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Introduction
My name is Luz Vanasco and I am a third-year student of the Postgraduate Diploma
in the Conservation of Easel Paintings at The Courtauld Institute of Art, London, UK.
Back in Argentina, my home country, I did my BA and a master’s degree in
Conservation of Cultural Heritage. Since the career in Argentina is still in early stages,
and that it still does not offer a specialisation programme, I came to the UK to further
specialise in the conservation of easel paintings. This programme is a full-time threeyear course focused on the specialisation of easel paintings conservation. It provides
practical training in the conservation of easel paintings and supporting theory,
including science, art, technical history, preventive conservation, and the ethics and
history of paintings conservation. The first year is 50% theory and 50% practical work
while the second and third years are mainly studio work and writing a final research
project. We work with paintings both from private and public collections, from a wide
range of periods, and on various supports. For each painting, we have to reach a deep
level of understating of its historical context, materials and techniques, material
history, and conservation issues. Finally, and on this foundation, we have to make
treatment proposals and carry them out under continuous supervision. Students are
also encouraged to gain further practical experience in the summer holidays, which I
did during this summer at the Institut Valencià de Conservació, Restauració i
Investigació (IVCR+i) in Spain.
Since I came to the UK I became aware of the language barrier that hampers the
exchange between countries which are at the same time close geographically but far
in terms of communication. For this reason, I took advantage of speaking Spanish for
building bridges between countries and have experience in a leading Spanish
conservation institution.
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The criteria, the resources, and the heritage are different in each country and I was
keen to learn from different realities and contexts. I am convinced of the benefits in
the exchange of knowledge and experiences within this profession, and this
experience was no exception.
Costs

The total cost of my trip was £1100. As a full-time student, being able to undertake
an unpaid internship was reliant on gaining funding. For this reason, I am very grateful
to the Zibby Garnett Travel Fellowship, for the grant of £850 making this experience
possible. This grant allowed me to cover the flights from London, the accommodation
in Valencia, materials needed for the research project in Madrid, and also most of the
living expenses. Since I have friends in Madrid, I stayed with them during my stay,
reducing the costs of the trip. Spain is quite cheap compared to the UK, specially
Valencia. Because of this reason, the grant also covered some of my trips within Spain.
Study trip

My first placement took place in
Valencia, Spain, from 3rd July until
26th July 2019. Valencia is the thirdlargest city in Spain after Madrid and
Barcelona. It is a beautiful city
situated on the banks of the former
Turia

river,

and

on

the Figure 1. Map of Spain

Mediterranean Sea coast (Fig. 1).
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El Institut Valencià de Conservació, Restauració i Investigació (IVCR + i) is located
close to the city centre of Valencia, and to the main attractions and museums. It is a
public institution dependent on the Valencian autonomous community government
(Generalitat Valenciana) and it is exclusively focused on the conservation and
research of the Valencian cultural heritage (Fig. 2). They have several departments:
paintings, paper and books, textiles, and archaeology. Even though during my
internship I worked only at the paintings department it has been interesting to work
so close to other specialities. They also have a very well-equipped scientific
department which is located in a different city, called Castellon, 100 km north from
Valencia (Fig. 3). Since I was particularly interested in the science of conservation, I
also visited this building.
As they work exclusively with Valencian heritage, sometimes they carry out some insitu projects, mainly in churches, but also in museums. Given the strategic location of
the institute, it is quite easy to visit and work on the different projects (Fig. 4). Such
was the case with the Fine Arts Museum (Museu de Belles Arts de Valencia), where
they have a very nice and comfortable painting studio for research and treatments in
the museum.

Figure 2. View of the painting department
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Figure 3. View of the scientific department

IVCR + i

Figure 4. Location of the Institute in Valencia

During my stay, I also had the opportunity to enjoy the Valencian life, its nearby
southern beaches in Alicante, and I also travelled to Barcelona.

4

Because during August everybody goes on holiday, I could not extend my stay in
Valencia. However, I had the chance to
participate in a collaborative research project
since 15th until 24th September with PhD
student Lucia Crisci from the Universidad
Complutense de Madrid (Fig. 6). We were
both interested in trying different methods for
the removal of egg-white varnishes by
comparing the use of enzymes and bacteria.

Figure 5. Location of the Universidad
Complutense de Madrid

Body of the report
IVCR + i

My tutor during the internship at the Paintings Department at the IVCR+I was Fanny
Sarrio. I was also under the supervision of Inmaculada Chulia Blanco.
My main project was working with
a large scale painting called The
visitation of Virgin Mary to her
cousin Elizabeth by Juan Ribalta.
Juan Ribalta (1597-1628) was a
Valencian painter of the Baroque
period, son of the famous painter
Francisco Ribalta, who was among
the first Spanish followers of the
tenebrist style of Caravaggio.
Figure 6. Detail of the tratteggio
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Juan's works and style are similar to those of his father. These artists belong to the
Spanish Golden Age, like other artists such as Zurbaran and Murillo, so I have been
very lucky of having the chance to work with such an important and representative
work of the Valencian school. The painting was in a very bad condition but by the
time I got to the studio all the structural and stabilisation treatments had already been
carried out. As the painting had several losses, I had to do the retouching (Fig. 8). It
was very interesting to participate in this project because I had the chance to be part
of a large and challenging retouching project, by also using a different retouching
technique than the one usually carried out in the UK, which is called tratteggio.

Figure 7. General view from the painting after the cleaning and the filling. The stage
before the retouching.
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Figure 9. Losses of the painting

Figure 8. Before and after the retouching

As its name in Italian indicates, it consists of very thin parallel lines of pure colours
which when applied, close together, from a certain distance cannot be distinguished
(figs. 7 and 8). This is opposite to the illusionist retouching technique in which no
differentiation is made between the original and the paint loss. Before doing the
tratteggio, a base colour with gouche was applied.
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Afterwards, the tratteggio was done with Gamblin Conservation Colours, and locally
varnished to match the surrounding gloss with a Laropal A81 solution.
Besides this specific project, it was also interesting to participate and learn about other
people’s projects. I participated in the cleaning tests carried out in a 14th century
Valencian predella. It belongs to the Victoria & Albert Museum and it was transferred
to Valencia for its research and treatment. For these tests, I followed the protocol they
usually use, using different solvent mixtures and aqueous solutions. These protocols
were proposed by Paolo Cremonesi. The one for surface cleaning consist on aqueous
solutions with different pH’s and the addition of chelating agents. The one for
removing varnishes consists on mixtures of three solvents under different
concentrations, starting from the least polar to the most polar one: ligroin, acetone and
etilic alcohol. I think it was very useful having a systematisation for carrying out
cleaning tests.

Figure 10. Top: cleaning protocol. Bottom: Predella from the Victoria & Albert Museum
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During my visit to the scientific department, I learnt about the use of scanning macro
X-ray fluorescence (MA-XRF) which was being used for the examination of a
painting that belonged to the Valencia Cathedral and which got burned during the fires
in 1936. It is a very interesting non-destructive technique which allows the
visualisation of the distribution of the elements, particularly useful in this case where
the image was completely lost, because the visualisation of the distribution of the
elements help in reading the lost image (Fig. 11).

Figure 11. MA-XRF and its results.

9

Universidad Complutense de Madrid

During this week in Madrid, I worked in a collaborative project with PhD student
Lucia Crisci on the use of bacteria and enzymes for the removal of egg-white coatings
on polychromed surfaces. In
order to carrying out these tests
we had to prepare some aged
egg-white coated samples. We
worked on artificially aged
egg-white sample coatings on
Petri dishes and also in a

Figure 12. Preparing the enzymes

naturally aged painting with an egg-white coating. We use a mixture of different
enzymes which work under very specific conditions of pH and temperature (fig. 12).
We also tested the enzyme solution with gels: Klucel G and Nanorestore Peggy Gel.
Regarding the bacteria, we used environmental non-pathogenic bacteria with both
xantham gum and Peggy Gel. We compared the different methods applied and we also
carried out UV fluorescence, FTIR and SEM-EDX analysis to the samples, in order
to scientifically assess the results.

Figure 13. Petri dish and painting with cleaning tests under UV
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Figure 15. SEM images before and after the cleaning. In the first image it is possible to see the
presence of a cracked coating (egg-white) which was almost completely removed withoug
affecting the pain surface

It has been an incredibly useful experience. The results with the enzymes were
particularly promising, and I will hopefully be able to apply this method to a painting
I am currently treating at The Courtauld.

Leisure time
During my time in Spain I had the chance to visit many museums. Valencia is an
amazing city were its very relaxed vibe is combined with a huge cultural offer. The
exhibitions I visited were exclusively of Spanish art so it was another chance to
continue learning about the local history and culture. The Fine Arts Museum of
Valencia has works from the 15th to the 20th century, including rooms dedicated to
the Valencian painter Joaquín Sorolla, as well as a room dedicated to Francisco de
Goya. The Gothic art rooms are very impressive, and the rooms of the painters and
sculptors Pinazo and Benlliure are very representative of the Valencian school (Fig.
16). Furthermore, the museum excels in its collection of Renaissance paintings, with
Valencia being the entrance of the artistic influences of this style in Spain.
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Figure 16. Fine Arts Museum, Valencia

I also visited the Valencian Institute of Modern Art, a centre of contemporary art
(Centre del Carmen) and the Science Museum. Valencia is a quite small city so I
had plenty of time to visit every corner of it using public bicycles. It has beautiful
parks and also stunning beaches. When the temperature goes up to 35 degrees, there
is nothing like hiding under the shadow of a tree or going to the Mediterranean Sea.
Spanish people are super friendly and open, so it was very easy and fun meeting new
people. At 11 a.m. they always take a break called almuerzo when they all go the
cafeteria together. Besides this morning gatherings, we also visited some exhibitions
together. I also have many Spanish friends living in both Madrid and Valencia so it
was really nice spending time with them.
During my stay, I also had the most amazing food. I am vegan and I was very
surprised about the amount of vegan offers and restaurants. Among my favourites
were the gazpacho, a typical Spanish tomato soup, the horchata, which is a
traditional rice milk, the vegetables fideua, and the classical (vegan) tortilla.
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Figure 17. Left: Gazpacho. Right: Horchata

Conclusion

I feel extremely lucky to have had the opportunity to have undertaken the internships
and the collaborative research project, which were hugely beneficial to my
development as a conservator. I would not have done it without the help of the Zibby
Garnett Travel Fellowship funding. I thoroughly enjoyed my time in both Valencia
and Madrid and had the chance to learn not only about conservation but also about
different cultures and cities. I also had the opportunity to work with heritage specific
to Valencia that I would not otherwise have encountered and learnt new treatments
and techniques that I can bring back to the UK and share with fellow conservators.
The Zibby Garnett funding is definitely an amazing opportunity which allowed me to
travel to a different country and learn and share skills across borders, widening my
knowledge, skill set and experience.
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