
The Zibby Garnett Travel Fellowship 

Report by Orla Perdue 

 

 

Stained Glass Conservation  

At Atelier Mestdagh and Atelier Rambaut 

In Ghent, Belgium 

April 22nd – July 28th 2022 



1 
 

Table of Contents 

Table of Figures ...................................................................................................................................... 2 

Introduction ............................................................................................................................................. 4 

Study Trip ............................................................................................................................................... 4 

Costs ........................................................................................................................................................ 6 

Introduction ............................................................................................................................................. 6 

UK Versus European Comparisons ........................................................................................................ 8 

Project 1: St Martens Latem.................................................................................................................. 12 

Lead Safety ........................................................................................................................................... 14 

Sustainability......................................................................................................................................... 18 

Project 2: Pand Glass ............................................................................................................................ 20 

Other Projects........................................................................................................................................ 21 

Chapel de Bourgogne ........................................................................................................................ 21 

Hotel Hannon .................................................................................................................................... 23 

One Day Projects .............................................................................................................................. 23 

Travel and Free Time ............................................................................................................................ 26 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................ 29 

 

 

  



2 
 

Table of Figures 

 

Figure 1, View across the Leie from the Dulle Griet bar in Ghent (Author’s own image). ................... 5 

Figure 2, Map of Belgium showing Major cities and neighbouring countries (Image from 

https://www.infoplease.com/atlas/europe/belgium-map). ...................................................................... 6 

Figure 3, Provincial map of Belgium showing Flanders in orange, Wallonia in red, and Brussels in 

blue (image from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Provinces_of_Belgium)............................................... 6 

Figure 4, Google Maps image showing my 4 main locations in Ghent; Atelier Mestdagh and KBC 

Bank (my first accomodation) in the south, my Kerkstraat address in Gentbrugge in the middle, and 

Atelier Rambaut on Sint-Markoenstraat in the north. ............................................................................. 7 

Figure 5, Belgian "curved blade" lead knife and Glass Chapel panel at Atelier Mestdagh (Author's 

own image).............................................................................................................................................. 9 

Figure 6, English "flat edge" lead knife at K117 studio in the University of York (Author's own 

image). .................................................................................................................................................... 9 

Figure 7, Inscribed European lead knife gifted to me on my placement (Author's own image). ........... 9 

Figure 8, Image of me using the mechanical mixer to blend a new batch of mastik (Author's own 

image). .................................................................................................................................................. 10 

Figure 9, A selfie of Davy and I. He is one of the Master Glaziers at Atelier Mestdagh who mentored 

me most closely (Author's own image). ................................................................................................ 11 

Figure 10, Exterior view of Sint Marten’s west window before restoration (Image courtesy of Katrien 

Mestdagh). ............................................................................................................................................ 12 

Figure 11, Panels from the Sint Martens Latem project on the bench at Mestdagh, beside a portable 

extractor fan (Author’s own image). ..................................................................................................... 12 

Figure 12, Ensuring all the pieces are correctly aligned before applying the mastik (Author's own 

image). .................................................................................................................................................. 13 

Figure 13, Removing the old bintloods using a handheld sander (Author's own image). .................... 13 

Figure 14, Some of the safety precautions taken against lead contamination; facemask, gloves, hair 

and clothes covered (Author's own image). .......................................................................................... 14 

Figure 15, Selection of the Medieval lead we found in the Pand fragments at Atelier Rambaut 

(Author's own image). ........................................................................................................................... 15 

Figure 16, The lead coating experiment I designed and built at Atelier Mestdagh (Author's own 

image). .................................................................................................................................................. 16 

Figure 17, Close up of some of the coating samples (Author's own image). ....................................... 17 

https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997240
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997240
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997240
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997241
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997241
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997242
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997242
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997243
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997244
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997244
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997245
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997245
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997246
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997246
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997247
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997247
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997248
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997248
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997249
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997250
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997250
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997251
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997251
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997252
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997252
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997253


3 
 

Figure 18, Pand glass fragments as they arrived to Atelier Rambaut (Author's own image)............... 20 

Figure 19, A group of unpainted fragments with clearly grozed edges ("edge pieces") that I laid out at 

Atelier Rambaut (Author's own image). ............................................................................................... 20 

Figure 20, Images showing (1) the fragment I found that matches to one published from the first lot 

of Pand glass, (2) a painted and stained glass foot piece that I reassembled, and (3) 10 separate 

fragments I was able to reassemble to recreate part of the detailed floral border (Author’s own 

images). ................................................................................................................................................. 21 

Figure 21, One of the stained and painted glass fragments we found in the Chapelle de Bourgogne 

(Author's own image). ........................................................................................................................... 22 

Figure 22, Image of me looking for further fragments underneath the scaffolding at Chapelle de 

Bourgogne (Author's own image). ........................................................................................................ 22 

Figure 23, Image of me working with a knife and hammer to remove putty from the windows on site 

at Hotel Hannon (Author's own image). ............................................................................................... 23 

Figure 24, Photographing and documenting the Hotel Hannon panels on a light table back in Atelier 

Mestdagh (Author’s own image). ......................................................................................................... 23 

Figure 25, On site at Hotel Hannon cutting the Bplex sheets to make accurate templates of the 

window openings (Author's own image). ............................................................................................. 23 

Figure 26, Using a magnifying glass and scalpel to clean broken glass fragments before bonding 

(Author's own image). ........................................................................................................................... 23 

Figure 27, Images showing (1) the broken window at Hostel Uppelink, (2) how we removed the piece 

in situ and (3) replaced it with a new crown of glass (Author's own images). ..................................... 24 

Figure 28, Polishing one of the apex roof panels of the Glass Chapel (Author's own image). ............ 24 

Figure 29, Cleaning the Brussels Cathedral Panel (Author's own image). .......................................... 25 

Figure 30, Part of the Great Beguinage, Leuven (Author's own image). ............................................. 26 

Figure 31, Overgrown decoration in one of the gardens at the Great Beguinate of Sint-Elisabeth, 

Ghent. Look out for the sleepy cat on top of the monument! (Author's own image). .......................... 26 

Figure 32, Image of me climbing at Klimzaal Balance in Ghent (Author's own image). .................... 27 

Figure 33, Interior of one of the festival tents in July (Author's own image). ..................................... 27 

Figure 34, Belgian Liege waffle with stracciatella ice-cream (Author's own image). ......................... 28 

Figure 35, A colourful frites mascot seen at many frituurs in Ghent (Author's own image). .............. 28 

  

https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997254
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997255
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997255
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997256
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997256
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997256
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997256
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997257
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997257
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997258
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997258
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997259
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997259
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997260
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997260
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997261
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997261
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997262
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997262
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997263
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997263
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997264
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997266
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997267
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997267
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997268
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997269
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997270
https://d.docs.live.net/1043e2b005f01858/Documents/Zibby%20Garnett%20Report.docx#_Toc122997271


4 
 

Introduction 

Hello, my name is Orla Perdue. I am a 24-year-old Irish student studying at The University of 

York in England. My background is in ancient history, archaeology, and English literature 

but now I am studying an MA in Stained Glass Conservation and Heritage Management. 

After the completion of my masters degree I would hope to continue expanding my skillset 

and one day achieve ICON accredited conservator status. I would love to gain experience 

internationally and further study the variety of stained glass conservation traditions around 

the world. I have been lucky enough to begin this European study journey in Belgium with 

the help of the Zibby Garnett fellowship which I heard about through my mentors at the 

university. 

Study Trip 

 
For my study trip I went to Ghent (Gent/Gand, fig. 1) in Belgium to study stained glass 

manufacture, restoration, and conservation at two leading studios in western Belgium, Atelier 

Mestdagh and Atelier Rambaut. On the 22nd April I travelled to Ghent through London from 

York on an LNER train followed by the Eurostar. This remarkably efficient train let me off in 

Brussels where I took another train to Ghent rail station. Transport strikes on this day meant I 

had great difficulty getting from there to my accommodation, but I was eventually able to 

catch a bus and make my way to Merelbeke. Here I met up with my hosts for the first six 

weeks of my stay. I lived in Merelbeke until the 1st July when I moved to Gentbrugge. This 

was farther away from Atelier Mestdagh but much closer to the city centre. I lived here until 

28th July when I returned home to Ireland in order to spend some time with family and friends 

before returning to York in mid-September. While in Belgium I visited the cities of Bruges, 

Brussels, Antwerp, and Leuven. While the latter three of these I visited with the atelier teams 

I made of point of finding time to explore each city on my own as well.  
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By completing my placement, I hoped to improve my practical glassmaking and conservation 

skills as well as learning techniques specific to the unique glassmaking traditions in Belgium 

so I could compare these to the methods I was taught in England. I wanted to gain confidence 

and insight into the commercial aspects required in running a glass studio. Particularly I was 

interested in how the studios mitigated the safety concerns brought about by the constant use 

of lead in their works and their responses to the very 21st century concern of reducing single 

use plastic waste in the light of the Covid-19 pandemic.  I was anxious to explore more of 

Belgium and revisit some sites I had enjoyed on previous trips as well as traveling to new 

locations and getting experience to fully immerse myself in another culture and language. 

 

Figure 1, View across the Leie from the Dulle Griet bar in Ghent (Author’s own image). 
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Costs 

The total costs of the trip amounted to £3280 including travel, rent, food, and expenses. I was 

fortunate enough to be awarded £1000 from the Zibby Garnett fellowship. I also received 

funding from the Headley Trust through my course. I funded the rest of my placement and 

personal expenditure by working part-time through the academic year preceding my trip 

which began in April. 

Introduction 

Belgium is a country located in the 

northwest of Europe. It is nearly 

landlocked, bordering the Netherlands, 

Germany, Luxemburg and France on 

four sides, though there is a small section 

of coastline onto the North Sea in the 

northwest (fig. 2). It is one of the seats of 

the European parliament as well as the 

seats of the European Council and 

European Commission. Belgium has a complex linguistic and regional history with the 

majority of the population either speaking Flemish-Dutch or French depending on which of 

the three regions – Flanders, Wallonia or Brussels – they originate from (fig. 3). English is a 

widely spoken second language, however. 

Belgium was a key battleground in both 

world wars and has archaeological history 

dating from Roman times through the 

Middle Ages and the French Revolution 

until their own independence in 1830.  

Figure 2, Map of Belgium showing Major cities and neighbouring 

countries. 

Figure 3, Provincial map of Belgium showing Flanders in 

orange, Wallonia in red, and Brussels in blue. 
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I spent the majority of my placement working in Ghent in the northwest of Belgium. The two 

studios where I split my time were located on opposite sides of the city, with Atelier 

Mestdagh in Merelbeke in the south and Atelier Rambaut located on Sint-Markoenstraat in 

the north of the city (fig.4). Ghent is the third largest city in Belgium and the capital of the 

East Flanders province. It was a key strategic city in the medieval period at the confluence of 

the rivers Scheldt and Leie and by 1200 was the largest city in northern Europe after Paris. 

Ghent is known for its textile production and cuisine, as well as its extensive religious and 

cultural heritage sector. The medieval sites of St. Bavo’s cathedral, Gravesteen Castle, and 

the Pand Friary became key landmarks to me as I was navigating the city. Ghent is also an 

extremely lively student city, with a university established in 1816 and a ten-day long festival 

held annually in July.  

For my actual placement I had the privilege 

of working with some of Ghent’s foremost 

glass experts: Katrien Mestdagh and her 

team at Atelier Mestdagh, and Aletta 

Rambaut at Atelier Rambaut. At Atelier 

Mestdagh I was lucky enough to receive 

instruction from Katrien’s distinguished and 

talented team including Davy Meerschaut, 

Wanne Boidin, Lies Bertin, and Amber 

Janssens. I split my time between both 

studios and an excellent working relationship between Katrien and Aletta meant that any 

unforeseen circumstances could be worked around to ensure my 12 weeks of placement were 

filled as efficiently as possible. To this end I worked on numerous projects with both Aletta 

Figure 4, Google Maps image showing my 4 main locations in 

Ghent; Atelier Mestdagh and KBC Bank (my first 

accomodation) in the south, my Kerkstraat address in 

Gentbrugge in the middle, and Atelier Rambaut on Sint-

Markoenstraat in the north. 
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and Katrien that took me all across the country and allowed me to work with much of the 

chronology of Belgian stained glass. At Atelier Mestdagh the main projects I was involved in 

were reglazing the west facade window of St. Matens Latem church in Ghent, removing and 

restoring the art nouveau bay window of Hotel Hannon in Brussels, and researching lead 

coatings and painting techniques in light of the potential new ECHA regulations. At Atelier 

Rambaut I was working primarily with the Pand medieval glass fragments, though I also had 

the opportunity to examine glass from Park Abbey in Leuven and the Chapel de Bourgogne 

in Antwerp. 

UK Versus European Comparisons 

 
One of the earliest things I noticed upon beginning my placement were the differences 

between the tradition and techniques I had so recently been immersed in in England and the 

ones in my new environment in Ghent. Stained glass has an extensive history in Belgium as 

with the rest of continental Europe. The developments in glass composition in Belgium - 

which likely indicate changes in glass manufacture methods - mirror those seen in the UK 

and the rest of Europe with a transition from glass primarily composed of wood and plant ash 

in the pre-industrial period to more soda-based glasses produced in the 19th century and 

beyond. Yet just as two panes of glass are never blown exactly the same, despite traditions in 

Belgium and the UK being developed concurrently and using much of the same scientific 

knowledge, there are differences in the tools and techniques that brand each country’s 

creations with their own stamp of idiosyncrasy. 

The toolbox I received at Mestdagh came fully equipped with many traditional tools I had 

worked with before such as hammers, pliers, glazing nails, scalpels, tape measures, and safety 

gloves. Many of the workshop safety practices were familiar to me and they stored the sheet 

glass and finished panels in the same way we had been taught. However, there were 
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numerous processes I was previously familiar with, such as 

puttying, soldering, and cutting lead that were handled 

differently at Mestdagh, either because of tradition or 

convenience for their large-scale commercial studio. The first 

difference I noticed was the change in the lead knife. Lead 

knives are a very familiar tool for glaziers and have been used 

to cut lead came for hundreds of years. In Belgium, as in 

Germany and many other European countries, the curved 

blade lead knife is the one primarily used by stained glass 

workers. This curved blade is designed to be rocked back and 

forth across the lead came as it cuts for a smooth slice without 

crushing the soft metal (fig, 5). The tapered point on the end of 

the blade can be used to clean dried putty off window glass or 

manipulate the flanges of the lead to lie flat or overlap more 

smoothly. The metal inlay at the end of the handle can also be 

used for light hammering jobs. This type of knife creates much 

the same results as the 

putty/lead knife we primarily used at York (fig. 6), 

the main difference being the flat cutting edge of the 

English knife is intended to cut down vertically into 

the lead came and, if needed, pressed back and forth 

to aid the cut, as opposed to side to side. I was kindly 

gifted a monogramed European knife as my 

placement ended that is now one of my favourite 

working tools (fig. 7). 

Figure 5, Belgian "curved blade" lead 

knife and Glass Chapel panel at 

Atelier Mestdagh. 

Figure 6, English "flat edge" lead 

knife at K117 studio in the University 

of York. 

Figure 7, Inscribed European lead knife gifted to 

me on my placement. 
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Atelier Mestdagh also uses very different 

tools for soldering. Instead of the electric 

soldering iron we had used at York, each 

with a stand and a “drip tray” of old solder 

to clean the soldering tip and reduce the 

temperature of the iron as needed, we used 

large, gas-powered soldering irons. These 

irons had to be lit with a lighter and the 

temperature was controlled by adjusting 

the flow of gas from the cylinder to the 

flame. Excess solder was shaken from the 

metal soldering tip onto the smooth 

concrete floor which would harden almost 

instantly and then be swept up at the end of the day. Instead of tallow, we used a 

commercially available flux with a specific bottle reserved for soldering on old lead due to 

the different capacities of heat conduction. The lead cames themselves were always tucked 

into each other with the hearts as close together as possible, instead of meeting at the cut 

edge. At Mestdagh, putty (mastik, fig. 8) was applied and then cleaned off immediately with 

sawdust, instead of being dried with chalk and then brushed off. While extensive repetition of 

the methods I was taught at Mestdagh has made me more familiar with their versions, there is 

no one tradition I have found that holds merit over the other. 

One of my main goals for studying in Ghent was to learn as diverse a range of techniques as 

possible so that I might create a hybrid working method of my own and enable what I would 

see to be the most efficient and expressive iteration of the craft. However, the quality of the 

end result rarely changes despite the employment of these slightly different methods, which 

Figure 8, Image of me using the mechanical mixer to blend a 

new batch of mastik. 



11 
 

begs the question, why do the differences endure? In the 21st century scholars and 

practitioners from many different traditions regularly meet and engage on professional 

projects and at international forums and colloquia, there is no lack of access to information 

about other practices. It is instead to do with the preservation of an intangible heritage of 

tradition. UNESCO calls traditional craftsmanship the “most tangible manifestation of 

intangible cultural heritage” and emphasises the necessity of preserving these unique methods 

in the face of mass commercialisation and globalisation in particular. While the sharing of 

knowledge I discussed above is key for the preservation of the artform, the different national 

traditions are not to be picked and chosen from as a matter of preference, they are an 

expression of each nation’s history and relationship with the craft. The international 

placements encouraged by the program at York and the near constant stream of students and 

apprentices taken in by Ateliers Mestdagh and Rambaut strengthen the systems of knowledge 

transfer that keep an influx of new professionals active in the field and makes them aware of 

the diverse history of the craft through the subtle differences of national tradition (fig. 9). 

While these differences can certainly be mined for more efficient methods or tools more 

suited to the user (as I found), it is important not 

to treat them as interchangeable or insignificant. 

The intangible traditions that shape our 

craftspeople are just as essential as the tangible 

artworks they create.  

Figure 9, A selfie of Davy and I. He is one of the Master 

Glaziers at Atelier Mestdagh who mentored me most 

closely. 
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Project 1: St Martens Latem 

 
My practical skills were honed through repetition early on 

in my placement by working on the leaded light panels of 

the central window in the west facade of Sint Marten’s 

Latem church in Ghent (fig. 10). This neo-Gothic church 

had a west facing window of 15 panels that needed to be 

removed, cleaned, have broken glass and leads replaced, 

and the borders releaded and extended to fit the 

architectural dimensions (fig. 11). This project was very 

helpful for me as a relative beginner in the studio 

because the glass was unpainted and of 20th 

century origins. The project directive was to 

mend, clean and weatherproof the window itself. 

While the original glass was kept wherever 

possible, the aim was restoration of functionality, 

as opposed to conservation of present materials. 

This is the kind of work often carried out at 

commercial Ateliers, where - for certain projects 

– constraints to the client’s budget and 

timeframe means the studio must take less of a 

conservationist approach.  

The work on this project was very repetitive panel to panel but meant I got a great deal of 

practice at 20th century window restoration. I worked on these panels most days from 4th to 

the 23rd of May with various interludes to work on other projects mentioned below. For these 

15 panels I had to remove the old exterior leads, many of which had significantly degraded. 

Figure 10, Exterior view of Sint Marten’s 

west window before restoration. 

Figure 11, Panels from the Sint Martens Latem project 

on the bench at Mestdagh, beside a portable extractor 

fan. 
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For this I used a lead knife to loosen the putty from the glass and a pliers to pull the lead 

away. Many of the edgemost pieces of white glass were already broken either from 

installation or removal so almost all of these required replacing. Next, I looked for any 

broken pieces of glass in the lattice design and removed these from the lead net without 

creating any further breaks. I also looked for breaks in the interior leads and sanded these 

down using a mini-belt sander to create a new surface for soldering. When a panel was fully 

cleaned and all broken glass replaced, I fixed it in a right-angled mount on the workbench 

and used multiple widths of lead and steel-cored armée to extend the panel to the dimensions 

required to fit the frame at St. Martens Latem. After this I moved each panel to the mastikot 

(putty room) and applied the mastik to the panel using a damp brush to push it under all the 

leads (fig. 12). The panels were then cleaned with sawdust and left to dry overnight. When 

every panel was completed in this way Lies and I attached new bintloods (binding leads, fig. 

13) to the panels so they could be attached to the iron armature still in situ. 

Figure 13, Removing the old bintloods using a handheld sander. 

Figure 12, Ensuring all the pieces are correctly aligned before 

applying the mastik. 
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Lead Safety 

 
From the very beginning of my placement at Mestdagh I was made aware that the extensive 

lead safety measures already in place would likely be updated in the coming months to be 

more cautious (fig. 14). This was in light of the proposed change to the status of lead as a 

hazardous material in the 2022 edition of the “Registration, Evaluation, Authorisation and 

Restriction of Chemicals” (REACH) documents from the European Chemical Agency 

(ECHA). These regulations from the parliament and council of the European Union aim “to 

improve the protection of human health and the environment from the risks that can be posed 

by chemicals”. The 2022 proposal aims to move lead from the Candidate List (of hazardous 

chemicals) to the Authorisation list (of restricted chemicals) within 18 months. Several lead 

compounds are already restricted on the authorisation list (such as lead arsenite, some lead 

carbonates and lead sulphates) but the proposed changes would include “lead in all its 

forms”. Should this legislation come to pass, every use of the heavy metal, from production 

to shaping to storage, would require requests 

for authorisation and approval from the 

European commission. Needless to say, the 

ban on the use of lead, and the resultant 

bureaucracy in trying to circumvent it 

according to regulations, would decimate 

the stained glass industry as it functions 

today. The manufacture, restoration, storage 

and even display of any stained glass works 

would no longer be possible at all without a 

special permit. 
Figure 14, Some of the safety precautions taken against 

lead contamination; facemask, gloves, hair and clothes 

covered. 
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ICON, ICOM, ICOMOS, ECCO, and many stained 

glass studios and individuals submitted statements to the 

ECHA and the European Commission during the 

consultation period expressing their consternation at the 

apparently thoughtless impact their proceeding with this 

proposed augmentation would have in their fields. 

Mestdagh took this one step further and anticipated a 

professional and public backlash against the use of lead 

regardless of the ruling of the European Commission 

thanks to the publicity that the legislation has received. 

To this end, I spent any free time I had available at 

Mestdagh researching commercially available lead coatings and protectants that could alter 

the appearance of lead while also protecting its handlers from potentially hazardous 

chemicals. This research was slow going as many of the products on the market were 

designed for the encapsulation of lead paint and had little information on how to treat the lead 

itself. The dramatic thermal expansion of lead known to those who work with lead roofing 

also applies in the context of stained glass where most coatings applied to the lead itself will 

crack and fail early in their use as they cannot react appropriately to these changes.  

Figure 15, Selection of the Medieval lead we 

found in the Pand fragments at Atelier 

Rambaut. 
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In light of these issues I also spent some time at Mestdagh designing and building an 

experiment rig that could both test the durability of the aesthetic treatments for lead to serve 

as a display for future clients (fig. 16). I began this in May and worked on it as time was 

available to me in the studio. The intention was to test the appearance and adhesion of the 

various paints and coatings we had in the studio on lead of various preparations. I selected a 

large piece of wood from the stock at Atelier Mestdagh and attached to it 60 pieces of lead 

and armée lead came in 10 different sections, one section for each coating we wanted to test. 

The pieces were all 12 cm in length and designed to be easily removed and inserted from the 

plank as needed. We wanted to test both kinds of lead as they would have different chemical 

compositions. I arranged the leads into pairs (one each Armée and standard) and placed three 

pairs to a section. There were multiple pairs per section as we needed to test different 

methods of preparing the lead before the coating was applied. The first pairs were simply 

untreated lead as it came out of their wooden boxes. The second pairs were scrubbed with 00 

steel wool before the coating was applied in order to roughen the surface and improve 

adhesion. The third pairs were pre-treated in the same way Mestdagh normally treats their 

leads in that they were roughened with steel wool and then rubbed with a solution of 12% 

ammonia and water. This was to remove any grease or dirt from the surface that would 

interfere with the coating finish. The coatings were then applied according to the 

manufacturer’s guidelines and usually in two coats. I also included an untreated sample of 

Figure 16, The lead coating experiment I designed and built at Atelier Mestdagh. 
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both lead types at the end of the experiment planks so the aesthetic difference could be 

compared. 

The purposes of this experiment were 

twofold. On one level it could be used as a 

display for clients and a guide for 

conservators on the different colours and 

finishes of lead coatings available at 

Mestdagh (fig. 17). This would be a good 

sample for customers commissioning new 

pieces or staff looking to match a 

particular colour or style on a restoration. The second intended purpose would be as an actual 

experiment to test the weathering and durability of the different lead coatings in simulated 

extreme weather conditions. Each 12cm lead could be cut into three 4cm pieces where one 

would act as a control while the other two could be subjected to two differing experiments of 

weather and time. This would show how the coatings would degrade over time if installed in 

an exterior window with the expectation being that the leads treated with both ammonia and 

steel wool would show the greatest longevity. Unfortunately, my placement at Mestdagh 

ended before these tests could be carried out. While the outcome of these experiments is 

something I cannot attest to at this time, the paint flaking and scraping I saw on some of the 

samples after I had taken them in and out of the experiment rig leads me to believe that some 

of the commercially available paints (the Pébéo paints in particular) will not be up to the task. 

Even if this does turn out to be the case, it is important to know this before they are employed 

in commissions or restoration projects so the experiment will still have been worthwhile. 

Figure 17, Close up of some of the coating samples. 
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Sustainability 

 
Another area I was interested to examine in my placement and look for different methods or 

solutions was sustainability in the stained glass industry. Glass is one of the few materials 

used in modern living that is infinitely recyclable. It is regularly salvaged from household and 

industrial waste across the world to be recycled into cullet and used in the manufacture of 

new glass. Of course, most of the glass used in stained glass craft is not intended to be 

recycled at what might appear to be the end of its initial life, it is intended to be restored. 

Conservation as a concept is an extremely sustainable practice and keeps important buildings 

and works of art in safe and stable condition, preventing loss of value and waste of materials. 

However, the tools and processes necessary in preserving these objects are often a different 

story and can generate a substantial amount of waste in their own right. 

As in many industries, the single-use nature of most personal protective equipment (PPE) is 

one of the leading contributors of physical waste in the stained glass industry. Disposable 

masks, gloves, and wipes all protect the wearer or user from having harmful chemicals or 

particles come into contact with their skin or lungs. The ease with which these can be 

disposed of after use (in general waste) saves both time and money. It also prevents exposing 

the staff to additional risk by attempting to clean and reuse any contaminated products. The 

specialist chemical/particle filters used by most studios - while not single use – are also to be 

disposed of in the same efficient way. Nevertheless, these safe practices inevitably contribute 

to waste in landfills and are ultimately unhealthy for the environment at large. Through my 

placement I had hoped to explore the possibilities of alternatives that could alleviate some of 

this waste without putting the lives and comfort of the staff at risk. However, I learned that - 

at least currently - there is little that can be done differently without opening the staff to a 

higher potential for dangerous working conditions. Greater environmental ventilation can 

reduce the need for extremely extensive face coverings, and personal ventilation systems can 



19 
 

eliminate them entirely. However, these can be more uncomfortable for people to wear and 

require more electricity to run. 

Large studios like Atelier Mestdagh have been making efforts to increase their sustainability 

in other areas by recirculating the materials that they work with back into use. Atelier 

Mestdagh (and Atelier Rambaut through Mestdagh) collects all lead that is too short to use, 

and any old lead removed during restoration works into specific bins that are then taken for 

heavy metal recycling. Mestdagh also uses extensive quantities of the steel-cored Armée lead 

that they recycle separately as this cannot be recycled with the pure lead. They also reuse and 

repurpose their glass in similar ways that benefit both the environment and the artistic 

community in Ghent. Large pieces of cut glass are kept by the studio for reuse on smaller 

projects. Pieces of glass that are too small for their use are placed in separate boxes to sell to 

local artists who work with glass mosaics. Glass fragments that are too small for even this 

type of work are placed separately for general glass recycling. These industry level efforts 

(especially for materials as easily recyclable as lead and glass) are key practices and good 

examples to set regarding resource recycling at this level. In the wake of the Covid-19 

pandemic, waste generated from disposable PPE skyrocketed and the resultant falling oil 

prices meant that manufacturing virgin plastics was more commercially viable than recycling 

old plastics. Yet with growing public awareness of the quantity of plastic designated for 

landfill, through household and industrial PPE, there has been a distinct onus on finding more 

solutions to the problems of plastic waste generation.  
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Project 2: Pand Glass 

 
Though shorter, my time at Atelier Rambaut was no less 

enlightening. For the majority of my placement with Aletta 

I was working with medieval glass that had been 

accidentally discovered during construction works at the 

Pand in Ghent. Het Pand is a former Dominican friary 

located on the river Leie in the modern city centre of Ghent. 

These fragments came from two windows formerly in the 

church on the site that had been removed during the construction of a new wing. The pieces 

broken from this construction were discarded with the rest of the demolition waste inside the 

eves of the new building. The main subject of these windows was droliereen or mythical 

creatures, though they also contained more religious scenes as well as floral and architectural 

elements. This collection exists in three parts, the first third of which has been full 

documented and published, the second collect has been formally photographed and the final 

third had been as yet untouched after initial assessments by the excavators and Aletta before I 

arrived (fig. 18). My work involved categorising the fragments according to their painted 

decoration (or lack thereof, fig. 19), photographing the groups, matching fragments from the 

same piece of glass, and bagging and 

cataloguing the pieces. Matching the 

fragments or “puzzling” as Aletta 

called it, took up most of my time with 

this project and was a massively 

rewarding experience. Reuniting 

fragments of medieval glass that had 

been broken for hundreds of years and 

Figure 18, Pand glass fragments as they 

arrived to Atelier Rambaut.. 

Figure 19, A group of unpainted fragments with clearly grozed edges 

("edge pieces") that I laid out at Atelier Rambaut. 
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reconstructing images that had never been seen in current memory felt like extremely 

significant work almost akin to my background in archaeology (fig. 20; b, c). As the Pand 

collection was currently in three separate sections (and of course because many pieces had 

been simply lost to time) there were many fragments that seemed like they would never be 

able to be restored. However, by categorising the pieces according to decoration type we 

were able to reassemble some very extensive or detailed sections. Once piece I found was 

even a match for a fragment that had already been published in the Droliereen Te Gent book 

(fig. 20a)! 

  

Other Projects  

Chapel de Bourgogne 

I was able to use some more of these detective skills to great effect on one of my early days 

with Aletta on site at the Chapel de Bourgogne. We were assessing the quantity of Medieval 

glass remaining in the chapel though this was a difficult task as much of the glass had an 

extensive and flaking flaking corrosion crust and very little of the original material 

remaining. We suspected that various interventions and successive restoration attempts likely 

lead to the (sometimes unskilled) removal and reinstallation of the in-situ glass. However, as 

Figure 20, Images showing (a) the fragment I found that matches to one published from the first lot of Pand glass, (b) a 

painted and stained glass foot piece that I reassembled, and (c) 10 separate fragments I was able to reassemble to recreate 

part of the detailed floral border. 
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we were packing up to leave, I noticed a fragment of glass in a gap in the floorboards of the 

chapel (fig. 21). While we could not date it from a fragment, the piece contained painted 

decoration and silver stain! We were naturally very excited about this find and immediately 

began scouring the carpet and wooden floor for more fragments (fig. 22). All in all, we found 

approximately 30 fragments of stained, painted, coloured, and uncoloured glass that likely 

broke from the windows during their various interventions. Having these fragments meant 

not only that we understood the history of the windows better but that, with the owner’s 

consent, we could potentially carry out chemical analysis on some of the glass without having 

to interfere with the windows themselves.  

  

Figure 21, One of the stained and painted glass 

fragments we found in the Chapelle de Bourgogne. 

Figure 22, Image of me looking for further fragments 

underneath the scaffolding at Chapelle de Bourgogne 

(Author's own image). 
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Figure 25, Using a magnifying glass and 

scalpel to clean broken glass fragments 

before bonding. 

Figure 26, On site 

at Hotel Hannon 

cutting the Bplex 

sheets to make 

accurate templates 

of the window 

openings. 

Hotel Hannon 

Through my time at Mestdagh I was able to work on site a few times, primarily at the art 

nouveau triumph Hotel Hannon in Brussels. I was involved in many stages of this extensive 

project from the dismantling of the windows in Brussels, to the pre-conservation 

photography, cleaning and removing broken pieces, and even the preparation of the 

conservation documents (fig. 23-26). Unfortunately, this large project was nowhere near 

completed by the time I had to leave. 

Figure 24, Photographing and documenting the 

Hotel Hannon panels on a light table back in 

Atelier Mestdagh. 
Figure 23, Image of me working with a knife and 

hammer to remove putty from the windows on site at 

Hotel Hannon. 
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One Day Projects 

Throughout my months at both studios, I was lucky enough to work on a number of different 

short projects and try my hand at many new skills. One of my favourites was working with 

Wanne to replace a broken piece of crown glass in a youth hostel in the centre of Ghent (fig. 

27. We used the lead knife to remove the broken crown and open up the leads before 

inserting a new piece of glass in as close a colour match as was available. We then resealed 

the window using stiff putty and smoothed the leads flush against the glass. 

I also spent some time on the Glass Chapel panels 

for Atelier Mestdagh. This was a collapsible 

miniature chapel designed by architect Geert de 

Groot made of metal frames and stained glass 

panels that can be dissembled and reassembled 

easily. The chapel was to be redisplayed in 

September 2022 as part of Monumentenwacht in 

Ghent so the individual panels needed to be 

cleaned, repaired, and have broken pieces replaced. 

Figure 27, Images showing (a) the broken window at Hostel Uppelink, (b) how we removed the piece in situ and (c) replaced 

it with a new crown of glass. 

Figure 28, Polishing one of the apex roof panels of 

the Glass Chapel. 
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I worked on over half of these unusually shaped panels cleaning and polishing the glass and 

replacing glass and silicon as needed (fig. 28).  

My last day of placement was something of a scramble but I was able to work on a panel 

from Brussels Cathedral that had come to Atelier Rambaut. All the documentation on this 

panel had been completed by previous interns so I began by removing some sandwich plating 

that had been installed on a few of the pieces during a previous restaoration that Aletta had 

recognised as having trapped dirt. I then cleaned the panel using cotton buds and water as 

some of the paint was delicate (fig. 29). This was a slow process, and I was only able to clean 

half of the panel before the end of the day. 

 

Figure 29, Cleaning the Brussels Cathedral Panel. 
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Travel and Free Time 
 

Through Atelier Rambaut I was able to travel quite widely in Belgium and visit the cities of 

Leuven, Antwerp, and Brussels. We always travelled by train as the Belgian rail systems are 

very efficient and we were able to walk to our destinations within the city from the stations. 

Leuven I particularly enjoyed exploring as myself and a colleague of Aletta’s from the Royal 

Institute for Cultural Heritage (KIK-IRPA) were able to visit the large Beguinage in the city – 

Groot Begijnhof (fig. 30). This is a completely restored historical quarter in the heart of the 

city and provided a beautiful rural retreat from a chaotic urban setting. Another Beguinage in 

Ghent itself was a similar city oasis that Aletta showed me around personally (fig. 31).  

While the placement was, inevitably, very full on for three months I was luckily able to 

explore and enjoy Belgium in my free time after work and on weekends. Ghent as a city was 

absolutely gorgeous with an extremely effective mix of new buildings, cultural heritage, and 

natural landscapes in the city centre. One of my favourite things about living there was 

Figure 30, Part of the Great Beguinage, Leuven. Figure 31, Overgrown decoration in one of the gardens at the 

Great Beguinate of Sint-Elisabeth, Ghent. Look out for the 

sleepy cat on top of the monument! 
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getting to speak to the locals. I had great difficulty 

picking up the local Flemish but was delighted to find 

most people eager and excited to speak to me in 

English, which is spoken with high fluency across the 

country. I met most of the friends I made in Ghent at 

the climbing gym in Gentbrugge where I spent many 

evenings (fig. 32). There was a community of locals 

and tourists there who made me feel welcome and 

actively encouraged and improved my climbing. When 

I was not climbing, I spent a good deal of time at the 

Botanic Gardens by the University of Ghent and the 

museum there, the GUM, was one of my favourites that I have ever visited. The extremely 

interactive museum held diverse displays from preserved botanical specimens, African 

masks, early optical illusions, and even some fragments of the drolerien from Pand on loan. 

Aside from the botanic gardens I was able 

to see a lot of the natural scenery of Ghent 

as I regularly cycled between my 

accommodation and the Ateliers. 

Travelling along the rivers to Sint-

Markoenstraat in the north of the city was 

not only the safest route, but also the most 

scenic. Thanks to the interconnectedness of 

Europe, I was also able to to take a night 

bus to Germany for one weekend to visit a 

Figure 32, Image of me climbing at Klimzaal 

Balance in Ghent. 

Figure 33, Interior of one of the festival tents in July. 

). 
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friend. I stayed in Frankfurt from 24th until the 26th June. 

Undoubtedly, one of the ultimate highlights of my trip was the citywide festival held at the 

middle of July – the Gentse feesten (fig. 33). This 10-day festival is one of the largest folk 

festivals in Europe and has been running in some form almost uninterrupted since 1843. Due 

to the pandemic in 2020 and 2021 the festival had to be cancelled so this year was extremely 

important. The celebrations include special access to some of the city’s most popular 

attractions as well as 10 nights of excellent food, drink, comedy, performance, dancing, and 

naturally, lots and lots of beer. Luckily, I was able to sample the excellent food and drink of 

Belgium throughout my stay. Even small local supermarkets had great selections of breads 

and Belgian cheeses that could be enjoyed at very reasonable prices. My hosts at the first 

accommodation ran a food stall outside of the building one day a week and kindly let me try 

some of their traditional inspired dishes (mostly asparagus). It would not be a trip to Belgium 

without sampling the Belgian chips (or frites) and waffles also which I was able to eat plenty 

of throughout my stay (fig. 34, 35). 

  

Figure 34, Belgian Liege waffle with stracciatella ice-

cream (Author's own image). 

Figure 35, A colourful frites mascot seen at many 

frituurs in Ghent (Author's own image). 
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Conclusion 
 

My 12-week working placement in Ghent has undoubtedly been the most educational and 

rewarding part of my professional development so far. I gained and practiced many 

professional construction and restoration skills working with Atelier Mestdagh on the Sint-

Martens Latem project as well as working to clean and lead up many new panels produced by 

the studio. With Atelier Rambaut I was able to practice pattern recognition while getting 

invaluable up-close experience handling and identifying medieval glass with the pieces from 

the Pand and the Chapel de Bourgogne. I also gained a greater appreciation and 

understanding of lead both as a material and as a potential hazard in the workplace. I was 

disappointed I did not get to progress beyond the design stages of my lead aesthetics 

experiment or stay to see any of the results. The experience will undoubtedly help my future 

career. I improved my practical skills that are an absolute necessity if I am to succeed as a 

stained glass conservator. I have also gained an invaluable insight into the running and 

operation of a conservation business on both a large and a small scale. Similarly, I have been 

able to dip my toe into the vibrant craft tradition that exists outside of the UK and been taught 

the Belgian methods first hand. This will allow me to work in a diverse range of 

environments and execute my craft in the most effective and efficient way for myself. My 

advice for future scholars is also the only thing I would do differently myself, which is 

making some time to learn a bit of Dutch beforehand as it is a fascinating language and will 

make your time in this bustling and beautiful city much more enriching. 

 

 


