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The aim of my fellowship was to gain further expertise in the field of Antique furniture
conservation/restoration, and to visit, study and work at various international institutions that are
world-renowned for their specialisation in this field. | selected these institutions on the basis that
they would be the most relevant to my main cause, that being the preservation of Australia’s unique

and world-important furniture collection and its heritage.
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Fellowship Objectives

¢ Increase my knowledge and technical skills in all facets of furniture
conservation/restoration.

¢ Gauge my level of competency against those with specialized formal training and
qualifications.

¢ Investigate and compare methods of training and education programs

¢ Examine the success of professional bodies and associations for furniture
conservators.

¢ Build a network of like-minded professional and personal acquaintances that | can
exchange correspondences with in future times.

¢ Evaluate the need for creating education and professional development training for
furniture conservators in Australia.



Fellowship Highlights

¢ Visiting and working with some of the worlds most renowned furniture collections and
their conservation departments.

¢ Being accepted professionally as a conservator with much serious interest shown in
my project, and the overwhelming generosity that was shown to me. Both
academically and personally.

¢ Discovering that my knowledge and skills were more or less on par with those
practicing at a very high level.

¢ Gaining access to furniture which few would normally be privileged to see, yet alone
handle and study.

¢ Having a base at The Royal Collection to which | was always welcome. This privilege
included many visits to Royal properties that house some of the most important art,
objects and furniture in the world.

With the knowledge and experience | have gained from working with some of the worlds elite
restorers/conservators, plus with my own on going self education and research, | consider myself
well placed to play an active role in preserving an important part of Australian heritage. In the
future | hope to be involved in implementing education and training for furniture restorers and
conservators, and bringing those of a similar mind together to share our knowledge and experience
with those who will in future years, be responsible for preserving our now ageing furniture
collections.

Australian cedar Chiffonier



Program
England Germany
¢ Royal Collection Workshops and associated ¢ Museum for Angewante kunst, Cologne

Palaces, London

Wallace Collection, London

Victoria and Albert Museum, London

¢ British regional Furniture Society, High
Wycombe

¢ British antique furniture restorers association,

BAFRA, Dorset

West dean College, Chichester

¢ Little Surrendon Workshops, Kent
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Kunstewerbe museum, Berlin
+ Volker Luck, master craftsman and restorer,
Karlsruhe

Scotland

France

¢ National Museum of Scotland, Edinburgh
¢ Thomas Chippendale School of wood, East
Lothian

¢ Musee des arts decoratifs, Paris

Ireland

Netherlands

¢ Workshop of Keith Mosse, Kilkenny

¢ RIJKS Museum, Amsterdam

The table above indicates the institutions where | was actively engaged with
conservation/restoration departments. The duration of these visits normally lasted one to two
weeks. As | was away for an extended period of nine months, | visited many more museums and
collections than listed in the table. | also met with many people related to the field of furniture.
Restorers and conservators from private practices, curators, historians, antique shops, lecturers,
museums, art galleries, historic houses, supply shops, schools etc. Obviously to list and identify all
these would be a lengthy exercise. In retrospect | can say that even by passively observing, being
inquisitive and simply by having friendly chats, | gained a great deal of knowledge and many

different perspectives.




Antiques in Australia

R
Many pieces of Australian colonial furniture, as well as imported ; ARG =
antiques, have suffered in the past due to a general lack of expertise (i
among furniture conservators/restorers. When | initially began
pursuing avenues to further my education, | was dismayed to learn that
the only trained furniture conservators in Australia, were those who |
educated themselves abroad. There is a complete absence in
Australia of any specialized apprenticeship, accreditation, diploma or
degree, and thus the only choice left is to travel abroad to attend an Aaiatial

R ustralian cedar
institution at great expense, or to self-educate. half tester bed
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Australia has a small national collection of furniture, many pieces individual in their style and
construction. Some furniture has significant heritage and historical value. Unlike most countries,
we can trace our colonial furniture back to settlement. Furniture is an important tool for
understanding our social history. It can tell us about the people who made the furniture, from what
geographic location and environment it came, the living conditions and demographics of those
whom utilised it. In the wrong hands, a well-intended but unaware or untrained person can remove
most of this information and history in a matter of minutes.

Most people, including many in heritage and even those
in other conservation fields, are unaware that most
furniture restorers/conservators in Australia hold no
qualification or formal training. To my knowledge there
are only three furniture conservators employed in
Australian institutions nationally. The implication of this is
that institutions in Australia outsource furniture
conservation to the private sector. Even in recent times
some nationally important collections of furniture have ,
been irreversibly ~damaged through poor Detail of mother of peal inlay
restoration/conservation practices. | believe it is of

paramount importance that the potential damage that may occur through unskilled
restoration/conservation should be communicated to the highest relevant level.

In Europe, Britain and America, furniture conservation is taught in specialist
institutions. These vary in academic levels, from associate diplomas, degree
courses, and various other academic levels, which can in some countries,
take up to nine years training. The University of Canberra offers
conservation degree courses in most mediums, but not in furniture.
Because furniture is normally a functional and working object, it requires
specialized training

New rail in side, replace
missing component



Description on Furniture Conservation

To conserve/restore furniture in an ethically sound manner one must have an expert knowledge of
both the traditional techniques and materials employed at the time of manufacture, and the most
up-to-date methods on procedures for conservation.

The conservation/restoration of antique furniture differs from
most others mediums requiring treatment. A picture frame,
wooden sculpture, or any static item, might suffer the same
natural degradation as antique furniture. The timber will
suffer from shrinkage, warping, insect attack/fungal attack
and perhaps some isolated mechanical damage. But being
static, it is probable that these pieces for the most part,
have been left undisturbed, and after conservation
. treatment, they will be returned to the same or better
Detail of de-laminatingmodern conditions to once again be in a stationary and stable
L environment. Furniture on the other hand is likely to have
had a functional and practical past, suffered from all the natural degradations as listed above, plus
years of being opened, closed, sat on, constantly moved, rocked to and froe, efc.

Unless the treated furniture is destined to be housed in a museum or gallery, it will most likely be
returned to a working environment where it is expected to still serve all its original functions. This
implies a two hundred year piece might possibly be used for another two hundred years. Static
objects can be consolidated, conserved, then shelved or hung on a wall, but furniture must be able
to withstand everyday use. lIts structural integrity must be maintained so that it may survive in its
current form, this sometimes calls for more than strict conservation.

Restoration, rebuilding and even replacing pieces is sometimes accepted to prevent further and
more serious damage to the object. There are certain methods to go about restoration; the best
guiding word is “sympathetic.” This implies that the repairs undertaken are in keeping to the
originality of the piece. Thus, using the same materials and techniques that were employed in
manufacture. Ensuring that your repairs are reversible and are documented where required, this is
for the possibility of future conservation work by either yourself or another party. Conservation
ethic is followed where possible, some jobs may require conservation, others require major
intervention to prevent them being lost forever.

Most furniture has a history that the trained eye can read. The original
construction & the design, these tell us about who made the object &
potentially for whom it may have been made. Secondly the wear & tear can
inform us, how the object was used & about the people who used it. Thirdly,
we can include the accumulation of incidentals, like removal’s labels, pollens
& dust that may place the object geographically. The condition of the finish
and the associated Patination can inform us of environmental & physical

n conditions the item was subjected too. An educated conservator/restorer can
Snr. Conservator,  read much from these different indicators. They give clues to the pieces
g history, which is the whole reason why we try to preserve any historical

tending to a
boulle amoir




object. Thus it is imperative that we try to maintain as many of these clues as possible. There is a
simple phrase which sums up the ethic of furniture conservation/restoration, “ Do as little as
possible, and as much as is necessary.”

The Royal Collection, London

The Royal collection houses one of the worlds most historically important furniture and decorative
arts collection. The collection consists of objects located within the nine royal properties, and over
3000 loaned objects in other institutions. Due to its sheer size and importance as a historical
resource, it is managed by a dedicated team of curators, historians, conservators and
administration staff, whom operate from St. James Palace. The furniture conservation workshop is
located across from St. James Palace at Marlborough House, which coincidently happens to be the
home of Winston Churchill's Mother.

ﬂ [T The fine furniture section has four full-time conservators/restorers with
B N !i varying levels of qualifications and expertise. Their responsibilities lye
BTN === in caring for the more important and decorative pieces of the collection.
F E A larger furniture workshop located at Windsor Castle has around ten

conservators. The Windsor workshop, Headed by Mr. Adrian Smith,

tends to what is considered the more day-to-day pieces of the
The author gilding collection. These adorn the rooms of Royal household apartments,
staff or offices.

The Royal Collection conservation department practices a unique conservation ethic that sets it
apart from most other conservation departments | visited. Unlike a museum where the objects are
maintained in a stable environment, the Palaces house functional and working collections. The
palaces are not environmentally controlled, and the collections are subjected to very harsh
conditions compared with furniture in a museum environment. The conservators are kept busy
maintaining the collection and preparing objects for loan and/or exhibition. In a functional palace, it
is expected that the objects are to look exuberant and luxurious. Thus the conservation and
restoration work tends to intervene more than a museum would.

In terms of conservation and restoration | learnt a great deal at the Royal Collection. My time was
spent working with the conservation team on several objects and observing the techniques
employed on these exuberant and expensive pieces. On the practical side | found that the
techniques varied throughout the workshop. The advantage of four expert minds with differing
perspectives often resulted in healthy discussion, with the best course of action then taken for a
particular job.



Discovering that | shared many techniques and knowledge of treatments for timber surfaces with
these conservators, installed me with a quiet confidence. This has made me feel at ease when
dealing with important and expensive items. The interaction of numerous professional
perspectives also demonstrated the importance of collaboration, ultimately producing a superior
result.

Wallace Collection, London

The Wallace Collection is predominantly French furniture and
Dutch arts works, however there are also English, Italian and
B Spanish galleries. The collection was purchased by the third
and fourth Marquises' of Hertford throughout the nineteenth
century. After the French revolution, many important French
collections were sold to finance the new French treasury.
Private aristocratic owners also sold on their collections to
' == #8 finance themselves in their new lands. Interestingly, the third
Marquess of Hertford shared the same buyer in France as the Prince Regent, later to be King
George IV. Thus much of the furniture and art is similar to what is found in Buckingham Palace.

The Wallace collection is located just off Oxford Street in the heart of London, it is has free entry
and is a marvellous collection that is hard to beat. It also has a new atrium café in central
courtyard that is glorious on a sunny day.

Head conservator, Paul Tear, received me warmly to the Wallace Collection. Paul also chairs the
furniture section of the United Kingdom Institute of Conservators, UKIC. The Wallace Collection is
renowned for technical research on conservation methods. For such a high profiled collection, the
size of the furniture workshop is surprising. It is not much bigger than a double garage and is
located very awkwardly on the fifth floor. This means furniture is dismantled and brought piece
meal to the workshop, or alternatively, it is treated in-situ in the gallery.

| was fortunate to spend time with Yannick Chastang. Yannick is a very well respected conservator
in Europe, specializing in boulle work.  Boulle is the combination of brass and other metals,
inlayed with ebony and tortoise shell. These elements tend to expand and contract at different
rates, and thus are very unstable when used together and require much attention in the way of re-
gluing and maintenance.

Yannick has been adopting modern veneer laying techniques to suit the re-gluing of boulle work
and veneered surfaces on antique furniture. Vacuum bag technology has been utilized extensively
by contemporary cabinetmakers; adopting it for restoration purposes is a relatively new concept.



The pressure of the vacuum could cause further structural damage to the piece; so all surfaces
must have an equal amount of pressure applied to them. This is a system Yannick has developed
which means the furniture can be repaired without disassembling, and can encompass almost any
shaped object. It certainly has applications in any workshop dealing with a lot of boulle or veneer
work.

Glue is also an important consideration when repairing boulle.
Much research has now been completed on glues for boulle,
traditionally animal glue was used, but this has proved too brittle
and inflexible to allow for different rates of movement among the
different materials. Fish glue (Colle de poisson) has been used
in more recent times, but it seems that the trend is to return to
modified animal glue, with elements to maintain the glue in a
flexible state.

Vacuum bag

Many other conservation treatments have been developed at the Wallace collection. Most of the
objects have been restored twice over in the past 150 years. Although these historic records are
not detailed, it is interesting to view a controlled effect on materials over time. The research that
has been executed leads the world. | have many questions and queries in regard to Australian
colonial furniture, which | hope conservation science may one-day address.

Victoria and Albert Museum, London

Queen Victoria and Prince Albert established the V & A to house the collection they purchased with
bounty from the successful 1851 Great Exhibition. Possibly the largest furniture collections is
housed/stored here. Over 70,000 objects are on the inventory for furniture and objects.
Unfortunately the museum was under going a major face-lift whilst | was
there, with the new British galleries opening in June 2001. Much of the
furniture collection was in storage, however a few dozen exceptional
pieces were on the floor. Many of these pieces are illustrated in reference
books, | felt most familiar with them.

The new storage facilities at Olympia are very impressive. Long rows of
oversized archiving cabinets on tracks. This enables the furniture to be
catalogued like books in a library; it also offers a completely sealed
environment, protection from dust and insects. As they also lock they are
safe from mechanical damage or interference. Definitely the most
comprehensive storage facility | saw anywhere in Europe.

Olympia Storage

Most of the work | observed was very delicate consolidation work on a chinoiserie lacquer cabinet.
There were five conservators in a very clinical workshop. Albert Neher is the senior furniture
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conservator. Albert took me on several tours of the galleries, examining progress on the
construction of the new galleries, the gigantic store and another workshop located at Olympia. We
also took a visit to the workshop of Ben Harms and Gonzales in Dorset, who were involved with re-
creating a large part of a carved trophy, which will feature in one of the new galleries. On this trip
we also visited the head of a large mixed medium conservation company, St. Blazes.

It was interesting to learn that conservation work is contracted to private firms. The more intricate
and important jobs are reserved for conservation in house. | observed the tender for an Adam style
chair to be re-gilded by private conservators. As this is what occurs in Australia, | was interested in
the protocol for sending conservation to tender.

One of the Conservators, Nigel Bamford, at the V and A was a British 2000 Churchill Fellow
recipient. He had under taken a study of Anglo- Indian Furniture in India.
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Regional Furniture Society, Gloucestershire

Dr. Bill Cotton is head of The Regional Furniture Society (RFS) and is a world authority on
vernacular furniture from the shores of Britain. The society research what is commonly referred to
as, country furniture.

"N/ This study enables the social and cultural context of furniture to be
11184l examined. Aspects of furniture design, decoration, construction and
materials used can tell us much about the people who made and
utilised it. Geographical, cultural and traditional differentials,
influenced how furniture was made, and the materials employed, being
able to identify these traits, it is possible to trace a piece of furniture to
its likely place of manufacture and to understand who made the
furniture and for whom it was intended.

The Regional Furniture Society is of particular significance to
Australian colonial furniture. By studying construction techniques and
design development, we can use this to help determine the origin of influence on early pieces of
Australian furniture. For example, whether the cabinetmaker was of Irish, Scottish or English
decent and whether the furniture was made for wealthy, middleclass or poorer clients. We can
determine if a skilled craftsman or a handyman manufactured the furniture, and if they had access
to quality tools or design books.

Dr Bill Cotton & Author

Dr. Cotton is an expert at deciphering the clues that provide the information important to a pieces
provenance. Understanding the provenance greatly increases the value of a piece, both in a
monetary sense, and in a historical sense. Provenance also plays an important role in the process
of restoration and conservation. It helps identify the materials and techniques used at time of
manufacture, and these can once again be employed to create a repair that is authentic to the
piece.

Originally | had arranged a week to spend at the Regional Furniture Museum, but due to the before
mentioned circumstances, | was only able to meet briefly with Dr. Cotton. | hope though to further
develop correspondence with him, as | feel his method of research and expertise could play an
important role in identifying Australian colonial furniture.
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British Antique Furniture Restorers Association, Dorset

B.A.F.R.A has been established for over twenty years. Initially started to provide the public and
antique trade with a network of highly skilled furniture conservators/restorers. Biritain, like Australia
was loosing some of its important furniture to the poorly informed and under skilled labour of those
calling themselves restorers, and much irreversible damage occurred.

| spent one week at BAFRA Head office, down in Dorset. Michael Barrington, chair of BAFRA, also
has his private workshop located here.

To become a member of BAFRA you need to demonstrate a high
level of skill as a furniture conservator. In Britain there are now
eleven specialist schools affiliated with BAFRA. Graduates of these :
institutions are then required to work in the field for five years - (&

before they can be assessed and become ‘full members’. BAFRA
also has an accreditation program for those trained in other
countries, or who have been in the trade for many years, now

i
wishing to gain professional recognition. BAFRA acts on behalf of Michael Barrington

its members for gaining deals on insurance, on educational

programs and related memberships. They also run comprehensive public programs to enhance

the public profile of BAFRA and to assist members in the furtherance of their knowledge.

West Dean College, West Sussex

West Dean College has been the premiere training ground for furniture conservators over the last
thirty years. It hosts a number of courses in other mediums, associated with the arts. West Dean
started as a charitable trust by a wealthy Patron. Edward James donated a substantial part of his
estate to realise his vision of preserving and teaching the arts in their widest sense.

u !
£ 7o)
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Short Course Students

West Dean
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West Dean offers full time diploma and postgraduate diplomas for furniture conservator/restorers.
It also has a programme targeted at mid career conservators, helping their continuing professional
development. West Dean also offers a multitude of short courses. | attended a short course on
‘Caring for antique furniture’.

The course | attended was aimed more at the enthusiast than the professional. This did not bother
me greatly, as | was more interested in observing the diploma courses and interviewing the
students and lecturers. Most of the qualified furniture conservators practicing in Australia have
studied at West Dean. | have considered completing the diploma myself, which | am sure would be
of benefit, though perhaps not enough to justify a year off work; at a huge financial cost.

At the time | visited West Dean there was some upheaval in the Furniture department. When
maintaining the distinction of being the ‘best’ training ground for conservators, it is important to
ascertain what is required of graduates today. The course was undergoing re-structuring to ensure
that this reputation is intact. Education at West Dean does not come cheap. A year as a resident
diploma student, will set you back around AU$40,000. West Dean now has to compete with up to
ten other institutions in Britain teaching furniture conservation, not to mention numerous courses on
the continent. In order to survive it needs to retain the reputation as being the most prestigious,
and as | discovered, this places strain on lecturers and students alike.

There is little doubt that West Dean is an idealistic place to study. Set in wonderful country
grounds and gardens, it offers little in the way of distraction. The workshops are open long hours
and the training is intense. West Dean has many affiliations with Museums and a close tie with the
British Antique Dealers Association (BADA). This enables them to have high calibre lecturers, and
also puts the students in direct contact with their possible future employers. West Dean played a
leading role in the development of education for furniture conservators/restorers,

There is little possibility for such an institution existing in Australia unless it is targeted
internationally. It may be though be possible to implement a programme of short courses covering
a wide range of arts and the preservation of heritage material, it would at least be a start.

Little Surrendon Workshops, Kent

The Little Surrendon Workshops are a private run conservation/restoration
business, which also prides itself on a full time diploma courses, as well
running short intensive courses. Jane Thomas and Bruce Luckhurst have
worked all over the world and have an impressive reputation for both their
educational courses, and their conservation in practise.

Sample boards
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| attended a weeklong course on finishing wood with Bruce Luckhurst. The course was aimed at all
levels, though several of the class members were working in the field already. Bruce is a well-
respected and very experienced restorer. His teaching methods are simple and straightforward,
with much emphasis on practical work.

Each day was used to cover specified subjects. Samples and tests were used extensively with
encouragement for developing different tests within the class. | was familiar with much of the
material covered, though it was a luxury to have five days in which to experiment with the expertise
of Bruce to discuss the procedure and the outcome.

One week with Bruce was extremely valuable to me, not so much due to the subject matter, more that he is
an original thinker. He thinks outside the square, which in order to educate myself in Australia, is what |
have had to do for my whole career. He confirmed that much of my research in Australia was relevant. |
have always experimented with the belief that there is always more than one way to achieve the desired
result, and it was through this system that | discovered what works best for me. My confidence received a
huge boost when | realised that over my few years, | had deduced many of the same conclusions that

Bruce has and which he now teaches.

National Museum of Scotland, Edinburgh

| spent one week in Edinburgh, hosted by the National Museums of Scotland (NMS). Of this week |
spent a day in the museum with the curator of Furniture, Mr. Stephen Jackson. The rest of the time
the Conservator of Wooden artefacts and Furniture, Ms. Sarah Gerrish, guided me. Sarah had her
workshop at the Granton Centre. This is the main conservation and storage facility for the six
museums the NMS have across Scotland.

The museum has some very good exhibits of furniture and architectural fittings. Renaissance
panels from ‘Mary of Guise’s House, too much more contemporary furniture by the Scottish
designer, Charles Rennie Mackintosh. At the museum’s large storage centre at Leith, | was very
interested to find a selection of vernacular chairs, mainly from the 19t Century. These examples
demonstrated a close resemblance too much of furniture | am used to seeing in Australia.
Considering many of our early Australian cabinetmakers were of Scottish or Irish descent, | think
we can potentially learn much from collaborated research into the cultural and geographic
influences found in furniture.
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Sarah was working alone at the time, but | understand she now has an assistant. The conservation
workshops for most materials are all housed in a purpose built structure, ‘The Granton Centre’. It is
similar in principle to the Australian War Memorials Treloar Centre, great for the professional
development of conservators, able to cross-reference and access much varied equipment.

As Sarah covers a wide geographic region, plus has a large collection to maintain, some of the
work is contracted out. This seems to be the way many institutions are choosing to go. The
conservator then plays more of a consultative role, in working with the numerous contractors. Two
important historic interiors which had previously been impossible to exhibit, were now being
brought out of storage, and reconstructed in the new Museum of Scotland. This process involved
the collaboration of cabinetmakers, architects, conservators and curators. Apparently tensions
arose between all parties, each whom have separate views in their specialised area.

Working with wood and the conservation treatment of wood has certain restrictive practicalities. As
wood degrades, so does its structural qualities and as conservators, sometimes we have to make
decisions that may go against our strict ethical morals of conserving and preserving everything.
There are situations, particularly in the field of furniture conservation where a short-term sacrifice is
required to save a piece from further degradation. Or if the object is to be used, or is a public
place, we need to ensure it is structurally safe. It is often difficult to decide how far to go with, and
as in Sarah'’s case, the collaboration with different thinkers becomes a battle. Often the end result
is positive, perhaps with a greater understanding of one another’s perspectives.

Thomas Chippendale School, East Lothian - Scotland

The Thomas Chippendale School is an independent school, founded
by the principle Anselm Fraser in 1985. Set on a country estate in the
wealthy heart land of East Lothian, it is wonderful location. The
school has an intake of around 16 students per year, with a 27week
fulltime course. Places are offered internationally and when | visited, |
there were students from, Japan, America, Europe and Ireland. The _
course is centred around traditional cabinet making and design,
although restoration plays an important role in the syllabus.

Anselm Fraser

| had a two-week period at the school, in which time | was able to
gain an overall perspective of the operation. Anselm Fraser has
more or less built this school single-handedly. It is a great
= achievement and he continues his success with one of his past
students opening a franchise school in the US. The school has
suffered some set backs in recent years, it does not meet the
criteria to be accepted as an affiliated learning centre within the
British Antique Furniture Restorers Association (BAFRA), nor does
it offer a diploma which is recognised through a British University, although the school is
recognised by the Scottish qualifications authority.
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i

-

At W A
- 5

Students



16

Anselm doesn’t appear too phased by these set backs, he has his own approach to what his school
is about and he certainly has no lack of students...Compared to West Dean or some of the other
schools | visited, The Thomas Chippendale School of Furniture was much less stringent. The
school seems to appeal to a different type of student, who may not like the formality of the
university learning. The environment at the School was relaxed, with a huge diversity of students,
in age, in nationality and also in previous experience. Anselm is prepared to welcome students to
his school with no previous woodworking skill. Language was no barrier either, with some students
having difficulty in English. Obviously having students from such diverse backgrounds will create
some problems, particularly for those with previous skills who are more advanced than their fellow
students.

Anselm’s school is a very professionally run institution. The syllabus is comprehensive which
involves many visits to heritage houses, private workshops and museums. There is a large
business orientated component to the syllabus. Anselm operates a successful private
conservation/restoration business that is run alongside the school. Consequently, there is
opportunity for the students to observe at first hand within the workshop, pieces which are being
commercially restored. The school has a family like appeal with excellent student welfare.
Through the school you can organise almost anything, from accommodation, to English lessons to
buying a car. The Thomas Chippendale School of Furniture does not need to compete with formal
institutions, nor should it try. It has its own appeal that is more about the experience, tradition and
enjoyment of woodworking. For many of us, this is why we are restorers/conservators in the first
place.

Workshops of Keith Mosse, Kilkenny — Rep. Ireland

| knew Keith from Australia. He is a wood turner of repute, both in Ireland
and Australia. He had recently relocated back to his Native lands after
living in Australia for nigh on 20 years. Keith has many contacts in the
wood industry in Ireland. | also wanted to investigate the links between fs=
our early Australian colonial furniture, and the Irish Cabinet makers who & |

generally manufactured it after being transported. ' N

Keith's Workshop

Before Keith left he had damaged his back and found the task of
standing at the lathe all day very demanding. He asked me to tutor
him in restoration, hoping the work might be a little lighter. When |
arrived in Ireland Keith was still getting his workshop into order, though
he had a few jobs up his sleeve for me.

Keiths small job

Bennets Bridge is a beautiful village, just out of Kilkenny; this is where
Keith’s has built a large workshop in an old stone farm building on his old family estate. Keith had
managed to source a variety of work. As there are few reputable restorer/conservators in this
region, as word spread, work came his way. Realizing that his experience and knowledge was not
up to scratch, Keith had decided to leave the big jobs to | arrived. It didn’t take much for Keith to
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realize that there is a never-ending learning curve to restoration/conservation, which is very steep.
Since then | don’t believe he has tackled restoration again.

For someone planning to return to Australia to set up a workshop of his own, it was an eye opening
experience to witness Keith in the process of doing just this. As | have since accomplished this, |
can sympathize with Keith's frustrations and difficulties. To run a small business within the arts is
an incredibly difficult thing. It takes several years to iron it all out, and that is if you can stay afloat
in the interim. Keith took me round several of the near by workshops he knew, some of whom had
lovely premises in century old buildings. | saw a lot of new furniture, but besides antique shops the
only place to view old furniture was in historic properties or castles.

Whilst in Ireland | had hoped to visit a new school, (Letterfrack), which was being established by
the Irish Government, for the conservation of Irish furniture. Unfortunately the school was not
finished at that stage, and there were no students. Though | hear today it is up and running with
great success. There were other people and places | intended to visit, but time got the better of
me.

RIJKS Museum, Amsterdam

Amsterdam seems to be a mecca for conservators and
restorers of furniture. | was surprised at the number of
furniture conservators/restorers working within this
relatively small city. The RIJKS museum might be
described as the hub of furniture conservation, not just in
Amsterdam, but also perhaps in the world. This is due to
a first class team of conservators who have developed
and hosted 6 international symposiums on furniture and
wood conservation. The RIJKS museum hosts this
biennially in English, and annually in Dutch.

Boulle work

| spent two weeks with the Furniture Conservation Department of the RIJKS museum. They are a
small staff of three fulltime conservators, plus one or two interns. The workshop is one of the best |
had the privilege of visiting. During my stay they arranged many meetings for me with private
workshops, as well as conservators working in other institutions. | found the restorers/conservators
in Amsterdam generally had a wealth of knowledge, not just in conservation/restoration, but in all
facets of their furniture trade and related subjects.

The RIJKS museum boasts a large and interesting collection. As the Dutch were great explorers
and traders, they were often the first to incorporate new materials into their decorative furniture.
Exotic materials such as tortoise shell, mother of pearl, and all varieties of exotic wood species
became available to the Dutch cabinetmakers. Marquetry and inlays were often used to display
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this great variety of decoration, thus the RIJKS museum has many highly embellished pieces of
furniture

As with art, the Dutch are very proud and serious about their furniture. There are some impressive
collections within Holland. The research/study and conservation of these collections is detailed
and comprehensive. The Dutch have had a heavy influence on the progression of furniture over
the last 4 or 5 centuries, and now it would appear they are doing the same in regard to
conservation/restoration and historic research.

Whilst in Amsterdam | also took the opportunity to visit The Instituut Collectie Nederland (ICN). ICN
is a merger of three institutions: the Central Research Laboratory for Objects of Art and Science,
the State Training School for Conservators and the Netherlands Office of Fine Art. ICN combines
the core activities of these former institutions and it has taken up the challenge of improving the
care of the entire corpus of cultural heritage objects in the Netherlands. This includes, museums,
archives, libraries and other public collections. | met with two of the lectures at the Instituut and
spent a day observing the furniture course. Having a designated Central Research Laboratory for
Objects and Art Science would be a luxury most conservators would dream about. Perhaps this is
why the Dutch appear to be leading the way in furniture conservation and | would hazard a guess
that this would be across the whole conservation field.

One of the private workshops | visited had upward of ten
B employees, though mostly it was around 5 or 6. Even these are
4 quite large operations by Australian standards. The private
conservators were mainly educated in the Netherlands, though
there seems to be quite a lot of interaction/collaboration with the
UK. Furniture from all over Holland, plus some German and a
) ' ' ) lot of French furniture is transited to Amsterdam for restoration
Iconservation. Most of the big Auction houses are present in Amsterdam, and there are many
antique shops. There are also numerous museums that employ conservators, a school for
furniture conservators and of course many other private workshops of differing sizes. For a city not
much larger than Canberra in Population, furniture and furniture people are well represented.

Historically, the Dutch also had several colonies, South Africa and Indonesia the largest. As one
who studies Australian colonial furniture, it is most interesting to drawer comparisons with their
colonially made furniture. Particularly as many circumstances of colonial life would have been
similar. Both colonies co-existed not a great distance apart, | have often wondered and should
conduct some research into if any trade in materials or influences (if any), entered Australian
colonies of the 19t Century. Certainly today | am aware of Dutch colonial furniture that has been
imported from Indonesia.
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Museum for Angewante kunst, Cologne

| have visited the museum for Angewante kunst on numerous occasions when | have previously
been in Koln. The furniture collection is vast. It has great examples from the Middle Ages through
to a very comprehensive 20t Century collection. The furniture is displayed in such a manner than
it is easy to view from a number of positions. To see furniture of this calibre, from so many periods,
all in one place is overwhelming. The collection of decorative arts is also extremely good.

Having tried several times myself to make contact with staff at the museum | had my friend who
lives in Koln, try on my behalf. She had much the same success as |. The curator | had arranged
to meet was away on holiday, these things happen and in Europe it isn't like there are not
alternatives. It was disappointing, though | know in future years | will return and perhaps then | can
arrange a behind the scenes tour.

Kunstewerbe museum, Berlin

The Berlin museum for applied art houses an extensive collection. It was
founded in 1868 by donations from the world fair. After WW2 the museum was
in ruins. The collection became divided between east and west, and even today
the museums collection is housed in two different locations; The Kulturforum in
the west and in the former east, at Kdpenick Palace.

At the time | was unaware of the two different sites, thus | attended the
Kulturforum. | met briefly with the curator of furniture, who granted permission to
photograph in the galleries. | was very keen to get to the conservation
workshops, but once again | think | my German skills may have scared them off =

as the curator left me for the day viewing and photographing the collection. Roentgen

The German museums have quite a different feel.
Generally they have many more objects on display. Even
with the extent of collection on display, most of the items
are prime examples. The Museum for Angewante kunst
in Cologne and The Kunstewerbemuseum both have
Furniture by Reisener qualities of old fashioned museums, even though they are
not. Many modern museums have become very
minimalist, concentrating on the information and media, rather than the objects. | like to be
surrounded by objects, to have the choice of viewing the objects that appeal to me, not having to
study the few that are selected by the curators of more modern museums.
The Kunstewerbemuseum is organized in a time line display, from post-antiquity to the present. It
encompasses has a large twentieth century arts and crafts collection which leads into the birth of
the twentieth century industrial products. In terms of industrial design, this is of great educational
value.
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Volker Luck, master craftsman and restorer, Karlsruhe i” 18
i 2 £ t"

Volker Luck is a ‘Kunsttischlerei’, or an ‘artist of cabinet making.’ :
Only in continental Europe does this term exist. In France it would ‘
be the equivalent to an. To earn this title he has completed nine B
years of training. Volker has a medium size workshop that §
specializes in traditional cabinet making and restoration. He
employs and trains 4 -5 journeymen, mainly from France. -

Volke-r Lueck

Volker has trained extensively all over Europe. Education and training
for many of the craft/trades in Europe is still offered in the traditional
sense as a ‘Journeyman’. This involves a number of years serving as
an apprentice. After the initial apprenticeship, you can go on to become
a qualified craftsman; this involves travelling to no fewer than three
works shops in three years. To orchestrate this, there are organizations
that help individuals as they move around Europe to find job
placements and accommodation. The ‘Compagnons du Devoir’ is the
French organization, and ‘Fettenhof is the German. These
organizations are responsible for the training and ultimately retention of
many traditional crafts. After working for a further few years as qualified
craftsman, you can become apply to become an ébéniste or
Kunsttischlerei. At this level you are then expected to support the system by then taking in new
trainees from the ‘compagnons’, who are paid wages depending on their experience. It seems like
a very successful way of ensuring the continuation of tradition and skills, though it is being
challenged by the university system, which for many students would seem the easy way out.

Themo treatment room

Volker was very generous with his time and organized meetings with colleagues in museums and
private workshops. | spent a day with the conservation department of The Badisches
Landesmusem. The conservation team looks after several museums, including 2 other palatial
museums near Karlsruhe, (Schloss Bruchsal) and Schloss Rastatt, both of which were palaces.
Schloss Bruchsal has a most interesting component to their museum; they have a large collection
of mechanical musical instruments. The collection has some very famous furniture in its ranks. |
was also fortunate to visit the store for these institutions. The store was jam packed with
unbelievable furniture. | also saw their new thermo treatment room, for the treatment against insect
attack. Most other countries | visited were still using fumigation rooms. This particular unit uses
heat; it builds heat slowly to around 55 degrees Centigrade, and then maintains it for 7 hours,
before slowly cooling again. It is computer monitored and operated and apparently ensures that no
larvae from borer survive.

Volker has collected a large amount of stock. In Europe trees cannot be felled intentionally. In the
past decade there have been several large sweeping storms throughout Germany. Wind felled
trees are then collected and milled for cabinet timber. He also collects a large quantity of veneer,
knowing that in future years these materials will become increasingly difficult to obtain.
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Musée des arts Décoratifs, Paris

My visit to the Musée des arts Décoratifs was cut short. The head
conservator, Nicholas Boucher had been most helpful and | was
looking forward to meeting him, but due to unforeseen circumstances
he couldn’t be present. He did however organize for me to spend a
day with his conservation team, which | gladly took up.

The Musée des arts Décoratifs is located in the Rohan wing of the Louvre. The museum is aliened
to The Union Centrale des Arts Décoratifs (UCAD). This is an organization, founded in 1905, was
established to foster cultural activities and provide artistic and professional training for those
concerned in industry, art and manufacturing. It is much like The Instituut Collectie Nederland
(ICN) in Amsterdam, as it also has a number of schools teaching conservation.

Nicholas Boucher is well renown for his research in furniture conservation. In the last 10 or so
years, he has written many papers on the scientific advancement of techniques used in preserving
wood. Nicholas had been conducting research on the shrinkage and brittleness of traditional hide
glue. It is a well known fact that when gluing boulle work, (Brass and tortoise shell to wood), the
17t and 18t Century cabinetmakers would add beer and urine to their glue pots. This made the
glue more plastic, so it would be less brittle and move with the timber. No one had completed
controlled tests to determine the best ratio of glue to glucose (beer) to urea (urine).

The museum is actuaIIy closed for the time being. It has been undergoing a huge renovation, for
y ' already 1 year, and is to be open in 2004. This grants the
conservation team a great opportunity to concentrate on major
' jobs that have been put off for many years. The workshops
' were surprisingly small and ill designed. | guess it is difficult to
change old palaces into workshops. Language was a barrier,
though familiarity with the work normally got me by, as did the
many historic woodworking and finishing terms we have
adopted from the French.

Machine room

As the word ‘french polishing’ implies, the French have had a major role in the development of
furniture finishing throughout the ages. Not just in the finish, but in the staining, colouring and
decoration of timber. As previously discussed, tradition has been built and retained in France
through the apprenticeship system. The guilds of trades have a whole history of their own. The
French and Germans are very proud of their art and craft traditions. Many of the professional
bodies that support restorers, polishers, cabinetmakers and now conservators, are remnants or
splinter groups from these old traditional bodies. These have acted on behalf of specialists for
centuries, and if not centuries, for decades. Australia has never had anything like these
associations or unions, and thus we have nothing to build on. As individual artisans working in
Australia, | think we will always look to Europe for guidance.
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Conclusions

The study of furniture in Britain and Europe has been documented for over
200 years. A wealth of knowledge and experience is available from many
museums, collections, related associations and private individuals.
Technology in communication has increased accessibility to this knowledge.
Many organisations previously unknown to those outside their region can be
contacted. Publications and research by these professional bodies is often
posted on the internet. Discussion between like-minded organisations and
individuals is rapidly advancing the knowledge, education and training of
restorers/conservators worldwide.

The century old traditions and materials of furniture making and restoration are intricately woven
with the latest scientific research conducted by conservation scientists. This results in many
feuded debates about tradition verses science. Finding a balance between the two will never be
clear-cut. As an individual, to make your initial judgement, an intimate knowledge of both is
required.

Modern conservation is a very young profession. It was not till the 1960’s or 70’s that the ethics of
conservation became wide spread, and preserving objects in their
natural state became the excepted method. Most of the
developments abroad in furniture conservation/restoration have
been implemented directly by conservators/restorers themselves.
Collective professional bodies have formed, combining resources
and numbers to start programmes off their own back, or to gain
support from government or other organisations to help them
advance their cause.

Borer infestation

Many of the core issues | have in regard to education and training within Australia, remain un-
addressed. Conservators of other mediums in Australia have had world-class training at the
Canberra University for the past 20 years. In 2002 the University adopted an accreditation
program that would have enabled me to receive a graduate certificate for my previous experience.
| then hoped to continue my study through a master’s postgraduate degree. Unfortunately this was
also the year the University decided to discontinue the entire conservation programme. Not only
has this been a huge set back to me personally, nor just furniture conservators, but the entire
conservation community are now asking the same questions | have been asking for these past
years, ‘How are we to gain suitable training in order to care for Australia’s cultural heritage?
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Recommendations

| am working professionally in Australia and putting into practise all the
technical and practical lessons | learned whilst abroad, | am more
confident and knowledgeable in making important decisions when it
comes to preserving our furniture heritage. | offer consultation and
advise to numerous heritage organisations, and contribute on a |
volunteer basis to several committees.

Unfortunately | do not think that specialised training in Australia for furniture conservators will
happen in the foreseeable future. To gain first hand formal training, the only option will be to attend
an Institution abroad. This is not to say that learning will stop altogether. | now have a network of
overseas specialists to contact when confronted by a problem. For many conservators in practise,
this level of communication will ensure continuing professional development. Australian
conservators should learn and drawer on the vast experience and knowledge available around the
world.

Whilst training is not available in Australia, | believe the most important role for experienced
furniture conservators, is to protect our collection from potential damage. The best way we can
achieve this is through educating the public and most importantly, those in institutions who tender
conservation of furniture to the private sector. These people must be informed and comprehend
that not all furniture restorers/conservators practice or perform to the standards we expect.

Furniture conservators in Australia are few and widely dispersed. To form a specialised
professional body would be difficult. Most professional furniture conservators belong to related
organisations: The National Trust, Historic Houses, Australian Decorative Arts Society, Furniture
History Society, Antique Dealers Association and The Australian Institute for the Conservation of
Cultural Material. These organisations provide a bridge where our paths often cross and naturally
work is discussed. The possibility of forming a special interest group under the umbrella of one of
these organisations would be more realistic.

Furniture restorers/conservators in Australia need to work towards the following objectives:

Provide training for up and coming conservators/restorers in the future

Promote research into Australian furniture

Channel and discuss research and events occurring over seas

Exchange information and ideas on conservation of furniture. Particularly to improve
scientific and technical knowledge of the profession.

Educate public on the ethics of furniture conservation

¢ Maintain our collections using world best practise

L2 2R 2 4
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As an individual, | address these objectives by delivering a number of public programmes in
conjunction with organisations such as the National Trust, Historic Places ACT, and The furniture
History Society. These programs are aimed to bring like-minded people together who will help me
disseminate the knowledge | have to a broad public base. My involvement with such
organisations, also allows for access to key people who | can lobby for help in my cause.

In conducting these programs | am collecting a large amount information and material. It is my
future ambition to compile this information into several short courses. This will be completed on the
premise that these may be linked together to form the beginnings of an in depth and structured
education for the conservation/restoration of furniture.




