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1. Introduction  

1.1.  About me 

My name is Nicole Giacomantonio. I am a 27-year-old Textile Conservation student 

from Nova Scotia, Canada. When I was seven, my grandmother taught me to knit and 

sparked in me a love of textiles that has become my lifeôs passion. As I grew older, this 

family tradition and hobby became the focus of my university education and career and 

over the last 9 years, I have pursued my passion for textiles and craft history through a 

fine arts degree, artist residencies and work. As a craftsperson I specialize in the 

application of raw, natural materials, and natural dyes have always intrigued me for their 

connections to a landscape and to history. In my artwork I reinterpret traditional textile 

and craft practices in ways that put the materials and techniques themselves on display. 

My extracurriculars include teaching these traditional techniques. My interest in 

intangible heritage and its perpetuation through traditional craft practices has guided me 

to the study of textile conservation and I am currently pursuing a two-year MPhil in 

Textile Conservation at the University of Glasgow (UofG).  

The textile conservation program has already begun to shape my future career and 

solidify my place in the field. After graduation I will seek work opportunities in 

museums where I can focus on the conservation of fashion, costume and historical dress, 

as I am keen to deepen my understanding of these types of textile artefacts. I am partial 

to design museums and those that specialize in decorative arts and crafts, additionally, in 

the long-term, I plan to seek out a teaching role at the university level. I am interested in 

working towards the development of school curricula to bolster awareness of the 

conservation profession and its relevance more broadly to the arts. For example, to 

understand how fibres and fabrics age, degrade, and interact with other materials over 

time is highly relevant to conservators, curators, historians, and artists alike. 

1.2. Overview of Study Trip  

As part of my MPhil, I have recently completed a 10-week placement at the 

Rijksmuseum (Rijks) in Amsterdam, which will be the subject of this report. 
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During my time as textile conservation intern at the Rijks, I focused on three learning 

outcomes: 

¶ To explore ways to clearly and concisely communicate important information in 

a professional manner. 

¶ To compare and contrast techniques learned as a student at the Centre for Textile 

Conservation (CTC) in the UK compared to those learned as an intern at the 

Rijks in Europe.  

¶ To utilize reflection in practice through daily recording of my conservation 

experiences at the Rijks, in order to take an active role in my education. 

In addition to my educational goals, I was keen to experience as much as I could in 

terms of food, community, history and culture while in Amsterdam.  

1.3. Costs  

I would not have been able to take advantage of this placement opportunity without 

financial support from the Zibby Garnett Travel Fellowship. My tutors, knowing this, 

encouraged me to apply in order to help finance my summer placement. My total 

expenditure during my 10 weeks was approximately £2,500. I was thrilled to receive a 

generous bursary of £ 1,000 towards my placement expenses from the Zibby Garnett 

Travel Fellowship, which helped to cover most of my rent (ú1, 320 total). I was 

fortunate enough to receive a scholarship from the James McNeil Whistler and Beatrix 

Whistler Travel Scholarship for £240.40, which covered the transport costs of travel 

from Glasgow to Amsterdam and the public transport fees within Amsterdam. 

Additionally, I received Erasmus funding through the University of Glasgow amounting 

to Ã778.98 alongside an internship stipend from the Rijksmuseum of ú250 per month (a 

total of £485.94). The total financial support I received amounted to £2,505.32, and fully 

covered my necessary expenses during my 10-week stay in Amsterdam.  

2. Placement Report 

2.1. Arrival in Amsterdam 

Amsterdam is in the Netherlands, a small country in north-western Europe. I knew very 

little about the city before my placement beyond its picturesque canals, buildings with 

stepped gable façades, and its surplus of bicycles. I quickly became familiar with 
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Amsterdamôs windy canal networks, colourful markets and lovely countryside, the flat 

nature of the Dutch landscape and incredible cycling infrastructure made it a pleasure to 

tour the city and beyond by bicycle. I spent a considerable amount of time exploring 

Amsterdam, Amsterdam Noord and the surrounding countryside by bike, additionally, I 

was able to take a day trip to Rotterdam by bus. The locations of my visits in relation to 

Amsterdam are outlined on the following map.   

 
Figure 1: Map of the Netherlands, a small country in north-western Europe, and places I visited during my 

study trip (image source: http://www.wordtravels.com/Travelguide/Countries/Netherlands/Map). 

 

I flew to Amsterdam on Saturday May 11th which was the day after my final day of 

classes. I began work the following Monday, so I had one day to orient myself in my 

new neighborhood. Luckily my accommodation was in the Museum Quarter of 

Amsterdam, a 10-minute walk from the Rijks.  

Accommodation in Amsterdam is quite expensive, and it is very hard to find affordable 

housing. I was lucky to be given the name of a woman who rents her home out to 

students and though expensive (ú600 per month), it was incredibly useful to be so close 

to the museum.  

 

http://www.wordtravels.com/Travelguide/Countries/Netherlands/Map
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2.2. The Rijksmuseum 

As a national institute, the Rijksmuseum is maybe best known for its collection of works 

by Dutch masters including, and perhaps most famously, Rembrandts The Night Watch. 

However, the museum also has an extensive and diverse collection of artefacts. A large 

museum with a varied collection requires a diverse staff to keep, manage, conserve, 

restore, research, prepare, collect, publish, and present the artistic and historical objects1, 

and these specialists can be found at the AtelierGebouw. 

 

 

Figure 1: Myself alone in the entryway of the Rijksmuseum on my ýrst day of placement; an apt 

representation of a small fish in a big pond! 

The main studio for textile conservation is located on the top floor of the new and state 

of the art AtelierGebouw which also hosts ceramics, metal, furniture, paintings, paper, 

glass and conservation science labs. Additionally, conservation courses at the University 

of Amsterdam are taught at the AtelierGebouw. Perhaps for this reason the 

 
1 ñVision and Mission of the Rijksmuseum,ò Rijksmuseum, accessed June 14, 2019, 

https://www.rijksmuseum.nl/en/organisation/vision-and-mission.  

 

https://www.rijksmuseum.nl/en/organisation/vision-and-mission
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Rijksmuseum has a constant influx of interns, making for a diverse community of 

professionals and emerging professionals working alongside one another and often in 

tandem. Familiarity with a range of media and collaboration between specialists is often 

necessary when dealing with art works, as many are composite objects. The 

AtelierGebouw is an excellent working example of how collaboration and connectivity 

are essential to working in conservation and heritage preservation. 

The national language of the Netherlands is Dutch, though virtually everyone I met was 

well-versed in English. The conservation studio at the Rijksmuseum is operated in 

English, which allowed me to be benefit fully from the educational experience while 

simultaneously being immersed in another culture. Though I did my best to pick up 

some Dutch during my stay, I must admit that I was not a natural.  

2.3. Beginning my placement 

My official supervisor during my placement was Suzan Meijer, head of Textile 

Conservation at the Rijksmuseum. I worked alongside Suzan and the three other textile 

conservators: Mieke Albers, Carola Holz and Marjolein Koek. For the last 4 weeks of 

my placement I had pleasure of being joined by fellow intern Laura Pardo from 

Metropolia University of Applied Sciences in Helsinki. She and I became fast friends 

and an excellent team, we were given the opportunity to work on several projects 

together which I will  outlined below. 

2.4 Projects 

2.4.1. Stitched repair of a silk kimono 

I began my placement on Monday May 13th with a tour of the conservation studios at 

the AtelierGebouw conducted by textile conservator Carola Holz. On that day I was 

handed my first project: a silk kimono from the 1920ôs. 

I had the opportunity to work couching stitches in four separate areas of the silk kimono 

before it was to go on loan to the Victoria & Albert Museum in London in the fall. I had 

the opportunity to do a lot of stitching practice in my first year and I was keen to apply 

my hand skills to the needs of a specific object.  
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Figure 2: Areas of damage requiring patch in-fi ll and stitched consolidation. 

I was introduced to DEKA silk paints during this project, a brand of liquid dyes that are 

light and wash fast, and that were both energy and time efficient means of dyeing the 

small amounts of fabric I needed for my support patches. This was excellent exposure to 

a new tool and great training in colour mixing and matching. I tested 4 colours on silk 

taffeta, pongee silk and an unknown silk of appropriate weight in order to find 

appropriate colour matches for the off whites, yellows and black-brown colours of the 

kimono.  

Each section of the Kimono posed a different challenge. Two of the areas to be 

consolidated were along the fold of the shoulder, which required opening the shoulder 

fold and laying it flat, a position that the kimono fabric was never meant to assume. The 

couching required that the fabric be positioned in a way that altered the natural fall of 

the kimono lining. I had to be careful to ensure that no bulk was added to the fold of the 

shoulder and that no stitching manipulated the fall of the lining.  
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Figure 4: Before treatment - the split in the lining along the shoulder seam.                 

 
Figure 5: After treatment, patch support and silk crepeline overlay of the shoulder split. 

This treatment was helpful for reminding me of the necessity of taking a step back from 

ones work at regular intervals in order to make sure that all the individual elements 

involved are working harmoniously and to allow a revaluation of the treatment as 

needed.  

The next section that required stitched repair was along the centre seam of the lining, 

where a previous repair had failed and was adding stress to the lining. This repair 

required opening the centre seam and humidifying the lining in order to re-align the 

grain of the silk and to remove the creases caused by the previous repair. I did so by 
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placing a piece of Melinex® between the lining and the outer shell of the kimono and 

employing Sympatex, blotting paper and glass bead weights in direct contact 

humidification of the creased seam. 

Figure 6 : Centre seam before humidification. 

 

Figure 7: Centre seam after humidification. 

To secure the areas of damage and loss in the inner lining, I inserted a piece of silk 

crepeline in a matching off-white colour to act as a support to 2-ply silk thread couching 

stitches. I then re-sewed the center seam using the original stitch holes. 
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Figure 8: Completed couching stitches on inner lining. 

 

Figure 9: Completed lining consolidation. 

The final area in need of consolidation was along the bottom folded hem of the kimono. 

The sharp crease in the silk, maintained through ironing, had caused the silk threads 

along the fold to break and fray. There were three areas in need of support patches and 

couching.  
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Figure 10: The three areas of damage along the front hem, side seam and back hem. 

I used deka silk paints and silk taffeta for the support patches in these areas. To avoid 

opening any seams the patches were inserted through the pre-existing areas of loss. To 

do so, two lengths of Skala polyester thread were attached with one stich to opposite 

corners of the patch. Each length of Skala was then threaded through a beading needle. 

One needle and Skala entered through the area of loss and exited approximately 20 

millimeters beyond the area of damage. The Skala was then used to pull the patch into 

position inside the lining. The same was done to position the other end of the patch. 

Afterwards the Skala was pulled out, leaving the silk patch aligned and ready for 

couching. This approach was highly successful and allowed for minimal intervention or 

disruption of the area of weakened silk.  
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Figure 11: Skala attached to either end of patch for insertion through area of loss.  

  
Figure 12: Detail of Saka and attached patch inserted through area of loss and exiting beyond the area of 

damage.  

 

Figure 13: patch inserted and pulled into correct position using Skala thread ends.  

I felt encouraged to explore my personal ethical beliefs within conservation practice 

during this project. Almost every area of consolidation required the opening of a seam, 
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cutting original sewing threads, or the removal of a previous repair. I was very reluctant 

to do this, and I examined why it was that I immediately felt it was inappropriate. I 

realized that ethical dilemmas in conservation paralyzed me, and my automatic response 

was to touch nothing. I was faced with the fact that I was limit ing my options for 

treatment based on my role as a student, a beginner, and my interpretation of the 

guidance as such. 

After completing this treatment, I realized that it would not have been successful 

without intervention. The development of practical skills for interventive treatments is 

essential, because the skill is what allows for interventive treatments to be ethical2. 

Approaching a treatment with the intention of following ñunequivocal and universally 

acknowledged guidelines,ò3 as I initially set out to do in the conservation of the kimono, 

can be a disservice to an object and to the conservation profession, as it risks enforcing 

exclusivity and single-mindedness. 

In my role as an emerging conservator at the Rijksmuseum I found time to explore 

independent thought and to critically analyze how I have developed my opinions of 

conservation ethics. I concluded that I must appreciate diversity in approach. This 

allowed for a broadened understanding of what is possible and what is justifiable in 

conservation treatments, and encouraged continued skill development. 

2.4.2. Adhesive consolidation of coated cotton 

My second project at the Rijksmuseum exposed me to new materials and techniques in 

the treatment of a composite object: a series of instrument cases that combine wood, 

leather, metal, and textile. The aim of the treatment was the consolidation of the exterior 

coated cotton fabric of the cases. The textile was worn along numerous edges and was 

peeling away from the wooden structure. Additionally, the presence of white dusty 

staining resembling mould growth covered the areas where the damage was most 

significant. It was my task to clean the cases, find a way to visually infill the areas of 

loss, and reattach the fabric that had fallen away. 

 
2 Ashley-Smith, "The Ethics of Doing Nothing," 8. 
3 Ashley-Smith, "The Ethics of Doing Nothing," 11. 
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Figure 14, 15: The left side of the case showing the most significant damage of the coated cotton exterior. 

The first new technique I employed was the use of solvents in cleaning. After 

confirming the presence of inactive mould using an Agar mould test.  

I used a solution of 50:50 ethanol and demineralized water to remove the mould stains 

and dissuade further mould growth. I learned that the combination of water and solvent 

makes the spores more vulnerable to the fungicidal effect of the ethanol4. 

 
Figure 16, 17: before (left) and after (right) removal of mold stains from the inner lip of the case with 

solution of ethanol-water (1:1). 

 
4 American Institute of Conservation, ñ12. Mold/Fungiò.  


