






















           
       

         
        

            
        

         
          

        
       

          
         

          
         

          
      

During their six months contract the KickStart-ers surveyed 
just shy of two hundred  bindings. In the process, the team 
gathered a huge wealth of understanding of the construction 
and materiality of a group of extraordinarily complex 
bookbinding structures. The data collected also allowed for a 
greater understanding of the collection, and the multitude of 
variations found in the binding processes. 

It was very fulfilling to overhear their discussions held in the 
studio on the different structural elements found during the 
survey and debates on whether a particular material was 
paper or parchment, or if the cover was attached in a certain 
way. These discussions showed not only their growing 
knowledge in the binding style and construction, but also 
their interest and curiosity in delving deeper into the material 
being surveyed.

REFLECTION
For the department, the KickStart scheme provided a great 
opportunity to diversify the workforce by hiring those with a 
different background of experience, as well as to receive 
financial support to provide a learning opportunity to those 
in need. We also gained two temporary members of staff 
who could contribute to a major project, ensuring its 
progression and adding to the artefactual understanding of 
our collections. 

On the flipside, we were able to offer the KickStart-ers the 
chance to experience work in the heritage sector, and more 
specifically a collection care department. They gained very 
specific knowledge of the history and construction of limp 
parchment bindings, albeit quite niche; but they also gained 
experience in project management, data handling, public 
speaking and several days of experience with other 
departments within the archive. 

The KickStart-ers also gained the transferable skills of 
independent learning, writing and applying knowledge 
gained from specialists to practical work. This experience 
gave them a wider, more holistic sense of how archives work 
as a whole and perhaps a sense of what areas they may want 
to pursue in the future. 

It was a mutually beneficial framework and we found it to be 
for the most part successful. However, hosting the KickStart 
placements was not without its challenges too and these are 
worth mentioning. In ensuring that the candidates selected 
would have the potential to gain the greatest benefit from this 
opportunity, there was a natural draw towards those with the 
least experience within the sector, or even the workforce in 
general. In turn this meant that the individuals required more 
input, guidance and general supervision than other colleagues 
or the institution’s more conventional heritage volunteers. 

One of the KickStart-ers non-destructively sampling the surface of a parchment cover using a small eraser, as per Beasts2Craft’s sampling 
protocol
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When I learnt about the course in the Conservation of Stone, 
Wood and Decorative Surfaces at City & Guilds of London 
Art School (CGLAS) with its strong emphasis on craft skills I 
was sold. It was three years of extremely hard work but 
absolutely incredible!

PATHWAY TO WORK
Graduating in a pandemic wasn’t the best, but I still had a 
great sense of achievement at completing my degree. I 
quickly found work with a contact I had made during my time 
at CGLAS and started work as a freelancer on a refurbishment 
of a historic property. A few weeks later the UK entered its 
second lockdown and the project shut down. This began a 
seven-month period of being out of work (I was also home 
schooling for some time). 

It was incredibly demoralising and took its toll on my mental 
health. However, I kept trying, contacting every conservation 
company and individual I knew of and joining online events 
such as those put on by Icon, and eventually it paid off and I 
was offered two jobs in the same day! I managed to do both 
by spending a few weeks on the first project before joining 
Cliveden Conservation with whom I still work almost a year 
later.

My work so far has included decorative painting and gilding 
and lime mortar plastering and repairs. I enjoy constantly 
developing my skills; in every job I learn something new.

CHARLOTTE'S TOP TIPS
•  Having been out of education for a long time I did a 

ton of (mostly free) short courses especially MOOCS 
(Massive Open Online Courses) in the year leading up 
to my enrolment at CGLAS.

•  There is support out there if you need financial or 
practical help getting back into work or study whether 
it’s charities, adult education centres, family centres (if 
you have a child in school) ... I financed my course 
through a student loan supplemented by bursaries. It’s 
a lot of work applying for these and there can be quite 
a bit of competition for some awards but ask around 
for help in applying if you need it. 

•  Be open and friendly and network constantly! 
Conservation is a small field, but people are mostly 
friendly and encouraging. There were many 
opportunities to forge friendships and make useful 
contacts during my period of study. I recommend 
attending as many conservation related events as 
possible. I’m an introvert so I know that can feel 
awkward but do it anyway! And when looking for work 
don’t give up. You’ll get something eventually.

Charlotte representing the Conservation Department of the City & 
Guilds of London Art School, at the Historic Buildings, Parks and 
Garden Event in 2019
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•  Don’t worry about starting out freelance even if a 
permanent museum post is your aim. Just get started, 
as all experience is valuable. Once you’re in work keep 
an ear to the ground for opportunities in your 
preferred area. I believe you can get where you want 
to with determination.

•  Join the various conservation bodies, organisations, 
and email lists so you are in the loop for events and 
job vacancies. Consider social media, particularly 
LinkedIn. Instagram can also be worthwhile.

•  You may ‘land’ in a very different area to what you 
imagined. I started off thinking I’d want to work in a 
museum. Whilst I rule nothing out for the future, I’ve 
found myself mostly working on building conservation 
projects – working within the wider construction 
industry, and I absolutely love it! 

•  It may be worth getting a CSCS card (for working on 
building sites) and PASMA (scaffold towers) 
certification.
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A STITCH IN TIME 
Assistant book conservator Alice Evans and textile conservation intern Katica 
Laza on an interdisciplinary study day at the Bodleian Libraries

           
         

           
           

          
         

        
        
          
         

       
        

         
        
          

        
          

          
         

         
       

           
           

            
        

        
          

          
         

           
         

        
          

          
        

 
           

        
        

          
       

           
         

    

        
          

          
        

           
           
            

     

         
        

          
        

         
     

          
          

         
        

         
         

          
         

   

  
          

         
          

          
           

 

           
              

          
             

  

       
 

           
      

very generous donation we have been able to embark on this 
project and focus on developing the knowledge of our team 
in this area. This has allowed us to get to know our 
collections much better, and given us many opportunities to 
share these objects beyond our team and connect with 
conservators, students, and academics from across many 
disciplines.

EMBROIDERED BINDINGS AT THE 
BODLEIAN
It is impossible to say how many textile bindings there are in 
the Bodleian’s collections, as many textile elements such as 
velvet, book cloth or silk ties are not listed in the catalogue 
descriptions for these objects. However, the embroidered 
bindings in our early printed books are some of the most 
well-catalogued types of textiles appearing in our collections 
and have been of much interest to readers and researchers 
for many years. 

In 1971, a small Bodleian Picture Book publication shared 
thirty black and white images of a selection of the most 
treasured textile and embroidered bindings in this part of the 
collection. The publication included an introduction by Giles 
Barber (librarian and book historian) who had undertaken 
work at that time to produce a list of textile and embroidered 
bindings in the collections, but sadly the incredible colours 
and scale of these bindings - some tiny pocket sized volumes 
and some huge and grand – could not be fully realised. So 
the demand to see these objects in real life remains high, to 
fully appreciate their intricate design and tactile materiality, 
and they continue to be frequently requested for study and 
display in our reading rooms and exhibition spaces. 

Research interest in the collection varies from looking at 
them from a craft and design perspective to an interest in 
their context and what the use of textiles could tell us about 
their history. Often an elaborately embroidered cover 
indicates that the binding had a wealthy or important owner, 
as such fine craftsmanship would not have been cheap to 
produce. Other more simple designs can suggest a more 
personal domestic activity or act of religious devotion, as 
seen with pocket Bibles.

Over the past year our Rare Books colleagues have been able 
to add even more textile and embroidered bindings to 
Barber’s original list. There are now two hundred and 
twenty-eight textile bindings listed in the collection, of which 
at least sixty-seven are embroidered, while others are 
beaded or covered with woven textiles. This figure does not 
of course take into account the textiles present in our 
archives, early and rare manuscript collection, or Oriental 
collections, and the continual acquisition of books and 

TEXTILES IN LIBRARIES
Since the autumn of 2021, the Conservation and Collection 
Care team at the Bodleian Libraries, University of Oxford, has 
been working on an exciting project to explore the many 
places textiles appear across our library and archive 
collections. The scope of the Textiles in Libraries project has 
been wide, from embroidered bindings and end bands, to 
banners, tapestries and t-shirts. 

As a team of book, paper, and preventive conservators, we 
come across textiles in our work every day, and thanks to a 

One of the bindings from the early printed books collection examined 
as part of the survey: Seventeenth century English embroidered 
binding, decorated with 'petit-point' flat tapestry stitch in coloured silk 
and silver gilt threads on a canvas background and long green silk 
fore-edge ties. (C.P. 1630 e.3, Bodleian Libraries, University of Oxford)

Bo
dl

ei
an

 L
ib

ra
rie

s,
Un

iv
er

sit
y 

of
 O

xf
or

d

16



objects with textile elements means the exploration and 
study of textiles across the Bodleian’s collections will certainly 
carry on being an area of much interest to our team.

REVISITING THE 1989 SURVEY
At the start of the Textiles in Libraries project, the Bodleian 
conservation team looked at the historic records of the 
department to see if any work had been done specifically on 
textiles in the collections. We discovered a survey carried out 
in 1989 by textile conservation students studying at the 
Textile Conservation Centre, which at the time was at 
Hampton Court Palace. The students looked at nine bindings 
from the collection and produced a condition survey of them, 
which included object descriptions and treatment proposals. 
We realised what a fascinating resource this was, capturing 
not only the condition of our bindings at that time but also 
the teaching and contemporary trends in the field of textile 
conservation.

We were keen to take a look at the bindings again, thirty 
years on, and got in touch with the tutors at the current MPhil 
Textile Conservation programme, now at the University of 
Glasgow, to see if a collaborative study day looking at these 
bindings with current students might be possible. We saw the 
opportunity to share our knowledge of bindings and their 
context in a university research library with the students, who 
may not have come across textiles in this format before. It 
was also a chance for our team to continue to develop our 
textile knowledge and learn a bit more about what the 
current approach to any practical textile conservation 
treatment might be.

ROAD TRIP FROM GLASGOW TO OXFORD 
The Glasgow course has a deep focus on textile objects and 
during the second year students gain a basic understanding 
about how to handle other materials that are often 
associated with textiles, such as metals, gelatines, waxes, 
glass beads, and wood. However, the treatment or analysis of 
books through a textile conservation lens is rarely discussed, 
unless it is to do with textile pieces mounted in books, such 
as samples in dye manuals. 

So everyone agreed the proposed study day at the Bodleian 
was a great addition to the course and in April this year seven 
students travelled to Oxford to visit the library and re-survey 
the nine bindings selected for the original survey. The visit 
provided an excellent opportunity for the students to see 
textiles functioning in a very different way and to learn more 
about the construction and conservation of these complex 
mixed-media objects from both the Bodleian’s book 
conservation team and Sue Stanton ACR, textile conservator 
at the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford, who also joined the 
group for the day.

CARRYING OUT THE 2022 SURVEY
The aim of the day was to resurvey the bindings and compare 
the findings with the original survey, so the group began by 
visually assessing and discussing the variety of embroidered 

and textile bindings, before writing binding descriptions and 
suggestions for treatment options. 

The selected bindings ranged from velvet-covered 
manuscripts decorated with cord, to printed books with 
covers intricately embroidered in metal and silk threads, to 
those still with their long and very fragile fore-edge tie 
attached. The group was struck by the minute scale and 
detailed craftsmanship in the decoration of many of the 
bindings. Not only did the techniques used on each binding 
vary greatly but so did their condition. Some of the bindings 
were in good condition, suggesting they were appreciated 
as a decorative object rather than being heavily used for their 
texts. By contrast, others exhibited loss of fabric along the 
spine, splits in the covering textile along the joints, and damage 
to fore-edge ties, if they were still present! The fragile condition 
of these bindings greatly limited the amount they could be 

           
         

           
           

          
         

        
        
          
         

       
        

         
        
          

        
          

          
         

         
       

           
           

            
        

        
          

          
         

           
         

        
          

          
        

 
           

        
        

          
       

           
         

    

        
          

          
        

           
           
            

     

         
        

          
        

         
     

          
          

         
        

         
         

          
         

   

  
          

         
          

          
           

 

           
              

          
             

  

       
 

           
      

Another of the surveyed bindings: C17th English binding, covered in 
cream silk with applied decorative motifs worked in polychrome glass 
beads threaded with silk thread. (Broxb. 42.8, Bodleian Libraries, 
University of Oxford)
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The course has given me the opportunity to carry out detailed 
research into the objects I worked on. One of the most 
satisfying examples was a 2,000-year-old flagon, belonging to 
the Novium Museum in Chichester, which was excavated from 
the St. Pancras Roman Cemetery in the city. I received the 
flagon in eight sections, with its handle and some 
fragments around the neck and rim missing. 

On close inspection, the losses around the rim and neck and 
the loss of the handle appeared to be of ancient origin. My 
research revealed that other flagons excavated at the ceme-
tery had similar damage around the necks, which may suggest 

that the flagon was buried in such a way that its mouth was 
left protruding from the ground to allow libations (offerings of 
wine or other substances) to be made. I therefore decided, in 
consultation with the Novium Museum curator, not to replace 

©
 W

es
t D

ea
n 

Co
lle

ge
 o

f A
rt

s 
&

 C
on

se
rv

at
io

n

           
           

         
         

        
        

          
         

            
          
  

         
              

          

The 2,000 year old flagon as received in the workshop
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Bonding the flagon with Paraloid B72

Supporting the flagon whilst the adhesive sets

©
 W

es
t D

ea
n 

Co
lle

ge
 o

f A
rt

s 
&

 C
on

se
rv

at
io

n

           
               

             
           

            
          

          

   
             

           
             

          
          

         

  
         

           
            

          
         
         

        
      

 
          

        
          

         
          

          
          

     

   
           

         
         
          

           
           

        
           

           
           

           
           

             
          

         
           

    

    
           

      

 
         
          

      
           

           
    

            
          
          

          
          

  

ICON NEWS • OCTOBER 2022 • 29





           
           
        

         
           

         
       

           
            

        
          

             
          

           
         

           
           

         
         

        
        

          
         

            
          
  

         
              

          

          
           

          
         

           
        

         
        

         
          

             
          

           
     

Due to issues similar to those I encountered with the Roman 
flagon -  a narrow neck and lack of access to the interior - my 
decision in this case was to bond the object in two sections, to 
allow fills to be made with temporary supports, then to bond 
the two sections together. At the time of writing this I had 
reached the stage of partially bonding the main sherds, and 
once that stage is finished the filling and retouching can 
proceed.

Reflections on the year
This has been an amazing year, and I have done so much that 
in my previous professional life I would never have imagined I 
would be doing. It has been a real privilege to be given access 
to work on wonderful ceramic objects of so many different 
types. I now look forward to continuing with my Master’s 
degree before, with luck, finding work as a professional 
conservator.Some of the larger sherds of the Chinese jar – only a fraction of the 

total number

Work in progress on the Chinese jar - two sections bonded and placed in good alignment while the adhesive cured
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the emerging professional
An Internship at Tate
Merry Chow outlines her placement experience
In early 2022, I started a five-month internship at Tate as part 
of my final year of postgraduate training in object conserva-
tion at University College London (UCL). It was an invaluable 
opportunity to apply my training in practice and gain work 
experience. I have learned a lot from my colleagues in the 
Sculpture and Installation Department. It is a pleasure to work 
with such a warm and welcoming team. 

In my first month, I was able to familiarise myself with the 
workflow, documentation, and various activities related to the 
display and exhibition at Tate Modern. Through shadowing 
the work of my supervisor and participating in the installation 
of the exhibition Surrealism Beyond Borders, it gave me an 
overview of the post-COVID daily operations of the conserva-
tion department in a museum. 

As I gradually gained confidence in collaborating with 
different parties and stakeholders within the museum, I was 
then given more tasks assisting other areas of conservation 
activities within the department, such as acquisitions, loans, 
and international programmes. Towards the end of my 
internship, I was also given the opportunity to be involved in 
the outdoor sculpture maintenance at the Barbara Hepworth 
Museum in St. Ives for a week. Working across Tate sites and 
in different conservation roles has challenged me to become 
a more versatile conservator. I have to be mentally prepared 
to ‘switch hats’ and readily transition into different roles in a 
dynamic working environment.

The Liquid Modernity project
Throughout my internship at Tate, I undertook a research 
project looking into crude oil and its alternatives for the 
artwork Liquid Modernity by Andrei Molodkin. Liquid Moder-
nity is a large-scale installation composed of two rectangular, 
cage-like structures placed side-by-side with machinery, 

             
           

            
       

          
        

        
        

            

           
         

        
         

           
        

    

         
          

        
          

          

          
        

         
         

        

           
         

        

         
           

          
          

   

  
       

       
        
       

           
          

          
          

     

         
           

        
         

         
         

          
          

          
        

Dusting and condition checking Cecilia Vicuña’s Quipu Womb during deinstallation at Tate Modern
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pipes, and oil cans in between them. One cage is made of clear 
Perspex tubes where refined crude oil is circulated from the oil 
cans and into the tubes at a frequency similar to a human 
heartbeat using air compressors and diaphragm pumps. 
Another cage is made of white translucent Perspex tubes with 
white fluorescent tubes inserted within. The artwork addresses 
the monopoly and geopolitics associated with fossil fuel 
production in conflict zones and comments on the indispensa-
ble role of crude oil in modern life and the world economy. 

The research aims to allow safe display and longevity for the 
artwork, whilst attempting to keep the authenticity of the 
artist’s intent. The project involved the investigation and 
comparison of crude oil and various alternative solutions, such 
as soya sauce, in terms of viscosity and other parameters, the 
costing for maintenance and waste disposal, and compliance 
with health and safety regulations.

The experiment was conducted in two parts: a Perspex® 
tubes mock-up test and a corrosion test, with the main 
parameters as follows: physical properties, change over time, 
pH level, cost, ease of cleaning, and sustainability. A COSHH 
sheet for each material and risk assessments were required.  

Before the mock-up, ten samples were monitored in glass test 
tubes over twenty-one days and compared against visual 

         
         

        

           
         

        

         
           

          
          

   

  
       

       
        
       

           
          

          
          

     

         
           

        
         

         
         

          
          

          
        

The installation at the Liquid Modernity: Grid and Greed exhibition at Orel Art in London in 2009

Dusting of artwork on display in Tate Modern
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Baloji’s Mortar Shell
Accommodating a fast-paced, intensive display and exhibition 
schedule also implies conducting treatment within a 
compressed timeframe. Setting an acceptable end goal for 
conservation treatment is extremely important. In preparation 
for Baloji’s installation work 802. That is where, as you head, 
the elephant danced the Malinga. The place where they now 
grow flowers, currently on display at Tate Modern, I was 
assigned to conduct a condition check and treatment of the 
mortar shells within two weeks. 

The thirty-eight shiny bronze mortar shells of assorted sizes 
were collected by the artist and used as planters for plants 
commonly found in botanical gardens across Europe which 
were indigenous to Central Africa. Apart from light scratches 
and tarnishing, most mortar shells are structurally sound and 
in good condition. Some of them have localised corrosion 
spots disguising the elaborate carving by soldiers of the First 
and Second World Wars. One mortar shell was covered by 
severe reddish brown corrosion possibly due to the use of 
bubble wrap packaging before it arrived at Tate. 

Most of the reddish-brown corrosion was eventually removed 
by the abrasive clean paste Pre-lim Surface Cleaner and a 
super fine and soft copper bristle wire brush.

Cornelia Parker Exhibition at Tate Britain
Shortly after the treatment of the mortar shell, I started an 
intensive three-week installation of the Cornelia Parker 
exhibition at Tate Britain, working closely with technicians and 
art handlers for the installation of two large-scale artworks 
Cold Dark Matter and Thirty Pieces of Silver. 

Unlike historical artworks which are less variable in nature, 
installation art can have various forms depending on the 
exhibition site or context, to re-create an intended experience 
or interaction with the viewer. A dynamic, collaborative process 
with the living artists is often required to conserve the diverse 
characteristics and working properties of the artwork. Apart 
from documentation of previous installations, the installation 
process of this exhibition relies on close collaboration with 
Cornelia Parker and the experiences of senior art handlers and 
technicians who have developed long-term relationships with 

Before and after treatment. A mortar shell of Baloji’s installation work 802. That is where, as you heard, the elephant danced the malinga. The 
place where they now grow flowers
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