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D e d i c at i o n

This book is dedicated to the future of textile conservation education.
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F o r e w o r d

Textile conservation is a complex, challenging and multi-faceted discipline. Textile conservators work 
not only with some of the most vulnerable objects in our cultural heritage, but also with a large variety 
of related materials which may form part of a textile artefact. In the last 20 years there have been 
significant changes and developments in the profession. This book, written by leading conservators in 
the UK, North America and Europe, illustrates not only the technical advances in treatment options 
that have been achieved but also the different world in which the textile conservator now operates. 
The interaction of these two factors has shaped the profession and broadened the textile conservator’s 
role into one of far greater diversity. Technical skills are only part of the textile conservator’s work. In 
order to apply those skills in an appropriate context, the modern conservator needs to understand the 
multiplicity of meanings and values that an object can present and the role of that object in a collection. 
In an increasingly project-led culture the conservator also needs the ability to assess and manage risk. 
Management and negotiating skills as well as financial acumen are needed by conservators in both 
museum and private practice.

Many factors have contributed to the advances in techniques and the wider range of materials which 
are part of the modern textile conservation studio. There is now a substantial body of practical experience 
among textile conservators about the validity of a whole range of treatment options and the reasons 
for the failure of earlier applications. These observations are backed by a body of scientific research 
into the effects of treatments on historic textiles and have resulted in a more complete understanding 
of condition. The profession has grown in confidence over the past 20 years. Most training for textile 
conservators is now at MA level. Codes of ethics developed by professional conservation bodies have de-
fined and promoted the field. Systems of accreditation have been established. There is open exchange 
of information between different schools of textile conservation and access to online discussion groups 
and online journals. Multi-disciplinary meetings and conferences have also played a significant part in 
contributing to technical advances. The basic methodology of textile conservation remains the same but 
there is greater finesse in application techniques, a wider and more informed choice of materials and an 
increased understanding of the effect of those materials and techniques on the object. Conservators view 
treatments differently. The concept of reversibility, a basic principle of conservation for so many years, 
has been replaced by that of re-treatability and minimum intervention. Solvent-activated adhesives, cold-
lining techniques and pressure mounts are an alternative to the use of thermoplastic adhesives; inge-
nious non-invasive treatments have been devised for upholstery conservation projects. New materials for 
mounts and more sophisticated designs have resulted in the recognition that a well-constructed mount 
can play a greater and often crucial role in minimizing the amount of interventive treatment needed 
to stabilize a damaged object. Digital images enable conservators to illustrate the possible outcomes of 
treatment proposals and document the condition of an object with more clarity.

These new tools have given textile conservators more flexibility, an essential factor in dealing with 
the often rapid changes that have faced them over the past two decades. Pressures on conservators are 

ix



	 x	 F oreword     

greater today than they have ever been. The focus on access in the museum world has led to a constant 
demand for objects on display in exhibitions and on loans, some of them at a succession of venues. Many 
conservators have the added responsibility of acting as couriers of these objects to loan venues or with 
touring exhibitions. Cuts in funding and greater demands mean that levels of conservation treatment 
have to be balanced against available resources of time and money. There are fewer opportunities to treat 
objects in storage. Consequently there is a greater need for preventive conservation and strategies for 
whole collections are not uncommon. Extensive conservation treatments for museum objects are often 
contracted out to private conservators. Conservators in both private and museum practice consult not 
only their colleagues but every stakeholder involved with the future of the object. There is widespread 
recognition that the view of an object by a client or curator may change over time and that minimal in-
tervention gives more freedom to re-interpret the object and its role in the future. Perhaps one of the 
most positive results of the economic constraints on modern textile conservation is that conservators 
have developed a more reflective practice and think in a creative and flexible way of how to balance the 
key issues of access and preservation in their work.

The diversity of the textile conservator’s work makes it a very rewarding profession. Textiles have 
infinite variety and interest and they are often objects of great beauty. The conservator is in a privileged 
position and needs to understand the significance of every aspect of the evidence that a textile might 
present. Conservators can add to a greater technical understanding of the production and construction 
of a textile object and, by doing so, contribute to its historical context. These insights also add to the 
enjoyment of the object by its audience. The publication of this book, however, comes at a difficult time 
in the history of conservation. Funding cuts have led to a reduction in the number of permanent jobs 
available in textile conservation and a contract culture exists in many museums. MA training in textile 
conservation is no longer available in the UK. Opportunities for research at university level have been 
curtailed. The technical advances of the last two decades and the ability of conservators to make sound 
decisions about the objects in their care have never been needed more. The examples in this book 
illustrate the great range and competence of the modern textile conservator and the crucial role they 
play in preserving a vital part of our cultural heritage.

Lynda Hillyer



Ed  i t o r s ’  p r e fa c e

The last comprehensive manual on textile conservation in the UK, Landi’s The Textile Conservator’s Manual, 
was published by Butterworth-Heinemann in 1985, over 20 years ago. This and other pioneering texts, 
such as Leene’s Textile Conservation (1972) and Finch’s Caring for Textiles (1977), focused primarily on 
textile conservation techniques, reflecting the needs of the time. This book is intended to demonstrate 
the development in the role and practice of the textile conservator since these first textile conservation 
manuals were published, hence the sub title Advances in Practice, and to capture the current diversity of 
textile conservators’ work. The book focuses on four factors which have influenced the development: 
the changing context, an evolution in the way conservators think about objects, the greater involvement 
of stakeholders and technical developments. These four factors are interconnected and are all integral 
to effective conservation decision making. The core text in each chapter is written by the editors, and it 
is illustrated with case studies by leading practitioners in museums and in private practice. The book is 
written primarily from the perspective of conservators in the UK and USA.

Landi commented ‘Wide exchange of information must rely on publication but a good bibliography 
on the practical side of textile conservation is not easy to compile, as I know to my cost when making the 
attempt for my own book, published case histories covering new ground being very hard to find’ (1988: 
32). Fortunately, this is not the case today; although relatively few books have been published, specialist 
texts and articles in professional journals and conference proceedings discuss treatment case studies and 
broader issues. In fact the body of textile conservation literature is now so large – today it includes online 
journals and resources – that it is impossible to provide a comprehensive bibliography in this book. 
However, one of the aims of the book is to highlight some of the published sources; these are given in 
the lists of references at the end of each chapter and case study, and in the select bibliography at the end. 
Please see the bibliography for a list of abbreviations used in the references.

The editors hope this book will be used by a diverse audience including textile conservators, students 
and prospective students and other museum professionals. Within the economic climate in which it 
was written (2009–2010), the impact on conservators in museums, private conservation laboratories and 
studios was great. How do we react to these new developments, respond to protect the objects that are 
entrusted to our care and protect our jobs? Textile conservators have proved, as you will see in this text, 
to be extremely flexible and resilient.
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Text i le  conservat ion  in 
the  her i tage  sector

Frances Lennard, Patricia Ewer

Conservators have worked within a changing world since the pioneers in textile conservation established 
the profession. In both the UK and the USA political and cultural shifts have an impact on the way the 
‘heritage sector’ operates, and this in turn affects the working environment of the conservator.

Deve lopments  in  the  sec tor  and  pressures  on  fund ing

In both countries the cultural sector is directly affected by the political swings inherent in an electoral 
system dominated by two main political parties, although cultural heritage is often low on the agenda. 
A separate ministry for arts and heritage, later renamed the Department for Culture, Media and Sport 
(DCMS), was created in the UK in 1992, although the then Conservative government was criticized for 
its lack of a strategic vision for museums (Museums Journal, Dec. 1991: 7). The USA does not have a desig-
nated cultural department within the President’s cabinet (although the President’s Committee on the Arts 
and the Humanities (PCAH), created in 1982, administers the Save America’s Treasures Program), but many 
cultural institutions rely on government funding from the National Endowment for the Arts, the National 
Endowment for the Humanities and The Institute of Museum and Library Services. But, as in the UK, in 
the 1980s and 1990s the funds for these organizations were severely cut under the influence of a coalition 
within the Republican Party who felt the arts were eroding the moral fabric of the nation (Koch, 1998).

Pressures on central and local government spending have a direct impact on the heritage sector and 
on conservation jobs. In the UK, with a new emphasis on sponsorship and commercial enterprise to 
fund museum activities, reduced government spending during the 1980s, and particularly in the reces-
sionary environment of the early 1990s, meant reduced funding for conservation in both national and 
local authority museums. In the USA, reduced government funding had a similar impact, although US 
cultural institutions are less reliant on the Federal government and have more avenues to explore such as 
regional, state and local government funding as well as money from independent foundations, corporate 
and individual giving. After the crisis of the late 1980s institutions broadened their sources of funding, 
developing endowments (Farrell & Marshall, 1999) and expanding marketing and retail services. Even 
large government conservation projects such as the conservation of the Star-Spangled Banner were made 
possible by a combination of federal and corporate funding (Thomassen-Krauss, 2001).

A re-evaluation of museum activities led to the restructuring of staff positions and an increased use of 
outside consultants (Zusy, 1998; Bryk, 2001). The trend towards enhanced collections care became more 
economically viable than remedial conservation treatments which could be outsourced to freelance con-
servators. Museums sought to attract more visitors as a way of increasing income. Museum News, the journal 

1

Copyright © 2010 Frances Lennard & Patricia Ewer. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

3



	 4	 T extile       C onservation         :  A dvances       in   P ractice     

of the American Association of Museums (AAM), has regularly discussed marketing, visitor surveys, serving 
the public, creative partnerships and other topics intended to help museums increase visitor numbers 
(Kotler, 1999) (Figure 1.1).

In the UK a major change at the beginning of the twenty-first century brought museums, libraries and 
archives together under the strategic leadership of one body. Regional Museums, Libraries and Archives 
Councils replaced the former Area Museum Councils, which had employed conservators to provide con-
servation treatments and advice for smaller local museums. This caused the loss of several textile con-
servator posts, although some conservators have gone on to provide similar services on a freelance basis. 
The regional councils now have a more strategic and a less functional role, leaving small museums, many 
run by volunteers, with less access to conservation services. Although increased funding for regional mu-
seums from the government was welcomed following the 2001 report Renaissance in the Regions, it was felt 
that collections management and conservation were not given a high enough priority.

Effec t  on  text i le  conservat ion  posts

Although there were no major losses of conservation posts in the principal US institutions during the 1980s 
and 1990s, conservators’ roles and responsibilities changed. In the UK the economic situation has led to 
a widening freelance culture. The last two decades have seen the growth of the ‘project culture’ where 
there are fewer permanent positions in museums (Ashley-Smith, 1999). Instead museums rely on short-
term contract posts to service particular projects and place greater reliance on the private sector, while 
freelance textile conservators now spend a greater part of their time working for museums, both national 
and local, as demonstrated in Squire’s case study. In the local authority sector conservation has been seen 
as a service which can be ‘contracted out’. There was widespread concern at the loss of 35 jobs in Glasgow’s 
museums service in 1996, with the loss of core curatorial and conservation posts. Hughes’ case study in 
Chapter 2 demonstrates how institutional changes impacted on the conservation department.

Figure 1.1  Hampshire’s Treasures – Celebrating the County’s Collections. A Hampshire County Council Museums and 
Archives Service exhibition which was shown at two venues.
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This situation has led to an increasing degree of specialization. Freelance textile conservators usually 
spend the majority of their time carrying out treatments, including often lengthy remedial treatments 
for museums. Conservators working in small museums are often more concerned with overall care of 
the collection and with preparing objects for display, as illustrated in French’s case study. Conservation 
departments in large museums tend to be occupied primarily with preparing large numbers of objects 
for exhibition. Volunteers have often been used as a way of increasing the amount of work that can be 
achieved by a limited number of staff. The case study by Gates and Szuhay, and French’s also, demon-
strate how this can be an effective strategy as a way of providing additional resources, although not as a 
substitute for professional staff.

There has been a big increase in ‘blockbuster’ exhibitions at institutions like the Victoria and Albert 
Museum (V&A) in London and the Philadelphia Museum of Art, as museums have sought to attract visi-
tors. These major exhibitions gather together large collections of objects, usually for short periods, and 
require sophisticated display mounting techniques (Reiter et al., 2005). They often go on to tour other 
venues around the world, with conservators called upon to courier exhibitions and take responsibility for 
objects’ safety in transit and during mounting. Innovative techniques have been developed to allow the 
safe transport of costumes (Haldane et al., 2007). Kite’s case study details the pressures on a busy textile 
conservation department and illustrates the employer’s perspective on the project culture.

The growth in the number of conservators, including textile conservators, working privately in the UK 
has been significant and has encouraged a more businesslike environment (Figure 1.2). In 1993 Leigh, 
Head of the Conservation Unit of the Museums and Galleries Commission, urged textile conservators 
to cost their work more realistically: ‘Most conservators do not charge nearly enough to properly cover 
overheads, or properly to reflect their true level of training and expertise’ (1993: 20). This is also true in 
the USA, but in a sense it is related to competition; in both countries many deliberately keep their costs 
low to outbid their competitors. The Foundation of the American Institute for Conservation of Historic 
and Artistic Works (FAIC) has introduced on-line courses on basic business topics such as establishing a 

Figure 1.2  Work in a freelance textile conservation studio: re-assembling an eighteenth-century Mughal tent panel 
following conservation.
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conservation practice, marketing and estimating through its Professional Development initiative. Mem-
bers of the American Institute for Conservation of Historic and Artistic Works (AIC) and Specialty Group 
Conservators in Private Practice (CIPP) have for years discussed business issues such as competition, 
certification and qualifications. Ewer’s case study demonstrates how the development of business skills is 
an important part of conservation practice.

The type of work undertaken by textile conservators has undoubtedly changed in response to budget 
constraints. Cussell (1998) suggested that conservators need to be more inventive when proposing 
treatments for private clients, where limited budgets do not permit lengthy treatments, but it is by no 
means the case that museum budgets allow unlimited time for major treatments either. Conservators 
have had to develop a range of management skills; Marko and Golbourn’s case study outlines the project 
management protocols which many textile conservators employ in their daily work.

At the same time conservators have been operating in a more businesslike environment with the 
growth of competitive tendering practices. In 1993 Leigh reported that ‘the tentacles of competition have 
reached the cultural heritage’ (1993: 15). The United Kingdom Institute for Conservation of Historic 
and Artistic Works (UKIC) produced Guidelines for the Commissioning and Undertaking of Conservation Work 
in 1998 to help conservators and clients manage this development. The tendering or bidding process for 
projects with US government agencies has become more uniformly structured.

Inc reas ing  access  to  co l lec t ions

Conservation has always tried to balance the aims of preservation and access, but in the UK the balance 
has shifted in recent years from the preservation of collections towards their use. The National Action 
Plan for Museums in England, published by the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council in 2009, did not 
mention conservation.

The Labour government, which came to power in 1997, promised more funding for museums, but in 
reassessing the purpose of museums it increased demands on the sector. The key priority for the new 
government was access (Ashley-Smith, 1999); funding was allocated specifically to help museums tackle 
social problems, ‘recognising their potential for enhancing education, combating social exclusion and 
promoting urban regeneration’ (Museums Journal, Sept. 1998: 25) through involving broader sections 
of the community. Anti-discrimination legislation also encouraged museums to become more accessible 
to the disabled. A new emphasis on performance management meant that funding was often linked to 
targets such as increased visitor numbers. The increased emphasis on access has had an impact on the 
work of the conservator and made the balancing act more complex.

In the USA the AAM recently initiated the Center for the Future of Museums, ‘a think-tank and re-
search design lab for fostering creativity and helping museums transcend traditional boundaries to serve 
society in new ways.’ Museums & Society 2034: Trends and Potential Futures alerts museums to the implica-
tions of potential societal changes by the year 2034. Issues discussed include the effects on access of the 
ageing population and the increasing cost of preservation and storage compared with the decreasing cost 
of digitizing museum objects (Chung,  Johnstone & Wilkening, 2008).

The access agenda has not just been taken up by museums. In the UK the National Trust, which opens 
its historic houses to the public, is also aiming to widen access to its properties beyond its traditional mar-
ket, commonly perceived to be middle-aged and middle-class (Greenacre, 2005).

There is a continued tension between access and preservation. In December 2005, Heritage Preser-
vation of Washington, D.C., released the results of its Heritage Health Index, the first comprehensive 
survey of the condition and preservation needs of US collections held in the public trust in archives, 
libraries, historical societies and museums. ‘Museums … devote more money to conservation but also 



1  Answering Enquiries, Museums Association seminar at Manchester Museum of Science and Industry, February 26, 
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have greater needs when it comes to conservation treatment…. They do significantly more to promote 
conservation awareness to their donors, trustees and the general public. Museums do less well than re-
spondents as a whole, including libraries and archives, in cataloguing their collections and making them 
intellectually accessible’ (Merritt, 2006). Thomas Campbell, Director of The Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, New York, explained why it is important to increase access: ‘engaging visitors who don’t feel com-
fortable is one of the primary challenges… [One of the] key experiences of visiting a museum is that 
moment of standing in front of an object…Suddenly you’re responding to something physical, real, that 
changes your own perspective. And great museums will always do that, as long we get people through the 
doors’ (Cembalest, 2009).

Making  co l lec t ions  access ib le

Financial and political pressures on museums have impacted on the work of textile conservators in differ-
ent ways. Museums are under pressure to make better use of their collections (Keene, 2005). Nightingale 
(2005-6) explicitly cited the desire to make more of the collection accessible as a factor in the develop-
ment of a very large costume display at the Museum of London. Innovative methods of display, such as 
visible storage and the use of handling collections, also aim to make better use of museum objects; the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York introduced visible storage of objects in its Egyptian Galleries 
in the 1980s. These methods can increase the objects’ exposure to risks from light or handling, but con-
servators’ expertise can help to manage this tension through good documentation, appropriate packing, 
training in handling and good display design and mounting techniques.

Montague (2005) explained how digital photography of the collections of the Museum of Fine Arts in 
Boston, and the publication of the images on the museum’s website, provided greater intellectual access 
to curators, scholars and the general public, while limiting direct handling of the objects. In another 
example, Spicer et al. displayed replicas of flags from the State of Maine’s collection in the Hall of Flags 
in the State House, where conditions were not optimal for fragile textiles but the traditional method of 
display was considered important. This successful solution allowed a rotating display of the conserved 
originals in a museum environment. In fact ‘Rotation, interpretation and an on-line photo gallery dra-
matically increased public access to the collection’ (2003: 79) (Figure 1.3).

Museums have exploited the development of the Internet in many ways. As well as promoting access to 
collections, a website has become an essential marketing and information tool. This has led to an expo-
nential rise in visitor enquiries in the last 20 years; the Museum of London reported a rise in enquiries 
via its website from 100,000 in 1998, to 1.4 million in 2004 and to 6.4 million in 2007.1 If only a small 
proportion of these enquiries are requests to look at objects, this still represents a huge increase in access 
to collections, with implications for the treatment of objects and conservators’ workloads. In 1996 Sykas 
(1996: 14) noted that, as a curator of a textile collection spending up to 20% of his time answering visitor 
enquiries, he was facing an increasing demand from students at all levels to access primary source materi-
als, such as objects and documents.

The  profess iona l  s ta tus  of  conservators

Conservation has expanded and developed as a profession since the 1980s. It now conforms more closely 
to the definition of a profession: it has formalized training routes with career-entry qualifications; it has 
professional membership organizations which subscribe to ethical codes and can levy sanctions against 



2  By speakers at the meeting 2020 Vision – The Conservation Workforce of the Future, organized by Icon, at the Tate  
Modern, January 9, 2008.
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members who fail to meet required standards; it has a body of literature and a requirement for continu-
ous professional development. Although there are competing pressures, textile conservators manage to 
successfully tread the fine line between being business competitors and professional colleagues; textile 
conservation is demonstrably a profession – there is no question but that information should be shared, 
and the results of research disseminated.

More conservators today enter the profession with a master’s degree, although other routes still exist. 
Indeed this has become true to such an extent that there have recently been calls for entry levels to be 
broadened.2 Certainly there is a lack of social and racial diversity in the profession; increasingly there is 
a larger proportion of women in the conservation workforce, in common with personnel in museums 
more generally, perhaps in response to the low levels of pay in the sector. This is overwhelmingly the case 
within textile conservation. Although conservation has become a profession, the lack of funding in the 
sector means that conservators do not receive financial rewards commensurate with their levels of train-
ing and expertise.

There have been developments designed to monitor the conservation profession, although it is unlikely 
ever to be regulated by law in the UK or the USA. The AIC Conservators in Private Practice (CIPP) group 
developed the ‘Find a Conservator’ service in 1987 while the UK Conservation Register was established in 
1988 to provide the public with a means of selecting a reputable conservator. Both require practitioners 
to meet certain criteria for inclusion. The Professional Accreditation of Conservator-Restorers (PACR) 

Figure 1.3  The Deliberately Concealed Garments Project website acts as a virtual collection.
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was introduced in the UK in 1999 (www.pacr.org), aiming to safeguard the public while also raising the 
status of the profession. The accreditation system does not require conservators to have undergone a 
particular training, but tests their ability to meet a set of professional standards following some years of 
post-training experience. While the topic of professional accreditation comes up repeatedly within the 
AIC, the membership voted against certification in 2008. Professionalism is a major concern amongst US 
conservators but a model for assessing it could not be agreed upon; the country and the discipline in the 
USA are just too vast.

In 2005 a number of conservation organizations in the UK, including UKIC, merged to form the 
Institute for Conservation (Icon); this has helped conservators in the UK to be seen as speaking with 
one voice. The gains have been immediately apparent; for example in 2005–06, Icon was asked to give 
evidence to the House of Lords Science and Technology Committee on Science and Heritage. Despite 
this merger the sector remains rather fragmentary with a number of other conservation organizations 
still in existence. In the USA by contrast, the AIC is the major professional body and represents almost 
3000 conservators (interestingly Icon has a similar number of members despite the UK population being 
about 20% of that in the USA). AIC’s efforts to speak for the conservation field are growing, especially 
in the political arena.

The  conservator ’s  image

In any discussion of the character traits of the ‘typical’ conservator, it is said that conservators prefer 
working with objects; they don’t look up from the bench. The range of case studies in this book demon-
strates the variety of roles textile conservators now occupy, and this range and diversity makes textile con-
servation a rewarding career. The relatively small proportion of textile conservation graduates who leave 
the profession demonstrates this. However, it is true that not many have gone on to management roles 
where they could influence policy at a higher level, perhaps partly because the overwhelmingly female 
bias of textile conservation has meant that many practitioners work part-time while raising their families, 
although many take on volunteer roles for the professional bodies.

Conservators used to be regarded as unhelpful and obstructive by other museum staff. In 1987 Carter, 
a museum designer, recommended closer liaison between conservators and designers: ‘In my experience 
designers very often see conservators as having a wholly negative effect on their activities. They are seen 
as for ever hampering one’s work with increasingly stringent constraints’ (1987: 14). The situation has 
changed slowly, and it appears that on the whole the relationship between conservators and curators has 
become more productive. In 2000 Wills commented: ‘It is also interesting to reflect on the observable 
change in status in the conservator/curator relationship in the British Museum over the last decade or 
so. The contemporary, qualified and articulate conservator often (though not always) has a greater de-
gree of input into decisions about objects… than was the case in the past’ (2000: 87). The joint teaching 
of students on textile conservation and museum studies programmes at the Textile Conservation Centre 
aimed to give students who would be future conservators and curators a common foundation in the heri-
tage sector, and an understanding of and respect for each others’ roles (Lennard & Brooks, 2008).

Despite this and other initiatives there is a degree of separation between the conservation profes-
sion and the rest of the museum world in both the UK and the USA. Attempts to engage curators in 
professional conservation meetings have not proved fruitful. The North American Textile Conservation 
Conference (NATCC) aimed to attract curators as well as conservators, but with limited budgets for travel 
this has not happened. The journals of the professional bodies, Museums Journal (of the UK Museums 
Association) and UKIC’s Conservation News (replaced by Icon News in 2005), reflect different concerns; 
conservation is very rarely mentioned in the pages of Museums Journal. Only one article addressing 


