diverse,
with Moroccan, Orthodox Jewish and Polish communities living alongside each
other. There were many trendy restaurants and bars in the area and, though a bit
rough, it has been renounced as one of the “coolest areas” in Antwerp. Miriam
and I stayed in a one-bedroom AirBnb flat with a terrace. Because of the warm
evenings, very often we enjoyed our dinner on the terrace.

Figure 6. Kitchen in the flat.

Figure 7. A terrace.
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FoMu Fotomuseum

Figure 8. FoMu
building. Courtesy of
www.behance.net

The history of museum can be dated back to 1965 with the exhibition 125
Years of Photography at the Provinciaal Museum voor Kunstambachten
Sterckshof. In later years, materials from this exhibition created the core of the
photographic department collection at Sterckshof museum. In 1980, the
photographic department separated from Sterckshof museum and became
Museum voor Fotografie. In 1986, the museum moved to its current building.
Over the years they have expanded the museum facilities. The last expansion, the
new collection tower, was finished in 2016. When we arrived the new tower
block, with a library, collection storage facilities and new exhibition space had
just opened to the public. The museum had to do monitoring of the new facilities
for a year, before they could start using them. New tower block is built in a
passive way, which means it is energy efficient and environmentally friendly.

Figure 9. Because there have been some
moisture problems, framed photos
storage in new tower block is still empty
and being monitored.

Figure 10. Sofie showing us around
the collections department.
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The museum has a very large team and many departments - curators, an
in-house photographer, technicians, a conservator, archivists, etc. The head of the
collections department is Ann Deckers, who used to be a conservator at the
museum herself. Sofie Muewes, who is the only conservator in the museum
supervised us.

Figure 11. Photographs taken from
gravestones.

Figure 12. A small part of the camera collection.

FoMu has very large collection of photographic materials and equipment
from mid 19th century till present day. The museum is still acquiring
contemporary photographic works and accepting donations, thus expanding their
collection. It was fascinating to see the variety of different photographic media
that the museum have in their collection, starting from more common, like
daguerreotypes to very unusual photographs from gravestones.

Figure 13 and 14. View from exhibition space to the conservation studio, where we
were working.

There was the Collections in Transit exhibition on at the time, when we
were working at FoMu. The exhibition focused on the museum’s collection,
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preservation and conservation of the collection, as well as its safe transfer to the
new tower block storage facilities. The conservation and archiving work was on
show as well. The conservation studio had glass walls and was located in the
middle of exhibition space, so the visitors could see conservation in progress. We
were working in this conservation studio most of the time.

Conservation Projects
Le Lynx photo agency negatives
The first task we were involved in was condition checking, cleaning and
rehousing of glass plate and plastic film negatives from Le Lynx photo agency’s
collection. Most of the collection was already assessed and cleaned and we did
the last remaining boxes.
The Joseph Quatannens (Le Lynx) archive was moved from Anderlecht
to FOMU in 1997. The archive includes over 12,000 photographic images, the
majority on glass, but some also on film. The collection consists of negatives
from around 1920’s to 1970’s.

Figure 15. Acidic film boxes.

All negatives were stored in acidic film boxes (Fig. 15) and sometimes
they were mixed – 6x8/9 glass plate negatives, 6x8/9 plastic film and 35 mm film
together. Some negatives were in glassine sleeves or paper envelopes. Envelopes
usually had titles or inscriptions on them, which I would register on the condition
checking sheet.
First they had to be condition checked. We were given a sheet with
possible degradation and had to check appropriate boxes. The condition check
forms were in Dutch so Sophie, the conservator, had to translate them for us. But
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after the third sheet we already knew the English translations of the most
frequent forms of damage.
When condition check was done, all
negatives had to be cleaned with a soft
brush and the glass plates had to be cleaned
with ethanol and water solution as well. The
glass negative can be cleaned only on the
support side and solutions of 30:70, 50:50,
70:30 were used, depending how dirty and
mouldy the negative was. Cotton buds were
used to clean the negatives. We rolled
cotton buds on a wooden stick, which
allowed more precise movements and used
less cotton, rather than using just cotton
buds. When the glass negative was cleaned
with solution it had to be wiped with tissue.
We used Kleenex tissues.
Figure 16.

Figure 17.

Figure 18.

The negatives were then placed in PAT four-flaps. The sequence to close
the four-flap can be seen in the image (Fig 17). It is important to fold the bottom
flap first so the negative (especially glass, which is heavy) does not fall out when
handled.
We were at the last stages of this rehousing project so there were not
many four-flap sizes left and the remaining ones were too big for some of the
negatives (Fig. 18).
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The negatives were then
stored in archival boxes, which
unfortunately were not acid free.
The conservator was aware of that
and FoMu has a plan to order new
boxes at some point in the future.
The negatives were stored
Figure 19.

horizontally on top of each other.
There were two size boxes, bigger

and smaller. Both of them had a space left, when the negatives were placed in the
box, which I found could be a problem when handling, as the negatives had a
space for movement and could possibly break.
Every 4-flap and box had its own individual reference number, which
will be used in archiving and creating metadata.

Figure 20. Vinegar syndrome, tunnelling
and bubbles on support side. The antihalo layer is detaching from plastic
layer.

I really enjoyed this project as I could observe and learn about many different
degradation forms of plastic film and glass negatives, especially negatives on an
acetate support. I learned how to do condition check and clean negatives.
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Making housing for broken glass plate negatives from Le Lynx collection
In one of the negative boxes from the Le Lynx collection four glass plate
negatives were broken. We had to make storage for them. It was very exciting, as
we had never done it before.

Figures 21 and 22. Broken glass negatives.

The first thing to do was to find and arrange the pieces that belonged to
each negative. It was not very complicated as the pieces were quite big. Then I
cleaned both sides of the negative with a soft brush and cleaned the glass side
with a cotton swab and 30:70 ethanol/water solution.

Figures 23 and 24. Cutting out shapes of the broken glass negative in Ethafoam.

Shapes of the broken pieces were cut in Ethafoam (polyethylene foam).
The pieces of the glass plate would be stored in intended cut on top of another
polyethylene foam and PAT paper, and housed in an archival box. This was the
first time I came across use of Ethafoam in museums and before doing research
on this material I did not feel confident using it as a housing material. By a
general search online I found that it has been used as a housing material for
storing objects in museums. Overall it seems to be easy to use and a versatile
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material, though it might scratch the glass plate as it is very porous with a rough
surface.

The largest piece
of the broken negative
was cracked and was
holding together mostly
by the emulsion layer. It
needed extra protection.
Figure 25. Housing of broken glass negatives.

Miriam came up with an
idea

to

create

paper

mount that would support and protect the pieces during handling. It could be
taken out with the loose tabs.
Because there was no pressure on the Ethafoam piece, the glass pieces
were sliding in the box. Extra two Ethafoam pieces were placed on top of the
structure to create pressure, thus the glass negative pieces were stabilized.
The content of the box was labelled as fragile.

De Reu donation
We did surface cleaning and condition checking of glass plate
positives/lantern slides from De Reu donation. The donation was new and still
had to be researched, but from the content we could see the images were of
China, India, a flood in Paris in 1910 and other unidentifiable places. Some of
the slides were reproductions of publication photographs (they still had labels
and were grainier than originals) and some seemed to be originals.
There were positives that were printed on glass and another piece of glass
was taped to the emulsion side to protect it. Some were printed on plastic film
and sandwiched between glass plates. Many positives had a blacked out border
around the image.
We followed the same procedure as the Le Lynx collection to do surface
cleaning and condition checking.
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Most of the glass plates were in fair condition. The most common
damages were dirt and fingerprints on the glass and mould on the emulsion or
between the glass plates. Fingerprints were very greasy, probably from the
adhesive that was used for the black tape.
Because these were positives, we could enjoy interesting and beautiful
photographs alongside our conservation work.

Figure 26. A retouched glass positive.

Figure 27. Glass positive.
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Cleaning of “Mammoet” camera

Figure 28. Vacuuming the
dust.

FoMu has a large format camera in their collection, that they call
Mammoet

(Mammoth) camera due to its magnitude. It is exhibited in the

museum and cannot be moved to another floor or storage space because of its
size. It was used to create reproductions of maps on glass plate negatives (1x1.2
m) and is about 2 by 6 meters in size. It is constructed from linen bellows with
leather edges, a wooden and metal frame. Inside of the bellows is probably made
of board.
We cleaned the camera by brushing the dust from flat surfaces and the
bellows into a museum vacuum cleaner with a HEPA filter. On vertical, round or
hard to reach surfaces we used different size nozzles and vacuumed the dust
straight into the vacuum. The vacuum and brush did not remove dust in the small
creases so we wiped most areas with a soft tissue as well.

Figure 29. To reach narrow areas we used dry
cotton swabs.

Figure 30. Sand like dust came out from
narrow areas, it was vacuumed straight away.
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Figure 31. Vacuum nozzles and brushes we
used to clean the camera.

Figure 32. Mould underneath the bellows.

We found mould on the bottom of the bellows and it seemed, that this
area had been wet at some point. There was white mould on the linen bellows
and yellow and white mould on the wooden frame. Some mould was on metal as
well.
We cleaned the camera up to the mouldy part, because we were not sure
how to clean it. The next morning we had to ask Sofie’s advice and she advised
us to clean the mould with ethanol.
We cleaned the mould with paper tissue slightly soaked in 100% ethanol,
not making the tissue too wet. The paper tissue disintegrated quickly so we had
to change them quite often. For hard to reach areas we used cotton swabs soaked
in ethanol. In some parts the staining from the mould did not come off but the
mould mostly came off easily.

Figure 33. Cleaning the mould.

Figure 34. Miriam and I cleaning the
camera.

I really enjoyed this project as it gave me insight into materials we have
not worked on in our course and by working so close with the camera, I learned
about its construction. It was probably was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to
work on a camera of this scale.
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Cookie tins with photo reproductions of Belgian Royal family
FoMu has a very diverse collection of photographic materials and
reproductions and one of them is cookie tins with photo reproductions of the
Belgian Royal family. Sofie acquired most of the cookie tins in flea markets and
when we visited a flea market near Antwerp, we noticed many being sold there.
The collection is in the Collections in Transit exhibition at the moment.
We had to do surface cleaning and removal of any possible stickers.

Figure 35. Materials and order used to clean
the tins.

Figure 36. Cleaning a tin with soapy water and
sponge. On the tin is pictured King Baudouin.

First the tin had to be cleaned with a brush. Then the outside and inside of
the box was cleaned with a sponge and soapy deionised water. Dreft (Belgian
brand name for Fairy) was the detergent that we used, as it removes dirt and
grease well. We used a very small amount of Dreft in a bowl of water. The
newest tins had a more tacky grease on the outside of the tin than the older ones
and I found it very hard to remove it. These tins could not be cleaned thoroughly
because the sponge was too abrasive to attempt removing the grease by rubbing.
When the surface was cleaned with soapy water, the soap residue was
cleaned with a cloth and deionised water. And the final step was drying with a
tissue and air-drying.
Newer tins still had cookie crumbs inside that had to be brushed away.
Most tins had grooves inside, which accumulated dirt and rust (older tins) and
crumbs (newer tins). Grooves were cleaned with thin needle for crumbs and
cotton buds for rust and dirt.
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Figure 37. Removing adhesive
with ethanol/water solution.

Some tins had price tags from flea markets that had to be removed. Most
of them could be removed mechanically with ease, but some left an adhesive
layer on the tin or could not be removed mechanically. A solution for that was, to
try to remove it by gently rubbing with sponge soaked with soapy water, or if it
did not work, then with 30:70 ethanol/water solution and a cotton bud. Care
should be taken when using an ethanol/water solution, as some tins had a layer
that peeled off with use of ethanol.
Even though it was mostly just surface cleaning, it was interesting to
work on this project, as again, metal is a material we have not worked with on
our course. During this project we learned not only about conservation practices
but about the Belgian Royal family as well.
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Other smaller projects

Figure 38. Myself testing adhesives.

Alongside longer projects we did some smaller ones. For example, we
had to package several framed photographs for storage, we removed adhesives
from books that will be exhibited next year and we did adhesive tests. By doing
all these tasks, I learned something new.
Even though a basic procedure, I had never done packaging on large
framed photographs. It took a lot of care and I learned what materials museums
use and how to package photographs correctly.
Next year at FoMu will be a large exhibition on photo books and the
curator asked us, if we could remove some library stickers from some of the
books. It was easy to remove some of them, but some, especially books with
textile cover, left residue, which could be removed with 30:70 ethanol/water
solution and a cotton swab.
Sofie gave us a lecture on adhesives and explained which adhesives she
uses in her practice. Some of the adhesives I had not even heard of and they are
not commonly used in conservation in England. Sofie showed us her sample
book and that we could make our own. We tested various adhesives with various
sample papers. In future we can observe how various adhesives react and age.
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Visits to museums

Figure 39. Garden of Plantin-Moretus house.

During our stay in Belgium we visited many museums in Antwerp, Ghent
and Brussels. One of most exciting visits was to the Old Masters Museum in
Brussels, which has the second largest Peter Bruegel I collection in the world.
Along with physical paintings, high-resolution digital reproductions of sketches
and paintings could be seen at the museum (and on Google Cultural Institute web
page).

Figure 40. Restoration of the Ghent Altarpiece in
MSK.

Figure 41. Myself observing various
characters in Bruegel’s painting.

Just like at FoMu, at Museum of Fine Arts in Ghent (MSK), there were
restoration processes on show. Visitors could watch the restoration of The
Adoration of the Mystic Lamb by the Van Eyck brothers (more commonly known
as the Ghent Altarpiece), which started in October 2012. It was a weekend,
when we were there, so unfortunately there were no conservators present.
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In Antwerp it was a pleasure to visit the Plantin-Moretus Museum, a 16th
century building, which was Moretus dynasty’s printing and publishing house for
centuries. The museum houses two of the oldest surviving printing presses in the
world, which are more than 400 years old. It has a beautiful garden that is kept in
a 16th century manner, with herbs and plants that were common at that time.
Other museums that we visited were Rubens House and the Museum of
Modern Art in Antwerp, House of Alijn and Gravensteen Castle in Ghent,
Magritte Museum, Fin de Siecle Museum and new Kanal Centre Pompidou in
Brussels.
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Leisure
We asked our colleagues at FoMu and Miriam’s friends who live in
Antwerp, which places to visit in Antwerp and Belgium. To experience the
lifestyle and culture, we tried to do and see as much as possible during our stay
there. A volunteer at FoMu advised us to visit Zommerbars – bars that are
opened just during summer months. There is even a website with all best
Zommerbars in Antwerp. The ones that we visited turned out to be very trendy
bars in interesting locations.

Figures 42 and 43. Zommerbars in Antwerp – Bar Paniek (right) and Bar Noord (left).

Just like all of the Europe, the heatwave had hit Belgium and we enjoyed
the nice weather while we were in Antwerp. Another suggestion was to swim in
Boekenberg public outdoor swimming pond, which was perfectly cooling on hot
summers day.

Figure 44. Boekenberg public outdoor swimming pond.
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During our stay in Antwerp, FIFA world cup was running. I am not
interested in football at all, but it was hard to not feel everyone’s excitement and
high spirits about Belgium’s success. We watched some games in local bars and
experienced the excitement of the locals.
Belgium has very good and considerably cheap train links. We visited
Ghent and Brussels, which were quite different cities from Antwerp and each
other. Ghent has a very beautiful medieval architecture and is very lively, with
many tourist destinations. Brussels has beautiful architecture as well, but it
seemed a more modern city. When we arrived at Brussels it was Belgium’s
Independence Day and all of the city was celebrating.

Figure 45. Belgium Independence Day in
Brussels.

Figure 46. Thank-you dinner for
Julia and welcome dinner for my
friend Rasa, who came over to visit.

On our last week at Antwerp we prepared a thank you dinner for Miriam’s friend
Julia, who showed us around Antwerp and helped us during our stay there.
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Conclusion
I truly enjoyed my experience in Belgium and FoMu Fotomuseum.
Although I did not do as much restoration as I initially intended and most
projects were condition checking and cleaning, I learned a lot about the
conservation of photographic materials. Sofie was truly generous with her
knowledge and was open to all our questions, about her experience as a
conservator, deterioration and the conservation of photographic materials.
During the Le Lynx project, I observed and learned about deterioration of glass
and film negatives and learned about their safe handling. It was interesting to see
how such a large museum as FoMu operates and how various photographic
materials are stored.
I learned how conservation practices differ in other countries/institutions
– small things like the use of different adhesives and larger things like length (4
years) of conservation studies in Belgium.
During the placement I gained confidence in my conservation decisions
and handling of conservation materials.
Miriam and I have established good connections with Sofie and FoMu
Fotomuseum and we were even invited to an internship next year. It was very
exciting to get familiar with Belgian culture and history alongside our study
placement at FoMu, which was possible thanks to the Zibby Garnett Travel
Fellowship.
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