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Introduction: 

My name is Lindsay McPherson, I am a 31-year-old British student at Northumbria 

University, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, UK, where I have been studying for a MA in the 

Conservation of Fine Art – Works of Art on Paper. At the end of this two- year course, 

which culminated in September 2019, I hope to have achieved a masters qualification 

in paper conservation, enabling me to work as a paper conservator. Prior to the 

course I gained a BA(hons) in Art History and Material Studies in 2010 and a MA in 

Art History in 2011 both from University College London. I went on to work in the 

auction industry and after several years in the commercial art world I decided to re-

train as a paper conservator and enrolled at Northumbria in 2017. My future 

ambition is to work as a paper conservator in a museum environment, gain 

accreditation within  8 years of graduating and hopefully complete a PhD, which has 

been a life-long personal ambition. 

I heard about the Zibby Garnett Travel Fellowship via my university tutors, who 

advertise various opportunities, workshops and lectures on our department notice 

board.  

Study Trip: 

During August 2018 I applied for an advertised internship at the Rijksmuseum, 

Amsterdam in the Paper Conservation department and was fortunate to be selected 

as one of the interns for 2019. The internship was for three months over the summer, 

commencing on 3rd June and culminating on 30th August 2019. Prior to commencing 

the internship, my main aim was to gain more confidence in my practical skills and 

develop my treatment design and decision-making skills. During my stay I took the 
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opportunity to fully explore the city of Amsterdam and the surrounding area, visiting 

several museums, watching contemporary dance and taking a trip to Leiden to visit 

the beautiful botanical gardens. 

  

Figure 2. Floating caravans on the IJ, Amsterdam. 

Figure 1. Swimming in one of the lakes at Het Twiske, a recreational park 

north of Amsterdam. 



4 
 

Costs: 

The total cost of the trip was £3,825.88. I was awarded £1,000 by the Zibby Garnett 

Travel Fellowship, which was put towards the cost of my accommodation, which was 

my greatest expense. Additional funding came from an educational stipend from the 

Rijksmuseum and from my own personal savings. 

Placement Report: 

The Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam: 

The Rijksmuseum is the national art museum of The Netherlands and is located in the 

Museum District, of the country’s capital, Amsterdam.  The Netherlands is situated 

in Northern Europe, boarded by Belgium, Germany and the North Sea. Amsterdam is 

located in the province of North Holland, and is a vibrant multicultural city, with a 

wealth of art galleries and museums. 

 

  

Figure 3. Map of the Netherlands – © Ontheworldmap.com, 2019. 
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The Placement: 

The Rijksmuseum has an incredibly large conservation department located within the 

Atelier Building; a modern purpose built building extending out the back of more 

historic facade, which also hosts the RCE – the Cultural Heritage Agency of the 

Netherlands and the University of Amsterdam’s conservation school. In addition to 

paper, photography and book conservation other conservation disciplines include 

conservation science, textiles, paintings, ceramics, furniture, glass, objects and 

metal. The Rijksmuseum also has an exceptionally dynamic research environment 

with historical and scientific researchers and fellows from around the globe. As a 

result, there were regular lunch-time talks to attend where fellows and researchers 

presented their current research topics. The museum also has impressive analytical 

facilities and conservators have access to various specialist equipment including 

accelerate ageing machinery, XRF, X-ray, Infra-red and UV photography and fibre and 

pigment analysis. With so many specialisms under one roof, conservators are also 

able to work collaboratively and draw on the expertise of other departments when 

necessary. Working hours are flexible, there is free tea and coffee facilities, a canteen 

and beautiful gardens and internal spaces for breaks and lunch times. All in all, this 

made for a vibrant and relaxed environment and I felt really spoilt to be able to work 

in such an incredible institution. 

 The Book, Paper and Photographic studio at the Rijksmuseum is a large and dynamic 

department with many conservators working on a variety of projects. The 

department has a large purpose-built studio, an additional wet room with a low-

pressure suction table, fume cupboard, a well-equipped photographic studio and a 

framing and mounting studio.  During my placement my primary supervisor was 
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Dionysia Christoforou, one of the paper conservators in the department. In the first 

week Dionysia and I went through what my personal aims and goals for the 

placement were and what was expected of me. One of my main aims was to gain 

more confidence in my practical skills, treatment design and decision making as well 

as gain further experience of writing condition reports and learn a little more about 

the conservator’s role in exhibitions and loans. 

Projects: 

The first project work I was given was a large box of prints ranging from the 17 th – 

20th century, which I was to document and condition report, before presenting my 

treatment proposals to Dionysia. One of the key things Dionysia wanted me to 

concentrate on, during this project, was print techniques and learning how to visually 

identify different methods. One of the most beneficial lessons I learned from this 

initial project, under Dionysia’s tutelage, was to think big and work downwards 

towards the details and I know that this way of processing and organising my 

thoughts will help me throughout my career.  

Mounting and Inlaying: 

The first items I selected from my box of goodies was a set of 17th century ornamental 

prints. The prints were in a reasonably good condition, with light surface dirt, small 

nicks and tears and some stains. Therefore, simple treatments were required. I wrote 

my condition reports, photographed them, then set about performing surface 

cleaning using brushes, sponges and erasers, before repairing the tears with 

Japanese tissue and wheat starch paste. Once this was completed each of the prints 

was mounted onto a backboard using kozo paper and 4% methyl cellulose. 
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An important part of a paper conservator’s role is facilitating access to prints and 

drawings, so that they may be displayed in exhibitions or viewed by members of the 

public and researchers in the reading rooms. Therefore, mounting of prints and 

drawings is a key task. Owing to the enormity of its collections, the Rijksmuseum has 

its own standardised mounting procedures. Not only does this facilitate more 

economical (space) storage and easy display, it also gives the collection a uniformity. 

All of the prints from this box were mounted and I was able to explore different 

methods. A new skill that I learned was cutting a traditional inlay. An inlay is used for 

prints which have been trimmed to their plate margins, meaning that the image 

Figure 4. RP-P-2013-1-45; recto, photographed in reflective light before treatment 
- one of the first object I treated during my placement. 
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usually has to be touched in order for it to be handled. This obviously presents a 

potential for damage and as such these prints are typically inlayed to avoid this.  

The traditional inlay method involves cutting an aperture around 2-5mm smaller than 

the object is and then chamfering this edge to create a bevel which the print is then 

pasted onto. The margins of the inlay paper are then trimmed to the desired width. 

Dionysia demonstrated a new and very elegant method of creating this, using four 

single strokes of a sharp scalpel. I spent many hours practising this method on 

different thickness of paper, learning how to split the paper to create the perfect 

bevel. 

 

 

             

Figure 5. Learning traditional inlaying - early attempts 

The blade is 

moved in one 

swoop  

Some mistakes! More 

practice required. 
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After much practice, I finally got there, although there is still room for improvement 

on my technique.  

 

 

  

Figure 6. Traditional inlay - the finished result 

Figure 7. Traditional inlay - detail showing chamfered 
edges where the edge of the print would be pasted 

 

Figure 8. Traditional inlay - detail showing chamfered 

edges where the edge of the print would be pasted 
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Pressure Sensitive Tape Removal: 

Another vital skill I was able to practice during my placement was pressure sensitive 

tape removal. I used three methods – aqueous to remove water soluble tape, heat 

to removed non water-soluble tapes and solvent gels. During my training I had 

predominantly used solvents to remove pressure sensitive tapes and the use of a hot 

air gun was something completely new to me. The hot air gun proved very effective 

and I was able to lift the tape carrier off and use a crepe eraser to tidy up the residues. 

The end result was really effective. 

 

  

Figure 9.RP-P-2017-7127-35 - Before treatment, showing areas of aged pressure 
sensitive tape for removal 
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The tape areas are heated using a hot air gun. Then a thin metal spatula is slipped 

underneath to lift the edges of the tape, more hot air is blow underneath the tape 

and the metal spatula can then be used to lift and roll the tape up.  

Figure 10. Pressure sensitive tape removal 
Figure 11: Pressure sensitive tape removal 

detail 

Figure 13: Remaining residues after the removal 
of the carrier 

Figure 12: Residues removed using a crepe 
eraser 
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Mounting Pastels: 

Half-way through my placement Dionysia presented me with two pastels. Both had 

been executed on paper, although one had also been mounted onto a wooden 

support. Both objects had incredibly friable coloured media surfaces and could not 

be placed face down or touched on the recto, however, both needed to be mounted. 

The pastel mounted on wood was to be displayed and therefore a protective mount, 

which would double as long-term storage/housing needed to be created. The other, 

Figure 14: RP-P-2017-7127-35 - After treatment 
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unmounted pastel required inlaying, before it was mounted for storage and display,  

as it had no margins.RP-T-2019-94 – Stoffers, Elisabeth 

  
Figure 15: RP-T-2019-94; Pastel, by Elisabeth Stoffers, November 1917 - photographed in reflective 
light, before treatment 
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The pastel had been previously framed against glass and there was a little damage to 

the edges, so to prevent further damage, facilitate display and handling, the pastel 

was removed from its frame and a new window mount was to be constructed. As the 

pastel had no margins it needed to be inlayed. However, the surface of the pastel 

was friable, preventing it from being placed face down. This presented a significant 

problem as during inlaying objects need to be placed face down. The pastel came 

from a recently acquired collection and there was another similar pastel being 

treated by Amelié Couvrat-Desvergnes, one of the paper conservators in the 

department. Amelié was also inlaying and mounting the pastel she was treating, 

which also had a friable surface and could not be placed faced down. Therefore, 

Amelié demonstrated, to me, the modified slot and tab method that she was utilising. 

The first step was to cut an inlay paper to the correct dimensions, cut an aperture 

around 1-2cm smaller than the object. Then small Japanese paper tabs were cut and 

adhered to verso of the pastel, again this was done with the object face up.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tabs adhered using 

wheat starch paste 

and bone folder 

 

Tabs adhered using 

wheat starch paste 

and bone folder 

Two tabs adhered to 

corners before being 

covered and 

weighted 

 

Two tabs adhered to 

Figure 16. RP-T-2019-94: Tabs attached to the 
verso 

 

Figure 17. RP-T-2019-94: Tabs attached to the 
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Once the tabs were in place, slits were cut into the inlay paper at locations 

corresponding to the tabs on the pastel. The inlay paper was sandwiched between 

two window mounts with apertures larger than that of the inlay, but smaller than the 

inlay paper itself. The sandwich was then clamped together using book claps and 

placed on an easel. 

  

Figure 18: RP-T-2019-94: Once the tabs where adhered slots were cut in the inlay paper  

Window mount 

 

Window mount 

Window mount 

 

Window mount 

Inlay paper 

sandwiched in-

between mounts 

 

Inlay paper 

sandwiched in-

between mounts 

Clamps 

 

Clamps 

Figure 19: Diagram of mounting method to affix 
the pastel to the inlay paper 

 

Figure 20: Diagram of mounting method to affix 
the pastel to the inlay paper 
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This facilitated the tabs on the pastel verso, to be pushed through the slots on the 

inlay paper. Once all the tabs were slotted through the tabs could be manipulated so 

that the pastel was level; the tabs where then trimmed and pasted to the inlay paper, 

using wheat starch paste and a bone folder. Now that the pastel was inlayed it could 

be mounted. To achieve this, two window mounts were constructed, one with an 

aperture much larger than the object and the other with an aperture slightly larger 

than the object. The window mount with the smaller aperture was adhered to the 

window mount with the larger aperture, using linen tape and EVA and the two were 

then adhered to a backing board. A cover was hinged to the backing board and the 

pastel mounted to the backing board. The use of the two window mounts meant that 

when framed the pastel would be a suitable distance from the glass and during 

storage it could be safely covered with the cover of the 

mount. 

  

Cover 

 

Cover 

Backing board 

 

Backing board 

Window mount with 

larger aperture 

 

Window mount with 

Window mount with 

smaller aperture 

 

Window mount with 

smaller aperture 

Figure 21: Diagram of window mounts 
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Figure 22: RP-T-2019-94, After treatment; closed 

folder, open folder and inlay. 
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Poster: 

My final project of the placement was to repair a large, hand-coloured, 19th century 

poster. The poster, which was a lithograph, was printed in black printing ink and had 

various coloured details added to it by hand. The paper was a very thin, brittle, 

machine-made Western paper, which was likely alum-rosin sized. Alum-rosin sizing 

was the first internal sizing material used in Western paper manufacture and a 

significant disadvantage of its usage, is that it contributes to acid-catalysed hydrolysis 

of paper. Regardless of the raw material source of paper (wood, linen or cotton) 

chemically paper is primarily comprised of cellulose monomers joined together to 

form long polymer chains. During acid-catalysed hydrolysis, these polymer chains are 

broken down, becoming shorter. Eventually this affects the structural integrity of the 

paper and it loses the strength and stability it once had, becoming brittle and fragile.  

This poster exhibited multiple tears and losses and there were several loose 

fragments which needed to be re-adhered. Furthermore, the coloured areas were 

water sensitive and therefore the project was a good exercise in using different 

adhesives to repair the tears. Due to the number of losses, it was also a good learning 

exercise for preparing and inserting toned infills. 
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Figure 23: RP-P-2015-26-2153, photographed in reflective light, before treatment, recto. 
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Figure 24: RP-P-2015-26-2153; diagram showing areas of loss 

Figure 25: PR-P-2015-26-2153; diagram showing most significant tears 
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The first step of the process was to undertake surface cleaning to remove any loose 

dirt. This was performed using brushes and sponges, as the eraser was too harsh. 

Once this was completed spot testing was carried out which demonstrated the 

extreme moisture sensitivity. Next the location of the loose sections where 

identified, the pieces labelled and put to one side.  

 

 

 

 

There were a significant number of tears, some large, others small. I began by 

repairing the small and then the medium tears to bring about some structural 

integrity to the poster, focusing on the edges and corners. Once this was completed 

I re-adhered the loose pieces and then moved on to larger tears that intersected 

media areas. For this, instead of using 

wheat starch, I used a 5% Klucel-G in 

ethanol adhesive. This semi-synthetic 

adhesive is cellulose based but can be 

mixed with ethanol to create a non-

aqueous adhesive. It is thick and viscous, 

and the ethanol is fast evaporating 

making it a very dry adhesive, suitable 

for very water-sensitive media.  

Figure 28: Locating loose fragments 

 

Figure 29: Locating loose fragments 

Figure 26: Numbering loose fragments 

 

Figure 27: Numbering loose fragments 

Figure 30: Repairing a tear 
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Next I needed to repair the losses by creating toned infills. A Japanese paper, with a 

similar weight was selected and toned using acrylic silk dyes. The dyes were mixed in 

water, brushed on evenly using a paint brush and then dried with a hair dryer on high 

heat, to set the dye. 

  

Dye Brushed on 

 

Dye Brushed on 

Sheets blow dried using a mini hair 

dryer 

 

Sheets blow dried using a mini hair 

dryer 

Figure 32: Toning infill paper - toning 

Figure 31: Toning infill paper - drying 
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Some of the losses had occurred to media areas, however, it was decided that the 

most suitable repair was a sympathetic one and therefore the paper was toned to 

match the support colour and simply blend into the background. This method just 

helps to bring visual uniformity. 

 

 

 

  

Figure 33: Traditional infill 

Figure 34: Infill with overlapping edges 

The infill paper is cut 

to fit the exact 

contours of the loss. 

 

The infill paper is cut 

to fit the exact 

contours of the loss. 
Japanese paper is 

adhered to verso 

and the infill 

adhered on top. 

 

Japanese paper is 

adhered to verso 

and the infill 

adhered on top. 

Due to the size of this 

infill, the edges were 

feathered, and it was 

adhered to the object 

only at these edges. 

 

Due to the size of this 

infill, the edges were 

feathered, and it was 

adhered to the object 

only at these edges. 
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Once all the reapirs were completed the poster was ready to be mounted. 

 

 

 

  

Figure 35: RP-P-2015-26-2153 After treatment: recto, photographed in normal light 
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Figure 36: RP-P-2015-26-2153 After treatment: verso, photographed in normal light 
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Summary: 

Overall I have greatly benefited from the placement and I certainly feel that my 

confidence has improved, which was one of my main aims. I was given the 

opportunity to work on a wide variety of objects, including pastels, which I had never 

dealt with before, and carry out different treatments. I learnt a considerable  number 

of new skills and was able to practice techniques learned on my course and also put 

my knowledge into practice. Although, the department was not preparing for any 

internal exhibitions, I was able to gain a greater understanding of the loans process 

by condition reporting several objects destined for loans to other institutions and see 

the install of a couple of artworks at another museum in Amsterdam.  

I know that this experience will benefit me in many ways, already it has enabled me 

to include new projects in my portfolio, encouraged me to think logically, plan ahead 

and develop my creative problem-solving skills. It has equipped me with more 

confidence and increased my curiosity, especially in relation to pastels, which I hope 

I will be able to work with again in the future. 
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Figure 37. Tea-Time Treats; A lemon agar agar pudding made by Femke, one of the 

paper conservators, for Emma and Françoise to celebrate their use of gels for pressure 
sensitive tape removal. 


