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TAPESTRY CONSERVATION AND THE TEXTILE CONSERVATION CENTRE

There are in existence a great number of important tapestries
woven in the European tradition., DMany of these are in need
of conservation.

This does not necessarily mean that conservation treatment
can, or would be, considered a budget priority by the owners
or custodians of such tapestries, nor that the ones with the
greatest importance artistically or culturally necessarily
belong to those who would be able to find the cost of any
desired conservation.

Some large collections of tapestries are being maintained by
public funds (for example, there are tapestry conservation
workrooms at Hampton Court Palace, the Burrell Collection in
Glasgow and the Victoria and Albert Museum). Some other
collections are being maintained in workrooms staffed by
volunteers,

Original intentions for Tapestry Conservation at the Centre

It was hoped that when the Centre was set up, capital funding
would enable a Tapestry Conservation workroom to be established
where training would be given to fee-paying students, who, on
completion of their courses, could be offered paid positions
on the Centre's workforce to staff a cost-effective department
able to deal with the tapestries sent for conservation.

In the event, however, circumstances dictated that training in
Tapestry Conservation had to be on a Three Year Apprenticeship
Scheme, and because the apprentices had to be paid during
training (when their output is necessarily low) it has not been
possible to make the department cost-effective.

Continued

A company registered in England No. 1208092. Registered Office: ¢/o Evers and Co., Shepherds Field, Courts Hill Rd., Haslemere, Surrey GU27 2NG.



As it has also proved difficult to obtain financial help to
offset the cost of paying and training apprentices, the
intake has always been limited to the number which the Centre
can afford rather than that which would effectively build

up the desired workforce more quickly.

It has been calculated that to make the workroom pay its way,
it will be necessary to aim to employ four or five fully
trained Conservators to cover the cost of one organiser.
Taking into account the known amount of potential work avail-
able and allowing for natural wastage of staff, it is
estimated that the target should be to maintain a minimum
workforce of eight trained people under a Head and Assistant
Head of Department.

Present situation (fme 1982)

Under the present apprenticeship scheme from 1975, four people
have been fully trained.

Of these, one is now Head of Department, one is Assistant Head
of Department and two have left the Centre.

One apprentice will finish in 1982, two apprentices will
finish their training in 1983, a further four apprentices are
in their second or first years. Between 1975 and 1982,
despite a workforce of people mostly in training and the time-
consuming task of supervision by the few trained people, con-
servation treatment has been given to an average of ten
tapestries each year (seventy in all).

Tapestries awaiting conservation

The setting up of the Centre with its plans for Tapestry
Conservation revealed that for possibly fifty years, there had
been too few qualified Tapestry Conservators and too few funds
to pay for the conservation of many important tapestries.
However, during its first eighteen months, the Centre was
offered so many tapestries for treatment that it was thought it
would take four years to work through the waiting list.
Experience had shown that tapestries actually brought to the
Centre and stored ready for treatment are the ones most likely
to be kept on this waiting list by their owners.

However, because of the system of training which the Centre was
obliged to adopt as explained above, it is only now that there
is a suffieient number in the workforce to allow forward plann-
ing, but this too has its problems, especially since owners are
warning us that, should a Wealth Tax be introduced, they may
not be able to find funds for conservation of tapestries when
paying tax on their value,
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Difficulties inherent in forward planning

First the owners and custodians of all the tapestries on the
waiting list have to be contacted to ascertain whether they
still wish the tapestries to be conserved.

This may involve examining or re-examining each tapestry to
estimate the cost of the necessary work, or, if an estimate
has already been made, updating it to current rates.

Owners may well have no conception of our problems and not
reply immediately, and another letter from us may cause annoy-
ance as clients, quite Jjustifiably, feel that they too have
been kept waiting for a long time.

The client may also experience difficulty in obtaining funding
for the work,

Funding avalable from public sources, may have have the proviso
that the work must be completed within a financial year, which
imposes strictures on the conservation department and can
affect planning of other commissions,

Loss of personnel in present circumstances is serious, because
it means disruption of planning and consequently less income,

Action by the Tapestry Conservation Department

Owners of tapestries on the waiting list are being contacted
to find out exactly what work should be scheduled for the
future - starting with private owners who may have made other
arrangements and wish to withdraw their tapestries from the
list.

Because publicly, and some privately, funded work must be com=-

pleted within a specific time, other commissions are only being
accepted if they can be fitted in as and when possible and with
no deadline.

The Textile Conservation Centre is investigating the possibility
of altering the arrangement of training by apprenticeships, so
that the number of the workforce can be increased.

There are suitable applicants to train for tapestry conservation,
which the Centre cannot afford to accept as paid apprentices.

The cost of paying trainees is a financial drain, which is mak-
ing the department less than cost effective and the slow
recruitment, because of having first to raise the cost of salaries
makes it difficult to get up to the desired number,
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COURSE VERSUS APPRENTICESHIP

Properly treined tapestry conservators are expected to produce
the balanced work that will enable a damaged tapestry to retain
its artistic and cultural integrity and regain the solidity
necessary for display by being hung on a wall.

Each person is taught to exercise individual Jjudgement in the
details underteken by that person and at the same time to con-
form to the overall rules.

In terms of effectiveness our structured apprenticeship course
(Appendix I) is producing what is needed, namely persons trained
to a uniform standard and capable of working in a team.

In terms of cost apprentice training is proving too expensive
to be sustained unless substantial grant aid from sources out-
side the Centre is made available.

Occasional grants from the Crafts Council have been useful,
but we have been warned that after this year, there will be no
further help (from the Crafts Council) towards training.

Porposals for recruitment and training to keep the tapestry
conservation department at full strength include:

i 2 Recruiting students who have graduated from the Diploma
Course and who wish to specialise in tapestry coanservation.
Empgoyment for one year in the tapestry department should
enable them to work to the required standards.

51 X Establishing a special Two Year Course in tapestry con-
servation consisting of the Centre's one year basic course
followed by a year of intensive tuition in practical work
(Fees should be £4000 a year). The first year of employ-
ment should be as an "Improver"™ at apprentice rates.

III Advertising for tapestry conservators trained elsewhere
or self taught.

IV Offering occasional apprenticeships at present terms but
with funds specially raised for each person and, therefore,
with an expectancy of a two year contract to work at the
Centre as an assistant conservator after training.

When considering these four suggestions, it will be seen that
they all have various merits and demerits.
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Would be an ideal solution, but it is unlikely to fill the
needs of the Centre for the foreseeably future, because:

a There is a shortage of funds for grants or bursaries
to support English students taking the Diploma Course.

b The few who have taken the training are usually dfered
positions before they have finished their course,
including a position in the Textile Conservation
section of the Textile Conservation Centre itself,

¢ The Diploma students may not necessarily have the
special attributes and inclinations which are needed
for tapestry conservators,

We should have to abandon our present probation period,
since a probation period for students would be an
unrealistic demand, By opening the one year course toa
wider area than now without restrictions on the intake,
there is the risk that people with no other experience
would take the one year course on its own and then
represent themselves as fully trained, though their
practical experience would be very limited and not as now
backed by their museum or university intern experience.

Given that such a risk is acceptable, the Centre could:

a Offer a course of one year of tuition in tapestry
conservation to selected United XKingdom students
completing the one year course.

b Recruit future tapestry conservators from this source,
provided sufficient numbers are able or willing to
raise funds to take a training for which only very
few establishments offer posts,

Is impracticable in a number of ways including that:

a There is only one other establishment which trains
tapestry conservators in Britain, namely the Victoria
and Albert Museum, We have no details of their course
but understand that like us, they train mainly with
the intention of staffing their own department.

b Since there is as yet no standard form of training, we
should initially need to expend extra time on super=
vision and possibly re-training.

¢ Paying a full salary while making good possible
deficiencies of training.

Provides the advantage of a proven satisfactory training
system. It might, however, be necessary to raise the
funds for each new apprentice before training could start.

The offer of a position at the Textile Conservation Centre
at the end of the training should be expected, provided
that the training of the apprentice-has proven acceptable
to all concerned.



