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Professional Matters

Its Place in Conservation Training, in Practice, and the

Need for us to Write about it

Karin Scheper
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Dissemination of our professional knowledge is an
important theme that concerns every conservator,
and it concerns us at every stage of our careers.
Information can be shared orally, at different levels
of formality, and in written form, which usually has
a more formal character. A published article has an
obvious advantage: the knowledge is searchable and
can be retrieved virtually everywhere and always. Its
writing however necessitates time and effort, and poss-
ibly some courage or conviction that others may actu-
ally be interested. Other obstacles could be to find or
select the right platform for a certain topic or a specific
group of readers. Developments in education pro-
grammes, such as internationalization and the
increased role of the natural sciences, and expectations
of what a conservator does or should do are also
factors of influence. Yet, how do these changes affect
our ways in reaching out?

Various means of sharing knowledge

The year 2017 happened to be an anniversary year for
two important organizations in our field, IADA and
ICOM-CC. They both marked the occasion with a
conference focusing on professional development,
education, and sharing knowledge [1]. It was not diffi-
cult to find consensus on the importance of the topic
nor was it a problem to find a sufficient number of
contributors. Speakers for conferences never seem to
be scarce; in other settings too, there always seems to
be a surplus of proposals. When it comes to publish-
ing, however, offers for contributions are not so
readily available.

In more informal media on the other hand, an
increase of conservation-based publications can be
observed. It is difficult to say how many conservation
blogs exist and whether they have a regular feed of
content, but such avenues provide a platform for pre-
senting information in a different format. Some of

these blogs are owned by individuals, others by pro-
fessional institutions such as libraries or universities;
usually, these contributions aim to inform and
connect with a wider, more general audience, yet
may contain innovative methods and be of interest
to colleagues otherwise. As records of interesting find-
ings or reports of noteworthy treatments, they are defi-
nitely important additions to our field, but this does
not change the need for professional contributions
with a more formal character or in-depth approach.

The conservator’s unique position and
obligation

In a talk delivered in 2018, I quoted a 30-year-old yet
still valid observation by Mirjam Foot:

Conservators and binders who have studied med-
ieval and post-medieval book structures [...] have
made an invaluable contribution to the knowl-
edge of librarians and binding historians. Their
daily practical work increases their experience
in a way that leaves ‘theoretical’ historians
gasping with envy. Any binder, any restorer,
any conservator has one tremendous advantage
over any librarian or book historian [2].

The part of the sentence that I left out, since the state-
ment was sufficiently clear, is:

[...] and who have written and lectured in great
detail on various aspects of the book and its con-
stituent parts, [...].

At the time, the audience was a mixed group of col-
leagues, friends and more generally interested book
lovers [3]. However, when using the quote again in
this professional platform, the defining adjective
clause deserves our full attention. It stresses the huge
responsibility wrapped up in Foot’s statement: it
means we have an obligation to communicate what
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we do, not only to our peers but also to colleagues in a
wider field of book scholars. They do not have the
same possibility of access to a book’s material compo-
sition and lack the very specific technical and tacit,
tactile knowledge through which a conservator
observes and understands the construction and
materials that a book is made of. Therefore, we can
and should act as a kind of material translator
between object and scholar.

Writing about our findings may seem easy, as we are
used to documenting our work and writing reports.
We may even conclude that, when this basic documen-
tation is theoretically accessible to a wider audience,
we have already largely complied with our obligation.
However, with our different mother tongues, we write
in many languages, and to complicate matters, we may
use terminology that does not always have identical
meanings in different countries, or may not be under-
stood by non-conservation specialists. As a conse-
quence, such reports may not be as accessible and
informative as we think. In addition, our conservation
reports are often reduced to essentials; they contain a
description of the object’s condition, a list of the
materials used and a professional account of what
was done and why. The reports usually do not reflect
a growing insight that may have occurred during the
work that was conducted. The process of decision-
making, the interventive measures that were
considered — and rejected — whether based on
knowledge gained through experience or trial and
error, is not commonly documented. The final
results are included, but the route we followed to get
to our informed decisions is not necessarily part of
the account. We may take notes, mentally or other-
wise, but our improved understanding does not
easily find a way out into the public arena. Of
course, as practising professionals, we benefit our-
selves and, subsequently, the books we treat thereafter
are better off. With any luck, we discuss our findings
with direct colleagues, transfer our knowledge to
interns, and exchange experiences in the corridor
chats during conferences or other informal gatherings.
Yet, much of our accumulated knowledge goes
unreported.

Materiality of the book

Intervention-related studies, innovations in treatment
options, and research into conservation materials are
only part of our scholarly domain. The other focus of
a book conservator’s intellectual output is directed
towards the materiality of the object. A book conser-
vator examines and handles an enormous number of
books over the years. All these volumes vary, whether
in small details or to a larger extent, in construction
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and material composition and in the way readers
left their marks in them. Every item carries infor-
mation about its origin and social and historical
context. Accordingly, the book conservator builds
an extensive reference frame and, while doing so, is
bound to encounter remarkable, unknown, or
uncommon features or binding techniques. As
Mirjam Foot stated, book conservators have an
exceptional chance to observe material character-
istics, and in addition, their specialism allows them
to objectively describe and then interpret such obser-
vations. Thus, they are able to provide information
on books that is not easily acquired by the more
theoretically orientated book scholars nor by book
historians who study different physical features of
the book.

It should be noted that indeed, the most important
contributions in this field have been made by craft-
based scholars, such as Christopher Clarkson,
Nicholas Pickwoad, and Janos Szirmai [4]. Their
work resulted from typical hands-on research and
did not require high-tech laboratory analysis.
Instead, they combined careful observations and meti-
culous registration of what was observed with an
ability to relate the observations meaningfully to a fra-
mework of knowledge. This kind of examination is
also integrated in our practice and should be imbedded
in education programmes. However, the opportunity
to conduct systematic assessments or time to reflect
deeply on our observations is often lacking.
Important observations may thus go unreported and
may not be questioned in the right context. Given
the fact that we constantly learn from the objects we
work on, and that from almost any treatment we
acquire experience and improve our abilities, it seems
that a substantial part of the accumulated knowledge
of conservators is not sufficiently shared with the
wider group of users and scholars.

Changed role of the conservator

Reaching out and making ourselves more visible serves
another purpose besides sharing knowledge with our
peers in conservation journals and trying to reach
book historians and the likes through the professional
journals in their own specific fields only. Traditionally,
the experts who examined and described a book’s
material features were codicologists, palacographers,
and bibliographers; conservators kept the items accessi-
ble. When, for example, the Comparative Oriental
Manuscript Studies project was structured, this tra-
ditional work hierarchy was followed [5]. It was
decided that the team of codicologists were to write
the chapter on the making and composition of the
codex. The team of conservators was to address



preservation issues and add information about the state
of the art in their field. Though some conservators were
arguably the ones who understood the material objects
in greater detail, discussing this sensitive topic only led
to small changes in the approach.

A related issue is a persistent, though erroneous,
image of the general routine of book repair. Often
enough statements can be encountered such as
‘Structural features [...] may only be apparent once a
book is taken apart on the conservator’s bench’ [6],
assuming that dismantling and reconstruction is at
the core of our work, which supports the idea that con-
servators are partly to blame for the loss of historical
information of objects. Conservators may shrug
when they read that or think that this perspective
will change with the next generation of codicologists,
but it may well be that when such views are repeated
often enough in full view of the next generation, and
we do not refute it, things will not actually change
so quickly. In order to have a congenial dialogue
about our approach and contribution to book
studies, a well-proportioned view of our metier is
needed. Being more explicit about what we see,
value, and aim to preserve will help correct this image.

Lastly, in an era in which digital copies of books
become more and more widely available at an increas-
ing speed, it is essential that we explain what we do
and why in several ways. The necessity for the pro-
longed usability of the physical book may be ques-
tioned when a digital copy can replace it and the
role of conservation in digitization programmes is
not always well understood, but the awareness of con-
servation issues and the increased value of the physical
artefact after a book is digitized is often even smaller.
It would be good if we tried to become more visible
and one way to do so is to publish about what we
find and how such findings contribute to other
studies or add to the understanding and the value of
a specific item or a collection as a whole.

Changed landscape of training and education

Meanwhile, the manner in which conservators are
trained has changed significantly over the past
decades. In many European countries, conservation
training programmes are now being taught at an aca-
demic level, and professional organizations such as
ECCO and ENCoRE promote this development [7].
In the document ‘The Conservator-Restorer: a
Definition of the Profession’ (1984), ICOM-CC does
not specifically relate the level of training to a
Masters” degree, though the extensive list of topics
which are expected to be included in a professional
training programme (under 5.3) clearly points to a
high level of education [8]. The American Institute
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of Conservation (AIC) specifies a minimum of an
undergraduate level, yet assumes additions to such a
programme [9]. This illustrates that it is generally
acknowledged that the profession of conservator
requires specific higher education, in which theory
and practice need to be combined, as well-balanced
as is possible within the academic situation.

Instead of entering the field from a craft-based pos-
ition, conservators nowadays are likely to develop
their manual skills in the setting of their Masters’ pro-
gramme and subsequent internships. As a conse-
quence, their acquaintance with the material
properties, as well as the characteristics of the objects
are also mastered through a preservation perspective,
regardless of which discipline the student-conservator
chooses. Between the various disciplines, however,
differences exist in how the specific necessary skills
should be acquired.

The field of book conservation is characterized by a
certain tension between the usage of the objects and
their value as historic artefacts; the conservator con-
stantly weighs his choices accordingly. Though this is
not unique to the field, it does define it. Another criti-
cal factor is the number of books present throughout
the cultural heritage field. The uniqueness of these
items vary; yet, there is a growing awareness that
printed books from the period of the handprint press
and even the early industrial period can still be con-
sidered unique objects with individual characteristics.
Book conservators therefore bear in mind that the
sheer number of objects often requires or dictates a
pragmatic approach — if not for the books themselves
and the organization of the work, then because of the
need for institutional support — while they try to
protect their professional values. Despite the infor-
mation books carry beyond their content, only a few
exceptional books warrant unlimited treatment or
research time. The average book can be repaired and
made ready for use with relatively easily available
materials and techniques, requiring a few hours or a
few days at most (items with extensive paper damage
or other particularities excepted).

This affects the training programme and the book
conservator’s learning curve; the student should be
able to treat more objects than a painting or furniture
conservator. However, since most academic training
programmes have combined courses for the various
disciplines, and because subjects such as natural
sciences, documentation, sample taking, analytical
techniques, and getting acquainted with the wide
range of research instruments, as well as art and cul-
tural history need to find a place in the few training
years, in the end, it appears that students in book con-
servation have had only a glimpse of the various book
types and construction methods that were used over
the centuries. The variety in actual treatment options
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included in the actual training schedule may have been
even smaller.

From discussions with students and young pro-
fessionals, I have learned that this perhaps unavoid-
able deficiency in their training leads to insecurity
when it comes to decision-making and remedial treat-
ment. They feel that much more time and work experi-
ence, preferably under the guidance of a senior
conservator, is needed before a stage can be reached
where they feel confident and have an adequate grip
on what they do [10]. It also follows that these young
professionals usually feel too inexperienced to contrib-
ute to the field in writing about conservation treat-
ments. It is not that they lack the skills of scholarly
writing; during their training they have learned how
to analyse and use sources, and they have practised
writing through multiple assignments and a final
thesis. But to feel confident in writing about treatment
requires a good sense of what is common or has been
done before, and what is innovative. In other words,
the examination skills of young professionals may be
well developed and they are quite capable of academic
writing, but they may not yet trust their judgement
concerning the material assessment of the object and
its possible treatment.

Obstacles in our working environments

Writing takes time and does not easily fit into our
daily schedule; administrative tasks and advisory
responsibilities already compete with practical work
and we need the precious hours at the bench, both
for the objects as well as for keeping up our hands-
on experience. As a consequence, the intellectual
effort of describing and analysing our work is some-
thing that usually has to be done outside office
hours. This is also due to the fact that in most insti-
tutions, conservators are expected to support the use
of objects and make them accessible, while they are
not expected to study the objects themselves,
let alone spend time on writing and publishing about
such studies. On the contrary, with the increased work-
load of pressing exhibition schedules and digitization
programmes, targets are set at a different kind of
productiveness.

Conservators in private practice may not have to
deal with the same kind of restrictions, but it is not
likely that clients are willing to pay for time spent on
research. What a conservator gains from the intellec-
tual investment is therefore increased knowledge, pro-
fessional growth, and pleasure, for it is a stimulating
activity; publications are not paid for and even pre-
senting at a conference does not guarantee a partial
waiving of the fee, whereas the costs for particularly
the private conservator when participating in such
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events is obvious. As a result, conservators —
whether working privately or in an institution — will
conduct the necessary research for a particular treat-
ment but may decide to only use the results directly
and not share them with their colleagues or wider
audience by translating those results into a pro-
fessional publication.

The hybrid position of conservators is a key issue in
the development of our profession. Despite being
trained at an academic level and being supposed to
work and think at an academic level, we usually are
not paid as such. Our employers do also not expect
us to deliver scholarly contributions, and they
usually do not stimulate it either. Though we may be
pleased that we do not have to deal with the increasing
pressure to publish which so many scholars find
exhausting and counter-effective, writing about our
hands-on research activities should be regarded as an
inextricable part of our profession.

My recent study of the Islamic manuscript collec-
tions in the Leiden University Library is a case in
point. When 1 first started with the treatment of a
few manuscripts in Arabic script with original bind-
ings, I poorly understood the structure. This specific
book culture had not been part of my conservation
training, so I had to learn by practice and by reading
all the literature that I could find about these manu-
scripts as artefacts. It then appeared that some funda-
mental misunderstanding of the traditional
bookbinding structures had had huge consequences
for these objects, and made me start to doubt accepted
conservation treatments. The initial purpose of the
survey I conducted was therefore to find evidence for
what I thought to be the essence of the structure; the
treatments would have to be adapted accordingly.
However, the assessment taught me much more,
about the developments of this bookbinding culture
throughout the centuries and the various regions. So
much interesting information came to light that I rea-
lized these findings were important to a wider field of
book historians, such as aspects that could help to
establish a manuscript’s provenance. In addition, the
evidence would change the depreciative perception of
these book structures as functional objects, which
would likely contribute to a different approach of
these objects. Had I focussed on presenting my find-
ings in conservation literature only, it would obviously
have been more difficult to reach the wider audience
and ultimately I would probably not have elaborated
on the interesting historical evidence related to prove-
nance in such detail. Also, since the authoritative pub-
lications denoted these structures as relatively weak, I
felt it was necessary to challenge the existing percep-
tion of these bookbinding structures in the field of
codicologists, in order to achieve acceptance of a
different conservation approach. This would support



my plea to not alter the original structure and respect
the material composition.

It is illustrative that I was not granted time to work
on this project during my working hours. It was felt
that my competence as a conservator sufficed for treat-
ing the oriental collections too, and that such research
projects were a personal interest that should be con-
ducted in my own time. Fortunately, the collection’s
curator, Arnoud Vrolijk, recognized the importance
of the project and supported me accordingly. Only
after the significance of the study’s results became
clear did the library become aware of the impact of
the work, and by extension, of the value of the
material aspects of its Arabic manuscript collections.

Internationalization

Many universities now provide courses in conservation
in the English language. A similar development can be
seen in the landscape of conservation journals and
conferences. This certainly has advantages, and one
of the arguments to hush voiced concerns is that the
transition period unavoidably has difficulties; our
grip of the English language will improve and pro-
blems are partly related to differences between gener-
ations. While this is partly true, some disadvantages
of this ‘one-language-fits-all’ approach are likely to
remain. They cannot all be discussed within the
scope of this paper, but its influence on our written
output needs to be mentioned.

Fortunately, in our field of book and paper conser-
vation, a lot of work has been done on glossaries in
English. This eases the use of the language for those
who have other mother tongues; still, the exact trans-
lations of such terminologies need a lot of work.
And the need for the non-native English speakers to
use their own language will remain, since many inter-
actions between conservators and their clientele will
take place in their native tongues. From experience, |
can say that writing in English does become easier
with practice, but for many of us, it will never equal
the ease with which one writes one’s native language.
In addition, we need our own help desks for proofread-
ing, since many journals cannot offer much assistance
with translating and extensive editing; editors often are
colleagues offering their time unremunerated.

Sometimes, it may be difficult to distinguish between
knowledge that is useful for one’s own profession and
what would be welcomed by a larger group. Some
findings may seem isolated or too small to result in
an article or presentation. Interesting features or
material issues can be part of otherwise unremarkable
treatments or objects. It may be hard to find coherence
in such findings and the information value may then
not seem substantial enough for an article in its own
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right. Also, the non-academically trained practitioners
may feel a barrier when thinking about writing for one
of the international conservation journals, which
developed along with the professionalization of our
field, aiming for peer-reviewed contributions and
‘original’ material. Complicating matters further,
some of the low-profile journals in languages other
than English that welcomed contributions with a
more experimental, personal, or practical approach,
or published careful hypotheses have disappeared in
the process. Though blog posts offer the possibility
to deliver a short text and less fully researched infor-
mation, the medium is not exactly an alternative
since the context and its impact is rather different.

Some suggestions for a way ahead

One of the changes in our profession pointed out by
Helen Lindsay at the IADA conference in Oslo is
how the writing of a conservation publication evolved
from an individual, isolated process to a social
process in which we confer with colleagues and have
the work in that sense peer reviewed before submitting
it [11]. This development makes it easier to verify the
originality of a certain work, and it also seems a good
way to overcome concerns in terms of language and
quality of the content. Since we all gain from shared
information, we should all welcome the opportunity
to play a supportive role in these processes.

In order to make it easier to find one’s way in the
various media in search of interesting and useful contri-
butions or simply to keep up with what is happening in
the field, it would be very helpful to get an overview of
the various platforms where conservators leave their
contributions or develop a manner to keep track of
what has been published. The somewhat old-fashioned
but solid concept of a professional bibliography could
be part of the solution. For our purpose, a chronological
bibliography would be needed [12]. In short, it means
we collect our professional output ourselves and list
the titles, per year, in a structured way in an accessible
place. There could be a number of ways to organize it;
do it by country and have the lists stored at websites
of a national body of education or other institute, or
house the bibliography with one of the international
organizations for conservation [13]. What matters is
that the information can be found by anyone looking
for it, conservators and other scholars alike.

When everything that is published, regardless of the
publication format or language, is assembled on a
yearly basis starting now — and it would be the duty
of all authors to make sure the bibliographic data
are sent to the appropriate place — we would have a
full coverage of our output. When it is also possible
to work retrospectively on the past few years and
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then further back, it would increase insight in what is
published and in what kind of journals and other plat-
forms. The retrospective work could perhaps be
included in academic programmes; for students, this
could be a stimulating and educational experience.
Of course, it will take an effort to get such a bibli-
ography installed and small editorial groups will be
needed [14]. However, it would be a great resource to
have yearly overviews of published book conserva-
tion-related information, for us and everyone using
the objects we work with.

What we achieve through practice is a very valuable
kind of understanding, something not easily gained
through theoretical study nor by analysis in the labora-
tory. It makes a strong argument for the incorporation
of more practical treatments in the education of conser-
vators. In addition, it is also vital to share our hands-on
research results with librarians, binding historians, codi-
cologists, and text scholars. They can build further on
our work and may in turn provide valuable information
for the field of conservation. In all probability, this
cross-pollination has an added value; it could lead to
more cooperative projects and enhance acknowledge-
ment of our profession. We should be aware that, ulti-
mately, we demonstrate professionalism and help
enforce respect when we communicate about our
often unique expertise and enhance our visibility. It
would be great if the institutions who hire or employ
us would recognize too that our research skills are an
asset and accept that research and reporting about it
is an integral part of our job.
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This in itself is not new; when I first started
working in a conservation workshop, 1 also
felt insufficiently equipped when it came to
treatment experience and having an overview
of conservation problems. I do believe,
however, that since then (1995), the range of
subjects that students need to gain knowledge
of has increased. Also, the list of required
reading has grown substantially, and there are
more materials, methods, and research tech-
niques to choose from, which all need to be
understood before one can actually choose.

Lindsay, H. 2017. Conservation writing and
research as a social activity. Finding the right
conversation, IADA conference Oslo 2017.

Bibliographies do exist; for example, the conser-
vation wiki, supported by the AIC, already pro-
vides many references, but it is organized the
other way around: the topic of interest leads to
published titles, which is very useful but does
not currently provide an overview of everything
newly published. See: http://www.conservation-
wiki.com/wiki/Main_Page, http://www.conser
vation-wiki.com /wiki/Book_%26_Paper, and

[13]

[14]

K. Scheper Hands-on Research

http: //www.conservation-wiki.com /wiki/Book
_Conservation_Wiki (last accessed 21 October
2017).

TIADA could be the right place to host such a
bibliography, but there are other options as
well; institutions probably have technical restric-
tions as to who is authorized to add information
to their website.

Editors could possibly be recruited from
national conservation organizations or the
work could be imbedded within national edu-
cation systems and assigned to an MA student
for one or two years, providing study credits in
exchange for the work.
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