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Foreword  

Ann French ACR, Icon Textile Group Chair 

 

Lƴ нллпΣ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜƴ ¢ŜȄǘƛƭŜ ϧ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ LƴǘŜǊƛƻǊǎ Ψ{ŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΩ ƻŦ ¦YL/ ƘŜƭŘ ŀ Ƨƻƛƴǘ CƻǊǳƳΦ  
Remarkably, given the mutual & many overlaps of interests, it has taken further seventeen 
years to hold another joint conference. The following papers were to be presented in 
person in March 2021 but, instead, like all such planned gatherings over 2020-21, were 
presented over four days on Zoom.   

Despite Covid-19, many offers of papers were received, and the themes presented 
themselves ς Work on Public View: Upholstery Conservation, Developing Practice: 
Furnishings & Wall Hangings, Collections on Display: Tapestries & Books , Visitor Spaces: 
Challenges of Objects on Open Display & Spring Forum Conclusions. I would like to thank all 
the speakers for agreeing to present online, venturing into new territory for us all. 

The other innovation for 2021 was the decision to produce pre-prints instead of post-prints 
ς a development we hope to continue. Many thanks are due to all concerned from both the 
committees of ICON Textiles and Historic Interiors Groups for their work with this 
publication.  All had to grapple with working from home and without the usual resources to 
assist them. The following publication is a true team effort but special thanks must go to 
Viola Nicastro who worked tirelessly on its production until days before her maternity leave. 
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WORKING ON PUBLIC VIEW: UPHOLSTERY CONSERVATION 
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Ψ/ŀƴ L {ƛǘ ƛƴ ƛǘΚΩ ¢ƘŜ tǳōƭƛŎ /ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ tƻƭƛǘƛŎƛȊŜŘ /ƘŀƛǊǎ  

Rosie H. Cook, Textile Conservator Asia-Pacific Cultural Heritage Preservation and 
Restoration Start-Up Technology Research Center,  Cheng Shiu University (CSUCC) 
Wu Ching-tai, Assistant Researcher National Science and Technology Museum (NSTM) 
Li I-Cheng, Head of Conservation Asia-Pacific Cultural Heritage Preservation and Restoration 
Start-Up Technology Research Center,  Cheng Shiu University (CSUCC) 
 

Introduction 

Western modes of conservation have undergone a crucial shift in the 21st century, 
expanding from a materials-based approach to one that strives to encompass the 
preservation of the intangible and social meanings contained within cultural heritage 
objects. An important part of this development has been the (self-)recognition by individual 
conservators of how their perspective is affected by their socio-political identity. This 
positionality ς factors such as race, gender, education, age, language, nationality etc. ς 
modulates their practice, research, and engagement with other professionals and the 
broader publiŎΦ !ŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƻǊΩǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƛǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŀǎ ƛǘ ǊŜŦǳǘŜǎ 
ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƭƻƴƎ-held claims of neutrality, opening up the potential for more dynamic 
spaces where non-conservators shape the care of cultural heritage objects.  

Parallel to this shift in approach, more conservation projects are being undertaken in the 
public eye, facilitating active engagement between visitors, conservators and objects; and 
creating opportunities for the multiplicity of meanings embedded in objects to emerge. 
Given the social, cultural and historical significance of many cultural heritage objects 
encountered, some of these interactions may lead to conversations or self-reflexive thinking 
that are uncomfortable for conservators. This further highlights the non-neutrality of 
conservation, but also provides invaluable opportunities for conservators to examine the 
nuances of their own positionality, their bias, and thus professional limitations. 

This paper centres on interactions between visitors to the National Science and Technology 
Museum (NSTM) and conservator Rosie Cook (Asia-Pacific Cultural Heritage Preservation 
and Restoration Start-Up Technology Research Center,  Cheng Shiu University, hereafter 
CSUCC) during the treatment of two armchairs from the office of General Chiang Kai-shek, 
from the collection of the Republic of China Military Academy (ROCMA). This informal 
engagement forms a case-study in how an autoethnographic approach allows an individual 
ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƻǊΩǎ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŜǾƻƭve through interactions with the 
broader public.  It is supported by the relationships, decision-making processes and 
discussions between Cook, Wu Ching-tai (NSTM) and Li I-Cheng (CSUCC) that were necessary 
for the treatment and reflection process. It has been important to recognize their 
contributions in the shared authorship of this paper, by creating an opportunity for CSUCC 
textiles conservator Rosie Cook to work in the NSTM Open Storage, where visitors are able 
to interact with conservators. These visitor interactions, often beginning with discussions of 
ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛǘȅ ƻǊ ǇǊƻǾŜƴŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ /ƘƛŀƴƎΩǎ ŎƘŀƛǊǎΣ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜŜǇŜǊ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ 
the decision to conserve the armchairs, given their origins and social significance. 

With these factors in mindΣ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǳǘƻŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ΨƛƳǇŀŎǘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΩ Ƙŀǎ ŜǾƻƭǾŜŘΣ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ 
positionality and subjectivity to be acknowledged. Autoethnography uses a systematic 
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analysis of personal experiences to challenge canonical approaches to research and the 
representation of ƻǘƘŜǊǎΤ ƛǘ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ōƻǘƘ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘΣ ǘǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀǎ Ψŀ 
political, socially-just and socially-ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎ ŀŎǘΩ ό9ƭƭƛǎ et al 2011, 273). An autoethnographic 
assessment allows conservators to identify and document how their personal input and 
cognitive processes affect their work. By pursuing self-reflexivity, using the first-person 
narrative to anchor and highlight the decision-making process, the conservator is able to 
make dilemmas explicit, identify elements of discomfort and, most importantly, stay critical 
of their own intervention (Stigter 2016). Several sections are therefore written from the 
point of view of the primary author and conservator, Cook, whose role as a non-Taiwanese, 
Western-trained conservator was also of interest to visitors.  

This paper will first provide the historical and social contexts for the armchairs and an 
overview of their treatment, before using an autoethnographic, first-person analysis of how 
ǘƘŜ /{¦// ŀƴŘ b{¢aΩǎ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŀƛǎƛƴƎ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǇǇǊŜŎiation for cultural 
heritage conservation led to mutually affecting, cyclical relationships between conservator, 
objects, context, visitors and stakeholders. This autoethnographic process of self-reflexivity, 
ŀǎǎŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƻǊΩǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜtations of this treatment, reveals the fallacy 
of neutrality in conservation and museums. 

 

Cultural and Historic Background 

Some fluency in the complex history and politics of Taiwan is required to understand the 
wh/a!Ωǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ Deneral Chiang Kai-shek, as well as its 
conservation, interpretation and public reception. The island was first settled by 
Austronesian Taiwanese around 6000 years ago, and from the 17th century was colonized 
repeatedly by the Dutch, neighbouring Chinese provinces, the Japanese, the Kuomingtang 
(the Chinese Nationalist Party, hereafter KMT), and then heavily influenced by the US 
government before becoming a democracy in the 1980s.  

The first President of the Republic of China (1950-1975) Chiang Chung-cheng is an influential 
figure in the establishment of a shared Taiwanese identity. Known as Chiang Kai-shek in 
Western contexts, he is considered second only to Mao Zedong as the most important 
individual in 20th century Chinese history (Tsang 2010). Contemporary public perceptions of 
Chiang range from national hero to ruthless dictator. Following his role in triggering civil war 
with the Communist Party of China, Chiang retreated to Taiwan. His long authoritarian rule 
over Taiwan is associated with the period knƻǿƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ψ²ƘƛǘŜ ¢ŜǊǊƻǊΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ōŜƎŀƴ ǿƛǘƘ 
ǘƘŜ Ψнну LƴŎƛŘŜƴǘϥΦ hƴ ǘƘŜ нуǘƘ CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ όΨн-нуΩύ мфптΣ ǳǇ ǘƻ нуΣллл ¢ŀƛǿŀƴŜǎŜ ŎƛǾƛƭƛŀƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ 
massacred for perceived opposition to the KMT government, and over the following 40 
years, a further 140,000 Taiwanese were imprisoned (Hsueh 2017).  

Another means to dismantle resistance against the KMT was the re-Sinicization of Taiwan to 
build a unified Chinese identity. This included the renaming of streets, fines for speaking 
Taiwanese or Japanese instead of Mandarin, and the building of the National Palace 
Museum (Kuo 2000). Inadvertently, this fostered the development of a distinct Taiwanese 
identity among a population previously subjected to Japanese colonisation for five decades 
(Wachman 1994). In 1986, one year before the lifting of martial law, the revered historian 
ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎǘ {ǳ .ŜƴƎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦ ¢ŀƛǿŀƴ ǘƻ ΨŘƛǎŀǎǎŜƳōƭŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƻƴƛŀƭΣ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 
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and political structures they have suffered under for 400 years [in order to] develop new 
structures of their own devising, . . . thereby achieving an appropriately Taiwanese 
ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΩ ό{ǳ нлмтύΦ  

In the now highly democratic and independent Taiwan of the 21st century, this process of 
colonial disassembly is nonetheless still ongoing. The establishment of the Transitional 
Justice Commission in 2018 has resulted in the exoneration of many political convictions, as 
well as the removal of statues and memorials symbolic of the cult of personality 
surrounding Chiang during the authoritarian era. In October 2020, the Commission reported 
that whilst 70% of authoritarian symbols had been relocated, those under the responsibility 
of the Ministry of Defence were subject to appeals based on their historical value (Central 
News Agency 2020).  

 

Conservation Assessment and Treatment 

The two chairs in this project belong to the ROCMA museum, where a display of original 
ŦǳǊƴƛǘǳǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ /ƘƛŀƴƎΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜǎ ŀ ǎŎŜƴŜ ŦƻǊ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎ ǘƻ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ DŜƴŜǊŀƭ ŀǘ ǿƻǊƪΦ 
The furniture includes a desk and upholstered desk chair, as well as a set of four matching 
armchairs, manufactured between 1960 and 1970 (Figure 1-3). Three of the armchairs had 
been previously treated using upholstery restoration techniques; this project focused on the 
conservation of the desk chair and the fourth armchair. The wooden desk chair has wicker 
cushions in the back, seat, and armrests, upholstered with a brown and gold patterned silk 
and cotton twill. The armchair is made of wood, cushioned with metal springs and foam, 
and upholstered with a golden-brown, geometric patterned heavy silk and cotton twill 
damask.  

The upholstery of the armchair was very degraded. Its stained and splitting covers revealed 
deteriorated foam padding beneath, the consistency of hard, crumbling gravel and dark 
orange in colour, consistent with the degradation of polyurethane foam (Rivers and Umney 
2007). Greasy stains from use were present throughout, and the fabric on the armrests had 
become adhered to the acidic foam, which accelerated its own material degradation and 
fragility (Eastop and Gill 2001). The desk chair upholstery was in better condition, with 
damage contained to the armrests, where the silk wefts had worn away, the loose cotton 
warps were broken, revealing the wicker below.  
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Figure 1. Armchair before treatment ©NSTM 2019 

 

 

Figure 2. Armchair cushion before treatment ©NSTM 2019 
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Figure 3. Desk chair before treatment ©NSTM 2019 

The extensive damage contains valuable information; deformations and patterns of wear 
are evidence of many years of use, revealing the social biographies within each object (Cook 
et al 2020). The armchair was by far the most worn of the set, suggesting it was the default 
seat of its owner, perhaps due to its position in the office. Given its extremely degraded 
condition, it was decided to preserve the existing materials and this evidential usage. 
Ideally, treatment would address the significant degradation of the foam padding that was 
making the entire upholstery fragile and unstable. However, this would have been an 
expensive and highly interventive process, and the conservation budget for the chairs was 
limited. The agreed aim between ROCMA, NSTM and CSUCC conservators was therefore to 
ΨǊŜ-establish the original shape and profile of the chair whilst the original materials remain 
available for investƛƎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ό9ŀǎǘƻǇ ŀƴŘ Dƛƭƭ нллмύΦ  

Treatment occurred primarily between September 2019 and March 2020, in the Open 
Storage, a large warehouse-type storage space in the basement of the NSTM. It houses 
objects of particular scientific or technological interest, the majority of which are large 
machinery on open display. Conservation activities are also carried out here periodically 
ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ƳǳǎŜǳƳ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ƘƻǳǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ hǇŜƴ {ǇŀŎŜ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘ ƛǎ Ψǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ 
knowledge and understanding of artifact ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎΩ όb{¢a 
2019). Visitors can purchase entrance tickets or whet their curiosity with a glimpse through 
the glass doors. The conservation area is not visible from outside the doors but a TV screen 
at the entrance sometimes broadcasts conservation work live.  

Visitors to the Open Storage were able to observe the conservator at work during this 
project (Figure 4-5). Treatment actions included surface cleaning using a museum vacuum, 
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soft brushes and polyurethane sponges. Stitched support secured the damaged upholstery 
fabric by sandwiching the original material between a cotton support fabric and a nylon net 
overlay, both commercially dyed in matching hues. As the seat cushion foam was 
completely degraded, it was removed, and a support cushion was made of carved 
polyethylene foam block padded with polyethylene foam and felt (Figure 6-7).  

          

Figure 4 (left). CSUCC Textiles Conservator Rosie Cook with three members of an organised tour, 
explaining conservation work being carried out on Chiang Kai-ǎƘŜƪΩǎ ŘŜǎƪ ŎƘŀƛǊΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ hǇŜƴ {ǘƻǊŀƎŜ 
at National Science and Technology Museum, Kaohsiung ©Lee Yun-hsuan 2019 

Figure 5 (right). Interns working on Chiang Kai-ǎƘŜƪΩǎ ŀǊƳŎƘŀƛǊΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ hǇŜƴ {ǘƻǊŀƎŜ ŀǘ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
Science and Technology Museum, Kaohsiung ©Rosie Cook 2019 

 

 

Figure 6. Armchair after treatment, complete with cushion ©NSTM 2020 
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Figure 7. Desk chair after treatment ©NSTM 2020 

 

Autoethnographic Analysis 

Given the limitations of positionality, autoethnography is a particularly suitable approach ς 
it is not possible to measure the impact of the treatment upon visitors, however a record of 
the impact the visitors had upon the conservator and her interpretation of the treatment 
can provide some insights. The following section is therefore written in the first person, 
highlighting the subjective nature of her experience.  

Limitations  

The following analysis is shaped by: 

 The very limited subset of the Taiwanese population who: 
 ֙ Engaged with me regarding the treatment of the armchairs, 
 ֙ During their visit to the Open Storage space [1], 
 ֙ While visiting the NSTM; 

 
 The demographics of visitors to the Open Storage area were primarily: 

 ֙ School groups  
 ֙ Retiree tour groups 
 ֙ Individual visitors 
 ֙ Museum staff and volunteers 
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 ֙ Formal guests of the museum, including attendees of a celebratory 
anniversary event; 
 

 My positionality both in communicating with visitors and in undertaking the analysis, 
including the language barrier.  

 

General Interactions 

Whilst the work was carried out on open display, there were no didactic materials or 
information panels to provide context for visitors, so the only means to find out more was 
to speak to me. Questions and general level of interest varied according to the groups and 
individuals. Many of the visitors were initially drawn to my workstation out of curiosity in 
seeing a waiguoren όΨŦƻǊŜƛƎƴŜǊΩΣ ŀ ǘŜǊƳ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ǘƻ 
be Taiwanese) in an unexpected context.  

Formal visitors and museum staff had questions in line with my expectations based on 
previous experiences. Opening queries about what I was doing would be answered with a 
ōǊƻŀŘ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ όŜΦƎΦ ΨǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ǎƛƭƪ ōȅ ǎǘƛǘŎƘƛƴƎ ŀ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦŀōǊƛŎΩύ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƛƴŜŘ 
ǿƛǘƘ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ƛŦ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ όŜΦƎΦ ΨǳǎƛƴƎ ŎǳǊǾŜŘ ƴŜŜdles and fine polyester thread to 
ǎŜŎǳǊŜ ŀ ƴŜǘ ƻǾŜǊƭŀȅΩύΦ vǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘȅ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǊŜǇƭŀŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀōǊƛŎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ 
opportunity to explain concepts of significance, reversibility and minimal intervention. 
However, when engaging with the broader public, these typical questions and answers 
would sometimes lead to more complicated and uncomfortable questions, querying why 
these chairs were worthy of conservation, and why a waiguoren was carrying out this work.  

Like many people working outside their native language, I rely strongly on non-verbal cues 
from interlocutors (Cook et al 2017). Somewhat bemused expressions indicated that visitors 
were often unclear why the dusty, worn upholstery would be significant but did not wish to 
be impolite by directly questioning the value of my task (although others would have no 
ǎǳŎƘ ǉǳŀƭƳǎύΦ {ŜƴǎƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΣ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ōǊƛƴƎ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƛǊǎΩ ǇǊƻǾŜƴŀƴŎŜΣ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ 
ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ψŀƴ ǳǇƘƻƭǎǘŜǊŜŘ ŀǊƳŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜŘ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛǾŜƭȅ ōȅ ƻƴŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǎƻƻƴ 
takes on the sƘŀǇŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ƻŦ ǿŜŀǊ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŀǊΣ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘǘŜǊΩ ό9ŀǎǘƻǇ ŀƴŘ 
Dƛƭƭ нллмύΦ ±ƛǎƛǘƻǊǎ ƴƻŘŘŜŘΣ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ŦƻǊƳǳƭŀƛŎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ όŜΦƎΦ Ψ!ƘΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƛǊǎ ƻŦ 
Chiang GongΩύ ώнϐΣ ōǳǘ L ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ ƴƻǘƛŎŜ ŀ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ƴƻƴ-verbal reactions, following a pattern 
depending on their age and background. 

Range of Responses 

{ŎƘƻƻƭ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ōƻǊƴ ǿŜƭƭ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ /ƘƛŀƴƎΩǎ ǊǳƭŜΣ ƘŀŘ ƳƻŘŜǊŀǘŜ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ 
disinterested reactions, appropriate to hearing that a dusty chair belonged to an historical 
figure from their school books, and moved on quickly to the next exhibit. Adult patrons who 
would have been children in the 1970s or 1980s, had more solemn reactions, nodding 
gravely and agreeing that this did make the chairs more significant. 

Older visitors who haŘ ƭƛǾŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ /ƘƛŀƴƎΩǎ ǊǳƭŜ ŀǎ ŀŘǳƭǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƻ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ 
the period of the White Terror, had what I interpreted as more emotional, yet frequently 
guarded reactions. Some would take a step back, their faces closing off, preferring to end 
the conversation here. Others would lean in, their eyes widening, and ask further questions, 
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expressing deepened interest and sometimes excitement, perhaps even asking permission 
to take photos. One particularly lively retiree even asked if he could sit in ChianƎΩǎ ŎƘŀƛǊΣ ŀƴŘ 
laughed good-humouredly when I explained that was not possible since it was a museum 
artifact. 

Visitor questions often focussed on why I, a non-Taiwanese, was carrying out this treatment, 
and were justifiably driven in part by the rarity of ΨŦƻǊŜƛƎƴŜǊǎΩ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ-
teaching roles in Taiwan. A simple response points to the lack of professional textile 
conservation training, and therefore textile conservators, in Taiwan. It is part of my role at 
CSUCC to provide training in textile conservation and indeed I was accompanied by 
¢ŀƛǿŀƴŜǎŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴǎ ŦƻǊ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ŘǳǊŀǘƛƻƴΦ ±ƛǎƛǘƻǊǎ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴŦŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ L Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ 
a costly foreign expert, challenging their ambivalence as to whether these objects were 
worthy recipients of my efforts.  

These discussions are important in challenging the belief that work done by those of 
European ancestry holds greater prestige. However, despite my desire to portray myself as 
ΨŜǉǳŀƭΩ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ¢ŀƛǿŀƴŜǎŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ L ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ ŦŜŜƭ ŀ ƭƛǘǘle uncomfortable as I 
noticed the range of emotional reactions to the provenance of these otherwise primarily 
functional objects.  

Interpretations of Neutrality 

As opposed to the concept of neutrality and absolute scientific truths, a humanistic 
approach promotes human-to-human knowledge exchanges rather than a reliance on 
academic sources, engaging with the individuals whose experiences make them living 
documents of cultural heritage (Cook et al 2020). As a humanistic conservator, my 
assessment of what is or is not important in the treatment of an object is calibrated by my 
understanding of its different values, and I am therefore particularly vulnerable to 
misjudgement when working on objects from cultures other than my own. 

This was in fact not my first encounter with Taiwanese expressions of discomfort relating to 
the conservation of Chiang Kai-ǎƘŜƪΩǎ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅΦ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ ŀ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ /{¦//-ROCMA project 
conserving uniforms belonging to Chiang, I took professional delight in the textile details. 
Meanwhile, my Taiwanese colleague, a 25-year-old conservation assistant-in-training, had 
been uncharacteristically silent, before asking me if I had ever had to conserve things that I 
ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŜŘΦ aȅ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƴŜǳǘǊŀlity in 
our profession, and that whilst we are not always the ones who decide what to conserve, it 
ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ Řƻ ǎƻ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘƛƴƎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨōŀŘΩΦ bƻǿΣ ŀǎ L 
engaged with visitors at NSTM, I more fully realised my position on Chiang was not one of 
ƴŜǳǘǊŀƭƛǘȅΣ ƻǊ ƻŦ ΨƳƻŘŜǊŀǘŜ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘǎΩ ƛƴ ƭƛƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ L ǿŀǎ 
ignorant of the true impact of the White Terror upon the Taiwanese population [3].  

Neutrality in itself is not inherently wrong, but the professed neutrality of museums has 
been increasingly recognised as an oppressive feature of covert and sometimes internalised 
white supremacism. By the time I finished treating the ROCMA armchairs, I realised my 
outsider status was not necessarily an asset: the seƴǎŜ ƻŦ ΨƴŜǳǘǊŀƭƛǘȅΩ L ŦŜƭǘ ǿŀǎ ōŜǎǘ 
explained as a lack of understanding of what Minister of Culture Cheng Li-chiun described as 
ǘƘŜ ΨŘŜŜǇ ǎŎŀǊ ƘƛŘŘŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ¢ŀƛǿŀƴŜǎŜΩ ό/Ƙƛƴŀ tƻǎǘ нлмтύ ώпϐΦ  
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My experience of working in the Open Storage was a gateway towards a more nuanced 
understanding of the complex significance of Chiang in contemporary Taiwanese society, as 
well as of the impact of collective and intergenerational trauma. Whilst the White Terror 
officially ended with the lifting of martial law in 1987, it remained a taboo subject for those 
generations who experienced it; the 228 Incident was not acknowledged publicly by the 
Taiwanese government until 1995. Artist Chen Wu-ƧŜƴ ǎǇŜŀƪǎ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ΨŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŎǘƛƳǎ 
could only swallow their pain in silence . . . Their genuine, heart-wrenching sorrow could 
ƻƴƭȅ ōŜ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǎƛƭŜƴŎŜ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜΩ ώрϐΦ Lƴ ŀ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ мфтс ¢Ƙŀƛ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ 
massacres, Winichakul makes a relevant observation that silence does not mean the trauma 
is forgotten, rathŜǊ ƛǘ ƛǎ Ψŀ ǎȅƳǇǘƻƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ƻǊ ŦƻǊƎŜǘΩ ό²ƛƴƛŎƘŀƪǳƭ 
2020). 

Through observations and conversations with friends or colleagues, I learned that the taboo 
around the White Terror continued to affect the younger generations. Survivor Pan Sin-sing 
felt it was not safe for families of victims to speak of their experiences to their children in 
case they repeated what they had heard (Redon and Datiche 2017). The casual, 
dispassionate attitudes I observed in the school groups suggested how little they 
ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǘǊŀǳƳŀǘƛŎ ǇŀǎǘΣ ǇŀǊǘƭȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘŜǊ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪ 
of their experiences ς including linguistic limitations, due to the lack of a common language 
between the Mandarin-speaking youth and their elders who are more fluent in Taiwanese 
or even Japanese [6].  

Education systems do not always fill this gap either, glossing over these uncomfortable 
ŜǾŜƴǘǎΦ aȅ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ƛƴ CǊŀƴŎŜ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǘǊƛƻǘƛŎ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǊƻƎǳŜΩ ±ƛŎƘȅ 
Regime (1940-1944) and the glory of the Résistance, as opposed to the collaboration with 
Nazi Germany. It was only in 1995 that a French President publicly acknowledged the 
responsibility of the French State for the deportation and subsequent death of Jewish 
people during that time. Based on the findings of the Transitional Justice Commission, 
¢ŀƛǿŀƴŜǎŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ŎƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƻǇƛŎǎ ΨƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǎǳǇǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ōȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 
ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƻǊǎΣ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ƻǊ ōŜŜƴ ƻǎǘǊŀŎƛȊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜǎΩ 
(Chen 2020). This effort to unite Taiwanese by forgiving past oppressors is noticeably lacking 
in open discussions on a more personal scale, ignoring individual experiences of trauma.  

Memory and Memorialisation 

In an article about visitors to a memorial garden filled with relocated Chiang statues, retiree 
Ting Lai-Ǉƛƴ ƛǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ΨŦƻƴŘƭȅ ǊŜŎŀƭƭƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜ ŜǊŀ ƘŜ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ¢ŀƛǿŀƴΩǎ 
ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴƛƴƎ ƛǘǎ ŀǊƳŜŘ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ Ψ/ƻƳƳǳƴƛǎǘ ŀǘǘŀŎƪΩ ό¢ŀƛǇŜƛ ¢ƛƳŜǎ 
2007), suggesting a dissociation from the human costs. The location of the 228 Incident, 
now renamed the 228 Peace Memorial Park, including a dedicated museum, and February 
ну ƛǎ ƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ Ψbŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ нну tŜŀŎŜ aŜƳƻǊƛŀƭ 5ŀȅΩΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƴŀƳŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ 
self-censorship due to fear of controversy. Winichakul takes the position that the 
ƳŜƳƻǊƛŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŘŀǘŜǎ ƛǎ ƻǾŜǊƭȅ ƴŜǳǘǊŀƭΣ ŀƴ ǳƴŎƻƴǘŜǎǘŜŘ ŦŀŎǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ΨǎǇŜŀƪǎ ώƻƴƭȅϐ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ 
ŀǎ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘΩ ό²ƛƴƛŎƘŀƪǳƭ нлнлύΦ  

At the 228 Museum, an exhibition of the work of aforementioned survivor and sculptor 
Chen Wu-ƧŜƴ ŀƛƳǎ Ψto translate his misery and agony into art pieces that reminded his fellow 
Taiwanese they should never forget how Taiwan was ruthlessly ravaged during the February 
ну LƴŎƛŘŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ²ƘƛǘŜ ¢ŜǊǊƻǊΩ ώрϐΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǎǳŎƘ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘǎ ς artistic 
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ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘǊŀǳƳŀΣ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ Ŏƛǘȅ ς suggests it can be difficult 
ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘŜǊΣ ǎƛƭŜƴǘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ǘƻ ŜǎŎŀǇŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ψǳƴ-
ŦƻǊƎŜǘǘƛƴƎΩ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ƴŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊƛƴƎ ƴƻǊ ŦƻǊƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ memories of this time. 

The Gongsheng228 organisation believes the younger, highly democratic Taiwan of the 21st 
century can benefit by connecting with the previous generations and their memories, to pay 
respect to the lives lost during the White Terror and to better understand the harsh 
ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ¢ŀƛǿŀƴŜǎŜ 
identity [7]. They host cultural events across Taiwan on the 228 date, including a music 
festival in 2019. Winichakul identified a similar range of cultural events commemorating the 
Thai massacre as a power-shift, creating a space for the memories of the victims and 
opening up space for discourse (Hopkins 2020). 

Less artistic prompts might also be more accessible. At the Sydney Jewish Museum in 2019, I 
met Holocaust survivors and heard their testimonies, often centred around an object on 
display such as a recipe book or a blanket. In contrast with the saintly statues of Chiang, the 
armchairs I conserved, worn threadbare where his arms and head once rested, create a 
powerful negative space, evocative of the man who sat in them. By eliciting the personal, 
human, bodily nature of the man who shaped Taiwan, visitors may be prompted to consider 
their own human, small-scale memories of that time, and the direct effect his actions had 
upon their lives. 

 

Conclusion  

The functional nature of a chair is both familiar and yet can suggest authority; the request of 
the aforementioned visitor to sit in it replayed often in my head. I imagined the variety of 
emotions depending on individual experiences: for this visitor the idea of sitting in the 
throne of a quasi-mythological figure seemed to appeal, but I remembered the disgust felt 
ōȅ Ƴȅ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜ ƛƴ ƘŀƴŘƭƛƴƎ /ƘƛŀƴƎΩǎ ǎƛƭƪ-lined trousers. When I had vetoed the request to 
sit in the chair, it had been primarily from a material point of view, but the visitor might also 
ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǘƻ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǳǊƛǘȅΩ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƘŀƛǊ ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎǳŎƘ ŀƴ 
important person, under which circumstances the desire to sit in it becomes an act of 
defiance and even defilement. Of course, it is possible to overthink and project all kinds of 
intentions behind the request ς perhaps he was simply tired and wished to rest, a 
widespread challenge in the preservation of seating furniture. 

It is interesting to contrast the reactions from retiree tour groups with those of a similar age 
who had connections to the museum sector, whose reactions were less emotional and who 
immediately accepted their provenance as a justifiable reason for conservation. It suggests a 
shared bias among cultural heritage professionals, and the importance of engaging with the 
wider public. Prompted by visitor questions about the purpose of conservation work, this 
exercise in interpreting and reflecting upon the reactions and motivations of those who 
interacted with me and with the chairs, demonstrated the fallacy of neutrality in 
conservation when working on objects with contentious associations. Departing from a 
supposedly objective, materials-based approach, working on public display allowed me to 
critique my positionality and how my identity affected the treatment and the stakeholders 
in multiple ways.  
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Notes  

[1] There were 2,804,198 total visitors to the museum in 2019, of which 12,746 attended 
the Open Storage (NSTM 2020). 
[2] In Mandarin, polite or friendly informal conversations often revolve around one person 
making a statement and the other person repeating that statement in acknowledgement, 
rather than a direct question and answer. For example, when crossing paths with a 
ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǎŀȅ Ψ¸ƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪΦΩ ŀƴŘ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎƭȅ ΨL ŀƳ 
ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪΦΩ IŜǊŜΣ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŀȅ Ψ¢ƘŜ ŎƘŀƛǊǎ ōŜƭƻƴƎŜŘ ǘƻ /ƘƛŀƴƎ DƻƴƎΩ όŀ ǘƛǘƭŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ 
used to designate Chiang Kai-ǎƘŜƪύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǊŜǇƭȅ Ψ!ƘΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƛǊǎ ōŜƭƻƴƎŜŘ ǘƻ /ƘƛŀƴƎ 
DƻƴƎΩ ς a very non-committal way of acknowledging the information. 
[3] Much to my embarrassment, I previously sent a company-wide query as to why our 
offices were closed on February 28th. 
[4] The Minister was in 2019 publicly slapped in the face by a 67-year-old woman for her 
ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ΨŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎǊŜŘƛǘΩ /ƘƛŀƴƎΦ   
[5] https://www.228.org.tw/en_exhibition-view.php?ID=8 . Accessed: 11 December 2020 
ώсϐ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ŘƛŀƭŜŎǘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ IƻƪƪƛŜƴ ƻǊ IŀƪƪŀΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƎǊƻǳǇŜŘ ŀǎ Ψ¢ŀƛǿŀƴŜǎŜ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΩΣ ƘŀǾŜ 
been violently suppressed in the past, with the imposition of first Japanese and later 
Mandarin as the official language of Taiwan. 
[7] https://www.facebook.com/GongSheng228/ . Accessed: 11 December 2020 
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Showing Off: Preparing the V&A Upholstered Furniture Collection for the Move to a New 
Public Facing Store 

Isobel Harcourt BSc, MC-CULMC, Project Textile & Upholstery Conservator, Victoria & Albert 
Museum, Blythe House Decant Project, 2019-2020 

 

Introduction 

The majority of the V&A stores have been housed within Blythe House in West London for 
four decades. Built as the headquarters of the Post Office Bank, its rooms and halls are filled 
with cupboards and racking packed with many thousands of objects of cultural significance 
belonging to the V&A Museum, Science Museum and British Museum. The government 
owned building was sold to developers necessitating the closure of the stores and removal 
of all museums collections by 2023. The V&A collection will move to a new campus in 
Stratford, East London, currently being built on the former Olympic site. A small team of 
specialist conservators from different disciplines were engaged on one-to-two year 
contracts to prepare the collection for packing and moving. This paper will investigate one 
aspect of that preparation undertaken by the Textile Conservator assigned to the 
upholstered furniture collection. 

The V&A furniture collection currently housed in the Blythe House store is under the 
curatorial management of the Furniture and Woodwork Department but contains over 1000 
objects that have textile components. While the majority of these are items of seat furniture 
they also include desks, worktables, glass fronted cabinets, fire screens and sedan chairs. 
The show-cover textiles in these objects range from silk damasks and velvets, through wool 
and silk needlepoint and tapestry, linens, cottons, haircloth, leathers and hides, and a 
spectrum of modern synthetic fabrics. Many of the objects are very large and complex and 
many of the textiles now in poor condition.  

In addition to a programme of remedial conservation to ensure that the collection is fit to 
travel, measures needed to be taken to prepare the collection for a significantly different 
storage environment at the new Collections Resource Centre (CRC). The new store will be 
public facing with the collection visually accessible to visitors from viewing areas on two 
levels, and public access ways reaching from the central atrium partway into the racking. 
The furniture collection is in many ways an obvious choice for open display in the new store 
as objects are robust, easily interpreted by visitors, and of a size and stability to prevent 
theft and to reduce the likelihood of serious damage through accidental collision. But the 
textile components are vulnerable to the increases in light, airflow and display soiling that 
come with an open storage environment. Moreover, a significant number of furniture 
objects have textiles that are not in a condition that it would benefit the institution to show 
to the public without mediating interpretation.  

The decision was taken to provide light excluding storage covers for over 1000 objects in the 
collection that have exposed textiles. However, full dust covers have two major 
disadvantages in the context of relocation and open storage. Firstly, a cover while providing 
some protection during packing and transport might also mask vulnerable elements such as 
delicate carving, loose gesso, or hanging trim, and increase the risk of accidental damage 
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during handling. Secondly, it is likely to obscure the object for the CRC visitors and reduce 
the impact of the visitor experience. The decision-making processes undertaken to minimise 
risks and maximise the preventive advantages of covering an extensive heterogeneous 
collection are discussed below. 

 

Auditing the Collection 

Upholstery is often the most transient part of a piece of furniture. There are strong 
traditions of partial and complete re-upholstery as textiles age and fashions change. Many 
19th and 20th century materials such as jute webbing, weighted silks, and polyurethane 
foam fall victim to inherent vice and need to be replaced. As a result, many objects in the 
collection show evidence of re-upholstery shortly before or after being accessioned and few 
have much documentation regarding these interventions. 

When the Upholstery Conservator joined the Decant Project in 2019 no comprehensive 
condition audit of the upholstery in the collection existed. A volunteer team had listed the 
objects with textile components in the two furniture stores and this list formed the basis of 
the first extensive audit that had been made of these objects during their time at Blythe 
House. The primary purpose of the initial audit was to identify objects needing remedial 
conservation in order to travel safely, and indicate the degree of intervention required. In 
doing so the need for permanent storage covers across the collection became increasingly 
apparent. A conversation ensued between Curatorial and Conservation about how the 
preventive conservation needs of the textiles could be best met without seriously 
compromising the accessibility of the open store. It was agreed that opaque covers were 
necessary but that, where possible, only the textiles should be covered, leaving the frames 
exposed.  

 

Choosing Materials 

Choosing materials required balancing time and budgetary constraints with the 
requirements of aged and compromised textiles. The covers needed to provide a barrier to 
light and dust but have a degree of breathability to prevent the formation of microclimates. 
They needed to be durable enough to withstand the relocation and not to require 
maintenance or replacement in the short or medium term once in the new store. It was 
important that they were both chemically and structurally stable as they would be in long-
term contact with the object and their opacity would mask any adverse consequences of 
proximity. 

Conventional storage covers made from good quality, densely woven textiles would meet 
these criteria, but these materials would be expensive and time consuming to work with as 
they would need cut edges finished, and bolt widths would necessitate piecing to cover 
larger objects.  Non-woven materials such as Tyvek® would be much cheaper, could be 
sourced in much larger bolt widths and would need far less finishing. However, Tyvek® is not 
as durable as a woven fabric, can become rough and discoloured in time, and cannot be 
effectively cleaned.  
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As the conservation audit had revealed, many of the objects on the list had upholstery that 
was of low significance due to being non-original or in very poor condition. It was decided 
that Tyvek® covers would be appropriate for these. Tyvek® covers would also provide 
sufficient protection for many of the objects with robust textiles in good condition including 
haircloth, chemically stable leather, and modern woven upholstery fabrics. The budgetary 
savings from using Tyvek® for these covers would allow more resources to be focussed 
elsewhere on the most vulnerable textiles in the collection. 

A number of woven textiles were considered for the high-end case covers including calico, 
cambric, and polycotton. Eventually, downproof cotton was chosen for its superior opacity 
and working qualities. Because of its high thread density, it holds shape well, is resistant to 
fraying and tearing, and is less acidic than more cheaply produced options like calico. Its 
relative stiffness makes it easy to fit the silk habotai lining that some of the most vulnerable 
objects would require. An added advantage of its almost parchment-like surface is that, as 
with Tyvek®, object numbers could be written directly on the cover. 

With regard to cover fixings, hook and loop tape was considered and rejected in favour of 
cotton tape ties throughout. During the audit several old storage covers were found, most 
of which were secured with hook and loop tape. It was observed that the tape had stiffened 
and discoloured over time and where the covers had been shifted in relation to the object, 
either during store reorganisation or as a result of being removed and refitted, the abrasive 
hooked surfaces had often come dangerously close to fragile upholstery. 

A third audit was then undertaken to estimate the material quantities needed and produce 
an accurate budget projection.  

 

Outsourcing Standard Covers 

It was apparent from the initial survey that the Decant project conservator would not be 
able to produce bespoke covers for every object with a textile component within the decant 
timeframe. A second audit was undertaken to identify sets of objects that could be given 
simple standardized covers that would be able to be cost-effectively outsourced. While 
none of the sofas or non-seat furniture would fit into this category there were a significant 
number of candidates in the chairs. Basic box covers had the disadvantage that they would 
obscure much of the frame and profile so only chairs with a relatively boxy shape and 
extensive upholstery were considered.  

A total of 224 chairs that had both seat and back upholstery and a relatively square 
footprint were identified. The majority of these dated from the early 18th to early 19th 
centuries, a period in which chairs were made to established patterns with generally similar 
dimensions. While most of the chairs in the stores are standalone objects or at best in pairs, 
there are a few suites from this period that were obvious candidates. These include two sets 
of seven salon chairs with beautiful but vulnerable original removable silk velvet showcovers 
circa 1720-30, five more of a similar date with modern reproduction bizarre silk showcovers, 
and a set of ten French Gondola chairs from the early 19th century with later showcovers.  

The list was divided into armchairs and backstools. Rough measurements were taken of 
width and height from crest to arm or crest to seat rail respectively. Using these 
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measurements dimensions for two sizes of box cover for each group were calculated. A few 
objects had to be removed from the list, as they were too small or too large to be 
accommodated within the standards, leaving a total list of 215 chairs with four sizes of 
cover. These were subdivided again - according to the type and condition of upholstery 
materials to be covered - into Tyvek®, downproof cotton or silk lined downproof cotton.  

Prototypes were made to determine whether the silk lined cotton covers could be scoured 
after manufacture rather than made up from fabrics scoured in advance. This would reduce 
the manufacturing cost, as the materials were much easier to work with straight from the 
roll. It was determined that the variable shrinkage was not sufficient to affect the function 
of the finished covers and they could be laundered on delivery.  

A prototype in each material combination was made by the conservator and supplied to the 
outsourcer along with patterns for each size and cutting layouts for each size and material. 
Each cover was finished with a clear plastic pocket applied centre front so that a photograph 
of the chair could be attached (Figure 1). 

The finished covers could be easily fitted if necessary by cutting holes in the top edge for 
crests or finials. Raked backs could be fitted for by drawing the back seams together at the 
chair waist with cotton tape passed through holes made with a hole punch (Figure 2). Both 
the Tyvek® and the dense downproof cotton could be cut without danger of fraying or 
tearing. 

It was intended that this fitting could be done by a volunteer team with minimal 
supervision; however, by the time the covers were delivered COVID-19 restrictions had 
removed all volunteers from site. 

 

Figure 1. Patterns for box case covers for a backstool (a) and an armchair (b) with clear plastic 
pockets attached to the upper front face 
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Figure 2. A downproof cotton box cover fitted by drawing the side back seams together at the waist 
with cotton tape ©Isobel Harcourt/Victoria & Albert Museum 

 

Volunteer Contribution 

The Blythe House Decant had a pool of volunteers recruited at the beginning of the project 
to assist across the various collections. At the beginning of 2019 three volunteers, who had 
been working in the furniture stores rolling out barcodes and assisting with audits, were 
assigned to help with the conservation programme one day per week. Although they had 
very little sewing experience it was decided that they would be most usefully employed 
working on the Tyvek® storage covers as this could be done with minimal supervision and 
disruption to the studio space, on pre-selected groups of objects.  

Following training on the Blythe House textile studio sewing machines and domestic 
overlocker, they were introduced to basic pattern-cutting making Tyvek® tabard covers for 
the fire screens in the collection. By the time these were completed they had gained 
confidence in measuring, machining and fitting, and were ready to move onto more 
complex objects.  

Dining chairs with upholstered seats make up the largest class of objects in the upholstered 
furniture collection and it was decided that these should be given as much as possible to the 
volunteers to cover. Given the objective of keeping the frame visible most of these required 
relatively small, simple covers that were easily fitted. The objects themselves were generally 
small enough to be easily moved out of the racks and brought into the studio.  The team 
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started with the late 18th and early 19th century chairs as these have generally similar 
proportions and three basic patterns could be adapted to fit most of them.  

At this point two more volunteers were recruited, one of whom had extensive dressmaking 
experience and another who had worked with historic furniture for the National Trust. With 
a pool of five volunteers to draw from, four were able to attend most weeks and they were 
able to work in pairs. As they gained experience they became relatively autonomous freeing 
the conservator to work on other more complex studio projects. Every few weeks a side 
project was identified to give them some variety and a chance to see a different part of the 
collection. These included some surface cleaning under supervision and covers for sedan 
chairs, footstools and 20th century sofas. 

Over the course of a year the volunteer team produced 178 covers. Unfortunately the site 
was closed in March 2020 due to the Covid-19 crisis and site occupancy and travel 
restrictions prevented them from re-joining the project at the end of September. 

 

Strategies for Pattern Cutting 

A number of strategies were developed to streamline the production of bespoke covers and 
ensure a uniformity of appearance across the collection. Different approaches were taken 
depending on how dominant the upholstery was in the overall decorative scheme of an 
object. 

Fully Upholstered Objects 

For these objects a basic box pattern was the starting point. Length (to the lower margin of 
the upholstery), width and depth were measured and used to calculate the size of front and 
back panels. The side panels were truncated or shaped where appropriate to reflect the 
contours of the object. The top panel was cut to agree with the top edge measurements of 
the four vertical panels and the five pieces sewn together leaving one of the back side edges 
open to be closed with cotton tape ties once fitted. This box shape could be easily tweaked 
to provide a better fit: pinching in corners to accommodate a domed top; a broad tuck in 
the front seam to take up the excess for a sofa or armchair front; holes cut for protruding 
crests or finials that might get damaged in transit (Figure 3). More delicate objects might 
require more than one seam left open to avoid any necessity to drag the cover over the 
upholstery textile or decorative surfaces. 

This box-cover approach worked for the majority of fully upholstered objects but there were 
some that due to very large size or very irregular shape needed more closely fitted patterns 
to ensure that the cover would stay in place (Figures 4-5).  
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Figure 3 (left). A basic Tyvek® box cover for an armchair with an opening cut at the top back edge for 
the crest and a deep tuck centre front to create a convex sweep ©Isobel Harcourt/ Victoria & Albert 
Museum 

Figure 4 (right). A fitted cover for a 20th century armchair with a highly irregular shape ©Isobel 
Harcourt/ Victoria & Albert Museum 

 

 

Figure 5. A fitted cover for a 2.9m long early 19th century sofa ©Isobel Harcourt/ Victoria & Albert 
Museum 
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Part Upholstered Objects 

In pieces of furniture where the upholstery is not extensive the frame tends to carry a great 
deal of the decorative scheme and is often more ornate and therefore vulnerable than with 
fully upholstered pieces. The approach taken with these was to leave as much of the frame 
exposed as possible. This category of object was primarily made up of sofas, settees, and 
side chairs - ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƛǊǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊǎΩ ƭƛǎǘΦ CƻǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ǿŀǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
horizontal seat surface and a skirt added to cover the upholstered seat rail. The cover was 
secured to the frame at the back with cotton tape ties or long tabs were joined with ties at 
the back to complete the box (Figure 6).  

Where there was also an upholstered back a tabard panel could be added to the seat cover 
that flapped over the chair back and tied in place under the arms (Figure 7). 

  

Figure 6 (left). Tyvek dining chair seat covers made by the volunteer team©Isobel Harcourt/ Victoria 
& Albert Museum 

Figure 7 (right). A Tyvek® cover with a box seat and tabard back made for a part-upholstered 18th 

century sofa ©Isobel Harcourt/ Victoria & Albert MuseumAgain while this approach worked for 
the majority of the part-upholstered seat furniture some more complex objects needed 
more complex solutions to ensure that the textile elements were comprehensively covered 
and that the cover stayed securely in place (Figures 8-9). 

Non-seat Furniture 

The non-seat furniture objects included a number of windowed cabinets with internal lining 
or curtaining. It was undesirable to cover these completely for reasons of safety of carriage 
and ease of interpretation. Medium and heavy weight Reemay® panels were used to cover 
the textiles in these cases. While appropriately opaque these panels had soft edges that 
would not damage decorative surfaces and could have cotton tapes sewn on to them that 
would secure them in place (Figure 10).  
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Figure 8 (left). A Tyvek® part-cover suspended from the frame of a late 19th century box settle 
©Isobel Harcourt/ Victoria & Albert Museum 

Figure 9 (middle). A part silk-ƭƛƴŜŘ ŘƻǿƴǇǊƻƻŦ Ŏƻǘǘƻƴ Ψōƛō-and-ōǊŀŎŜǎΩ ŎƻǾŜǊ ŦƻǊ ŀ мфǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ŎƘŀƛǊΣ 
designed to keep the elaborate and very delicate back carving exposed ©Isobel Harcourt/ Victoria & 
Albert Museum 

Figure 10 (right). Fitted Reemay® guards for a silk curtained early 19th century cabinet. The position 
of a glass panel has been marked on the lower guard ©Isobel Harcourt/ Victoria & Albert Museum 

 

Labelling 

An early request from the curatorial team was that we improve the labelling of objects in 
the store to make them easier to identify on the higher racking. In compliance with this each 
cover was clearly marked with the object accession number.  

Objects that had the outsourced covers and those where the majority of the frame was 
concealed by the cover also had a clear plastic pocket sewn on the front face in which was 
placed a photograph of the object. Where objects had particularly vulnerable elements such 
as hanging trim, loose joints or glass panels; these areas were marked up with appropriate 
caution labels (Figure 10).  

All labelling was done with archival pigment ink pens with broad chisel nibs, which it was 
found produced a script that was more easily read at distance than brush or rounded nibs. 

 

Covid-19 Legacy 

On the 16th of March 2020 the UK went into lockdown in response to the rise of Covid-19 
and practical work at Blythe House ceased. Two weeks later the conservation staff was 
furloughed and would remain off work until 20th July. At the time of lockdown 13 of the 20 
months assigned to the project had been completed and the project was on target to finish 
the programme of remedial conservation and to deliver covers for all the upholstered 
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objects. Soon after returning to work it became apparent that funds would not be 
forthcoming to make up the three and a half months lost to the project and that it would 
not be considered safe to bring volunteers back on site before the November finish date.  

Despite these setbacks all of the objects assigned priority 1 or 2 in the initial audit and the 
majority of the large and complex objects now have permanent covers. Just over 10% of the 
whole collection remains uncovered for the time being. The majority of these are lower 
ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊΩǎ ƭƛǎǘ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƘƻǇŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǘŜŀƳ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ Ǉǳǘ 
together to complete this work at the CRC after the store move takes place. 

 

Conclusion 

National heritage institutions are under increasing pressure to expand the accessibility of 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ±ϧ!Ωǎ ƴŜǿ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŦŀŎƛƴƎ ǎǘƻǊŜ ŀƛƳǎ ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƘƛǎ ōȅ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǇǳǘǘƛƴƎ 
an entire sub-collection on permanent open display. The Blythe House Decant project 
provided an excellent opportunity to explore ways in which the textiles in the upholstered 
furniture collection could be protected while preserving the visual accessibility of the 
objects for the viewer.  
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 Tyvek® 1442R, flash spun high-density polyethylene sheeting 
Manufacturer by Du Pont, https://www.dupont.com/brands/tyvek.html  
Preservation Equipment Ltd, https://www.preservationequipment.com 
 

 Reemay®, random-spunbonded polyester sheeting 
Manufactured by Reemay, Inc. (A BBA Nonwovens Company) 
Preservation Equipment Ltd, https://www.preservationequipment.com  
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Upholstery on Open Display: Considerations for Treatment 

Heather Porter ACR, Freelance Upholstery Conservator  

 

Introduction 

Upholstery is a complex structure of materials and the techniques used to shape and attach 
them to the furniture frame. They most commonly come to conservators because the 
upholstery needs to be repaired or changed for display. Upholstered furniture consists of 
two parts ς the frame and the upholstery - that are frequently altered independently of 
each other.  

Once original upholstery has been removed a piece of furniture becomes a different object. 
This change is important at the time, but might become less important as time passes. Sets 
of furniture are often split up, moved between properties, dealers, collectors or museums 
to be studied, researched, displayed or used and along the way might be altered by 
restorers and upholsterers. With each new location their purpose, importance and 
appearance will differ and their histories are therefore often complex.  

The conservation of upholstery is a complicated decision making process, almost certainly 
influenced by the requirements of location and context of display. Simply conserving what 
remains or removing non-original materials for replacement are not always the best 
treatment choices. Upholstery conservation that does not fully investigate the purpose of 
treatment is rarely successful.  

 

The Display of Upholstered Furniture 

Museum Collections 

aŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƳǳǎŜǳƳ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ƳŀŘŜ ǳǇ ƻŦ ŀŎǉǳƛǎƛǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ ƎƛŦǘŜŘ ōȅ 
collectors and, in the UK, objects that are assigned to museums [1]. Gaps in museum 
collections are filled by strategic purchases or the acceptance of particular donations to fulfil 
collection and display requirements. Furniture given under the Acceptance in Lieu scheme is 
often very high quality and sometimes portions of larger sets can be loaned back to the 
original property [2]. 

Serious collectors buy the best quality examples available and all collect things they love. 
They usually buy upholstered furniture because of the frame, for its design, date of 
manufacture, attributed maker or provenance and not because of the upholstery. Space 
constraints means objects are often purchased as single items or pairs rather than whole 
suites, and often chairs rather than sofas. Chairs are then displayed at home and 
consequently their upholstery is required to be functional and fashionable. As such, they 
have frequently been reupholstered using current materials and techniques with modern 
show-covers. Ironically these important pre-loved objects can be the most compromised.  
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Museum Gallery Displays 

Individual objects displayed in museum galleries are often specifically chosen to tell a story 
or represent a particular design style, and curators will make use of the best available 
examples of furniture frames from known makers or locations with original or significantly 
important upholstery. Displays may also include objects where the upholstery is not original, 
but is acceptable, and in these cases, the condition might dictate a variety of treatment 
options depending on time and budget.   

The conservation of showcovers, or support and adjustments to distorted under-upholstery, 
may be needed in both scenarios. This work might be completed in situ or require the 
upholstery to be at least partly deconstructed so that lower layers can be accessed, 
documented and treated before final reassembly.  

A third class of objects will require full replacement upholstery, including the structure and 
show-cover, to return them to a particular appearance. Once later upholstery has been 
removed, these objects can offer excellent opportunities for detailed examination of the 
frame. A good understanding of historic upholstery techniques is required to interpret 
physical evidence. The position of tack holes and areas of oxidation of the wood rails can 
indicate the techniques and profile of original upholstery, and the position of any decorative 
brass nails. Tack holes can be studied under magnification for identification of fibre and 
colour of original showcovers and trimmings to aid replication.  

Period Room Setting 

Period rooms offer museums a different dynamic exhibition space when used alongside 
traditional museum gallery displays. They give an opportunity for groups of period objects 
to be displayed together, giving an impression of a complete interior. Period rooms often 
comprise the walls, windows, doors, and sometimes the original floors and ceilings that 
have been removed from buildings and reassembled. Visitors view the rooms as if they were 
looking in from a doorway or via a route through the room, with objects placed a safe 
distance behind stanchions. This allows objects to be seen from multiple sides, and it can 
impact treatment.  

It is uncommon, but not unheard of, for the original contents of the room to survive 
complete [3]. More frequently, where the original contents of the room have been 
transferred into the museum collection, they will have been previously reupholstered and 
no longer reflect their original appearance. Therefore treatment may be required for 
aesthetic reasons. At other times, period ǊƻƻƳ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƳǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ 
general collection to give an impression of an historic interior, perhaps based on 
photographs, inventories or written descriptions. Consequently these objects become 
props, providing an opportunity to show examples of good quality furniture.  

Date-appropriate objects with their original or period appropriate upholstery in good 
condition can be ideal candidates for inclusion in period rooms when an overall impression 
is required. These might include those with tapestry or needlework showcovers that often 
survive in better condition than many woven textiles [4]. Original upholstery in poor 
condition should not be removed from an object because it is inconvenient for display, so 
objects should be carefully chosen.  
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The upholstery profile is critical for authentic accuracy and furniture that retains the original 
under-upholstery is a good choice, because a replacement show-cover can be sourced and 
applied relatively simply (Figure 1-2) [5].  

 

Figure 1. Sofa from a Rococo revival parlor set (MFA1982.479), dated 1850ς70. Rosewood, replaced 
upholstery (with some elements of original under-upholstery). Object Place: Probably Boston, 
Massachusetts, United States. Condition before treatment with later green velvet show-covers over 
damaged original under-upholstery © 2021 Museum of Fine Arts, Boston 

 

 

Figure 2. Sofa from a Rococo revival parlor set (MFA 1982.479), dated 1850ς70. Rosewood, replaced 
upholstery (with some elements of original under-upholstery). Object Place: Probably Boston, 
Massachusetts, United States. After treatment with reproduction green silk damask applied over the 
conserved upholstery © 2021 Museum of Fine Arts, Boston 

Lastly, objects that retain no significant upholstery give the greatest opportunities for 
reinterpretation and can be utilised to fulfil most period room requirements.  The outcome 
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of treatment for these objects is not constrained by any physical evidence and can deviate 
from the original appearance when reinterpretation requires a pragmatic approach [6].  

Historic House Interiors 

Historic house interiors are complex spaces to interpret given their layers of history. 
Properties that are open to the public give visitors the richest environments in which to view 
objects in context. All interiors change over time due to curatorial interpretation, building 
maintenance, rotations and isolated object conservation. Consequently historic interiors are 
not static spaces but exist in a slow process of subtle and continuous change [7]. 

Many properties, or portions of them, are no longer in private ownership as homes and 
currently exist as visitor experiences. Some are completely original, such as the Saloon, circa 
1730, at Houghton Hall, Norfolk, which still retains its original upholstered furniture with 
crimson caffoy (wool velvet) show-covers matching the wall coverings. This room is 
presented as an original interior and it would be hard to imagine any logic that would result 
in significant alteration to the upholstery, so while the condition of these objects remains 
fair, treatment remains minimal [8]. 

A vastly different approach is needed for the working Historic Royal Palaces and some 
privately owned country estates such as Chatsworth and Blenheim, where the level of finish 
is kept deliberately high. Here the requirements of upholstery treatments can lean towards 
replication and replacement rather than conservation.  

Organizations such as the National Trust, English Heritage and others can acquire properties 
without contents, which then need to be assembled by purchases, donations or loans. 
Gathering a large collection of objects in this way often requires a high degree of interior 
decorating rather than scholarly research, and eventually these interiors can become 
outdated. The objects might not be significantly important to the property and conservation 
of upholstery in these settings is particularly difficult because the aim of treatment is often 
unclear.  

Loaning objects between institutions is a good way for otherwise unseen collections to be 
displayed, but the risk of degradation and physical damage during the loan period must be 
calculated and accepted, as many years on open display will impact condition. Conservation 
treatment can be commissioned by the borrower to return objects to a stable condition or 
original appearance when the loan is recalled.   

 

Knole House 

Some objects have existed in the same property for centuries and because of their 
importance take on mythical status that can complicate discussions about future 
preservation. A good example can be seen at the Sackville family estate, Knole House in 
Kent, which has been partly owned by the National Trust (NT) since 1947. The NT collections 
include the most significant pieces of Royal Stuart furniture to survive [9]. 

Prior to recent research it was thought that all the upholstery was original, which would 
have been an astonishing survival. For this reason the prospect of undertaking any 
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meaningful interventive conservation treatment was met with trepidation by a succession of 
curators, property managers and conservators.  

It was only when these objects were properly studied and archive information became 
available that the full extent of past alterations and the reuse of old materials was realised 
[10]. Some of the changes were not executed with a high degree of skill or accuracy. Over 
centuries, chairs were recovered, loose covers poorly fitted, extra trimmings roughly 
applied.  

wŜƎŀǊŘƭŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ ǊŜǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ŦŀƛǘƘŦǳƭƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ΨƭƛƎƘǘ-ǘƻǳŎƘΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ 
conservation was hǳƎŜƭȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ Ψ{ǇƛǊƛǘ ƻŦ tƭŀŎŜΩ ŀǘ YƴƻƭŜΦ 
However, some disfiguring stitched repairs on individual objects were removed; the 
distinction being to retain historical alterations important to the understanding of the 
evolution of the object, but not necessarily to preserve the history of repair techniques [11]. 

5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ мфрлΩǎ ǘƘŜ wǳǊŀƭ LƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŜǎ .ǳǊŜŀǳ ǘƻƻƪ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛŎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΦ {ƻƳŜ ƻŦ 
their major interventions could not be reversed, such as re-carving large sections of missing 
ornament, and adhesives used as a quick fix solution on many historic fabrics eventually 
discoloured, failed or became embedded into the fragile textiles and cannot be reversed 
without complex chemical cleaning.  

A small number of objects with gilded frames, including a suite circa 1680 comprising two 
ŀǊƳŎƘŀƛǊǎΣ ǎƛȄ ǎǘƻƻƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ŘŀȅōŜŘΣ ǿŜǊŜ ƳƻǾŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ .ŀƭƭǊƻƻƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мутлΩǎ 
and reupholstered to a high standard by professionals with new silk showcovers and fringe 
over new under-upholstery. By the early 20th century the new silk was in very poor 
ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ Ŧǳƭƭ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ǳƴŎƻƴŦƛǊƳŜŘ ōǳǘ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ мфолΩǎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ 
18th century caffoy wall coverings were cut out from behind paintings and used to cover the 
six stools and the daybed.  

At the start of the conservation project the chairs still retained their silk covers, which were 
now powdering under a layer of dyed conservation net. The project required the 17th 
century suite to be returned to the late 19th century appearance with reproduction silk 
showcover and fringe. Because the daybed caffoy remained in good condition it was left in 
place. Consequently, after conservation, the suite and daybed are now upholstered 
differently, thus creating an appearance across this group that never previously existed. 
Arguably the Knole collection, with its complex history, is perhaps more interesting than it 
might have been if everything was in its entirely original condition.   

 

Use of Case Covers 

Unlike conventional gallery displays, some period rooms and historic house interiors offer 
an alternative to fixed upholstery in the form of period appropriate case covers. These are 
distinct from loose cotton covers often used for storage. Historically case covers were used 
to protect expensive fixed covers from use or light damage. Modern versions can be a useful 
option to disguise or protect fixed upholstery, and to harmonize inconsistent upholstery 
across a set or grouping of chairs.  
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Research and experience is needed to produce accurate case covers. Care must be taken to 
choose the correct fabric, trimmings and construction methods but even so, they can be a 
relatively cost effective alternative to more complex and time-consuming conservation 
treatments. Because the upholstery remains unaltered below, case covers also reserve the 
option for future treatment.  

At Knole, silk taffeta case covers were made for the attendant furniture comprising two 
armchairs and six stools that are displayed alongside the James II bed, circa 1688.  The 
whole suite retains the original cut silk velvet showcovers, now in very poor condition 
following unsympathetic mid-20th century adhesive and patch repairs. Although funding 
was secured to fully conserve the bed textiles [12], carrying out the same level of treatment 
on the upholstered furniture within the project deadline was not possible. Instead, the 
furniture is displayed with new silk case covers (Figure 3) [13]. This solution satisfies the 
need for historical accuracy, protection and flexibility to revisit the original velvet for future 
treatment. 

 

Figure 3. Sample green silk taffeta case covers made for discussion with project team. This version 
has a side seam that was omitted in the final design (NT 129448.1) Knole ©National Trust/Heather 
Porter 

 

The museum of Fine Arts in Boston adopted reproduction case covers in various period 
rooms when fixed upholstery was not suitable for display. In one example, a search through 
the textile collection led to the discovery of a set of original late 18th century covers that 
were donated to the museum along with the chairs they fitted, and these provided 
information for the reproductions, in material to match the period room [14]. 
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The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation (CWF), Williamsburg, Virginia is a reconstructed 18th  
century town with 88 historic buildings open to the public all year round. They observe the 
historical process of seasonal changes to the soft furnishings and each winter reproduction 
case covers are applied to the furniture to represent periods of time when the properties 
ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ΨǇǳǘ ǘƻ ōŜŘΩ ώмрϐΦ 

This simple process means the properties retain a dynamic display and visitors see interiors 
interpreted differently throughout the year. The covers also add protection from light and 
soiling for a few months each year, which prolongs the life of fixed upholstery on continuous 
open display. It should be noted that a significant proportion of the upholstery at CWF is 
ōŜƛƴƎ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƛƻǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǎƘƻǿƴ ŀǘ ŀ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ŦƛƴƛǎƘ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ мттлΩǎ 
[16]. Good quality replacement upholstery is expensive to produce and should also be 
protected to maximise its useful life.  

 

Upholstery Construction, Degradation and Effects of Open Display  

Upholstery Material  

Materials used in upholstery change from century to century, 18th century upholstery can 
survive in better structural condition than 19th century because the quality of materials is 
higher.  

In the 17th and 18th centuries, showcovers were usually fixed over a linen stuffing cover, 
whereas by the mid-19th century a layer of fibrous cotton (cotton wadding) was frequently 
positioned between a cotton stuffing cover and the showcover to prevent shorter lengths of 
lower quality horsehair stuffing poking through. When the textile becomes weak the cotton 
expands adding pressure and increasing the rate and severity of damage to the showcover. 
19th and early 20th centuries showcovers are often in worse condition than 17th and 18th 
centuries examples.   

The introduction of coil springs, woven jute, and poorer quality plant stuffing materials in 
the second quarter of the 19th century present myriad problems to the conservator. Strong 
iron springs are compressed between jute textiles, which eventually break down, webbing is 
pushed down and stuffing layers up, giving a distinctive high dome profile (Figure 4). 
Eventually the structure fails altogether. Conservation treatments will be extensive and 
must include tying the springs vertically to remove pressure on surrounding materials.  
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Figure 4. Side chair (MFA 1976.645), dated 1840ς60. Mahogany, mahogany veneer, chestnut, 
original needlework upholstery. Object Place: probably Boston, Massachusetts. Profile showing high 
dome profile caused by expanding springs © 2021 Museum of Fine Arts, Boston 

 

Consultation is required when deciding to remove original layers for treatment. This level of 
intervention of any upholstery may produce an object made of original parts, but loss of 
original attachments and alterations to construction mean it will no longer be the original 
upholstery. Complex upholstered objects with failing original materials throughout are the 
most difficult types of upholstered furniture to treat successfully without moving towards 
reconstruction, restoration and re-upholstery.   

 

Open Display 

Soiling 

Without exception, horizontal surfaces on open display become more significantly soiled 
than vertical surfaces. Routine cleaning only removes lightweight dust, usually picked up by 
low suction vacuuming through a mesh barrier. Over time deep soiling accumulates and the 
visual difference between horizontal and vertical can become unacceptable.  

Objects in historic houses on continuous open display with high visitor numbers suffer 
particularly badly. Sometimes colour and designs can be completely obscured by soiling but 
significant visual improvements can be gained by dry and damp in-situ cleaning methods 
(Figures 5-6). Care should be taken to limit cleaning of less soiled parts or the disparity 
between areas will continue.  
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Figure 5. BT Embroidered cushion cover completely covered with grey surface soiling (NT 129438.1) 
Knole © National Trust/Heather Porter 

 

 

Figure 6. DT Different area of the same cushion cover showing colour and texture of embroidery 
after initial surface cleaning (NT 129438.1) Knole © National Trust/Heather Porter 
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It may be possible to get better cleaning results by removing showcovers from furniture 
frames to enable wet cleaning, but these benefits must be weighed against potential 
damage to original attachments, the difficulty of reattachment and need for additional 
textile support. If the showcover is not original and the attachments are not important the 
decision to remove is less difficult.   

Light 

The other major display concern is light damage, which often occurs on the front edge of 
the seat and top half of the inside back; areas that are commonly spot-lit in traditional 
gallery displays. In historic houses, where there is natural light from windows, damage can 
be significant on light-facing vertical surfaces.  

Broken warps, horizontal splits and loose hanging weft threads often require support, 
stitching and net overlays to secure them. Damaged showcovers on horizontal surfaces are 
supported by the under-upholstery below, so there is less need for structural support 
stitching. These surfaces can be successfully treated with dyed net overlays and stitching 
around the losses to the layer below. 

In badly degraded fabrics with complex weaves the top surface of float threads can powder 
exposing the threads below, resulting in total loss of the original design. Conservation 
treatment cannot reverse or improve this damage and replacement with a reproduction 
may need to be discussed. Loss of silk threads from needlework or tapestry panels can 
expose the stitching canvas leaving surrounding broken threads vulnerable to further loss. 
However these covers can still be visually acceptable from a viewing distance, because 
larger areas of surviving wool still provide visual integrity.  
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Abrasion and Use 

Objects positioned close to stanchions, or those that are only protected by a rope across the 
arms or by a discreet sign on the seat, are particularly prone to what is politely referred to 
ŀǎ ΨŀŎŎƛŘŜƴǘŀƭ ǳǎŜΩΦ ±ƛǎƛǘƻǊǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǘŀƪŜ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǇƘƻǘƻ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ƻǊ ƴŜŜŘ 
somewhere to sit while reading interpretation materials. These events can cause little 
damage to modern upholstery, or conservation upholstery that is designed to withstand 
occasional use, but can be catastrophic and lead to the complete collapse of 19th century 
original jute upholstery.  

Distortion of the seat profile and damage to unsupported textiles eventually need expensive 
conservation treatment. It can be prudent to install independent permanent supports to the 
underside of vulnerable seats to reduce damage. In targeted locations, stronger furniture 
frames and upholstery can be fitted with supports that are deliberately designed to release 
and fall to the floor when used, hopefully encouraging the visitor to not repeat the stunt on 
fragile objects! Onsite conservators can be called to reinstall the support.  

Where feasible, the most vulnerable objects should be positioned as far away from visitors 
as possible. Less severe but notable damage can result from visitors touching showcovers or 
tassel fringes to see what they feel like. Sometimes damage is accidental if a visitor route 
travels around objects with no physical barriers between. Abrasion from brushing up against 
historic and modern reproduction textiles and trimmings can soon lead to damage and loss. 

 

Conservation Upholstery 

Where upholstery conservation is the treatment of extant materials, the term conservation 
upholstery refers to the application of new materials applied with non-intrusive or 
minimally damaging attachments [17]. 

The most successful conservation upholstery projects result from collaboration between 
curators and conservators, whereby the combination of object based examination, primary 
and secondary research and practical knowledge are brought together to make informed 
choices. It must be acknowledged that conservation upholstery, like all attempts at 
historical accuracy, will inevitably take on an unconscious level of current aesthetic and it 
will be necessary to review these reinterpretations.  

 

Reproduction Showcovers and Trimmings 

Reproduction textiles and trimmings can return objects to their original appearance, or be 
used to replace particular sections that cannot be acceptably conserved. When single 
objects are displayed in galleries, or whole interiors are being restored, the complete 
historically accurate results can be stunning [18]. 

However, as tempting as it might be to find unfaded areas of show-covers and trims and 
reproduce the vibrant original colours it can be overpowering to use them alongside faded 
materials, or when they are being used to reproduce only part of an object. It can be 
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necessary to tone down new materials by asking the dyer to match the colours to a slightly 
aged area.  

This was the case for the reproduction silk damask used on the Ballroom suite at NT Knole. 
It was not possible to locate the original textile manufacturer, and due to budget constraints 
the original pattern could not be redrawn, so a documented mid-19th century design was 
chosen and woven with the same texture as the original and slightly muted colours [19]. The 
results blended well with the minimally conserved gilded frames and the overall appearance 
of the Ballroom.  

Trimmings form a visually important part of upholstered furniture, but when upholstery is 
damaged and trimmings are more lost than extant, conserving the textile and replacing the 
trim can result in a more complete overall appearance. It is particularly important that the 
replacement matches the faded colours and worn texture of the extant fragment, ensuring 
the new blends with, or convincingly replaces, the old.   

The construction of trimmings can be incredibly complex and faithful reproductions are very 
expensive but good end results can be transformative. This approach was taken on two 
sofas and six chairs in the Reynolds Room at Knole when the old caffoy loose covers were 
surface cleaned and the three reproduction tassel fringes were handmade, exactly matching 
the design and colour of the damaged fragments [20]. Once complete, the appearance was 
exactly the same as the aged original but complete in a new stable condition for long term 
display.   

 

Conclusion 

Conserving upholstered furniture is not straightforward. To meet display requirements it is 
necessary to ask the right questions before and during treatment. Best treatment decisions 
need to take into account display location, while condition is not necessarily important.  

Objects in good condition can be totally unacceptable in some places and degraded original 
upholstery can be undesirable in others. Poor condition of later upholstery is no concern if it 
can be removed and replaced. The best upholstery treatments happen when a range of 
treatment options are discussed amongst a group of professionals who contribute 
knowledge and skills to agree a considered decision relevant to the purpose and location of 
display. 

 

Notes 

[1] Acceptance in lieu (AiL) is a provision in British tax law under which inheritance tax debts 
can be written off in exchange for the acquisition of assets of national importance to public 
ownership. Many National Trust properties were acquired by the charity in this way. Some 
objects are prevented from leaving the UK by export deferral until funds are matched and 
the object can be kept in UK collections, such as two stools from Warwick Castle that were 
ǎƻƭŘ ŀǘ {ƻǘƘŜōȅΩǎ [ƻƴŘƻƴΣ п WǳƴŜ нл08, lot 30, and were purchased by the Victoria & Albert 
museum 2009 following an export deferral (V&A W.14-2009 and W.15-2009).   
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[2] For example two sets of chairs from Houghton Hall, Norfolk now in the V&A collection. 
W.1-21.2002 of which seven pieces from the set remain at the V&A and W.22-56.2002 of 
which 16 pieces are at the V&A. A few from each set are on display but most remain in long 
term storage.  
ώоϐ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ǘǿƻ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƛƻǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ WƻƘƴ 5Φ wƻŎƪŜǊŦŜƭƭŜǊΩǎ ǘƻǿƴƘƻǳǎŜ ƛƴ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪ 
circa 1881 were given to the Museum of the History of New York in 1937. These interiors 
were dismantled in 2009 and given to the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Virginia 
Museum of Fine art to allow for museum expansion. 
[4] British Galleries, Room 54, Henrietta Street Room, V&A contains a set of six backstools 
(w.14 to-19 -1938) circa 1745-1765 (made) covered with needlework circa 1740-1750 
applied in the late 19th/ early 20th century. Modern wool serge case covers have been 
made for display to protect the textiles, with one chair always remaining visible as the 
covers are rotated. 
[5] Roswell Gleason Parlour circa 1860 at the Museum of Fine Arts Boston made use of a 
suite of rococo revival furniture in the MFA collection that gave an impression of the historic 
interior. The suite comprised a sofa, two armchairs and four side chairs and retained the 
original under-upholstery with later velvet show-covers. In this case examination of the 
frames indicated the original showcover was green satin weave silk, but for the period room 
presentation a tone-on-tone green silk damask was woven to a known rococo revival 
strapwork design. This project was published in Heather Porter & Stephanie Rabourdin-
Auffret (April 21-нрΣ нллуύ ΨbŜǿ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦǊŀƳŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǳǇƘƻƭǎǘŜǊȅ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴΩ ŀǘ 
American Institute for Conservation of Historic and Artistic Works; Creative Collaborations, 
36th Annual meeting, Denver, CO pp 38-49. 
[6] The MFA displayed two worktables that were fitted with replacement bags. The table 
attributed to William Hook circa 1808 (MFA 39.555) showed evidence of red silk stitching 
threads that could have indicated the colour of the original bag, however for display in the 
Neoclassical gallery the curatorial decision was to make a reproduction bag in green silk 
lustring. Whereas a worktable attributed to John Seymour (MFA 1984-738) was displayed in 
the Oak Hill Bedroom and having no history of use in this setting it was important the 
reproduction bag matched the furnishing fabric throughout the room, regardless of any 
original evidence. This bag was made in red silk to complement the reproduction chintz bed 
hangings, curtains and case covers. 
[7] For a full overview of the upholstery conservation process see Elizabeth Lahikainen 
Ψ¢ƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ /ƻƴǎƛŘŜǊΥ ¢Ŝƴ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ¢ƻǇƛŎǎ ƻǊ /ategories Used for Thorough Upholstery 
¢ǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ 5ŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎΩ ƛƴ The Forgotten History ς Upholstery Conservation (2011), Ed. Karin 
Lohm, Linkoping University, pp 17-29. On p19 she refers to Peter Thornton who described 
the process of altering historical inteǊƛƻǊǎ ŀǎ ΨǎƭƛǇǇŀƎŜΩΦ 
[8] The tapestry room at Osterley House, Middlesex, survives complete with the original 
Gobelins tapestries on the walls and matching tapestry panels applied to the sofa and eight 
armchairs.  
[9] Much of the 17th century furniture was possibly a perquisite of office acquired by 
Charles Sackville, 6th Earl of Dorset in his capacity of Lord Chamberlain to William III. Knole 
and the majority of its furniture were accepted by HM Treasury in part payment of death 
duties and transferred to the National Trust in 1946.  For recent research see Emma 
Slocombe (2014) 'Ancient Furniture: The Display and Alteration of Upholstered Seat 
Furniture and Textiles associated with the Brown Gallery, Knole, in the Nineteenth Century', 
Furniture History pp 297-325. 
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ώмлϐ ΨLƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ōȅ YƴƻƭŜΩ was a £19.8million building and conservation project that began in 
2012, supported by the Heritage Lottery Fund, to preserve the buildings and collections at 
Knole and open new spaces to visitors. The project was completed in 2019. 
[11] Armchair circa 1685-90 covered with cream coloured cotton chintz, circa 1760-80, 
embellished with silver tambour-work, embroidery and silver gilt fringe. Previously repaired 
and extensively stitched over all surfaces with vertical lines laid couching stitching in brown 
cotton. The couching stitches were removed during treatment and the chintz secured under 
new conservation net overlay with stitching around the losses to secure loose areas. Knole 
House (NT 129424.1).  
[12] Conservation of the James II bed textiles was completed over a number of years at the 
National Trust Textile Conservation Studio at Blickling, Norfolk. Knole House (NT 129447). 
[13] Thanks to Annabel Westman, Historic Furnishing Textiles, who provided the historical 
knowledge for the reconstruction of the silk taffeta case covers. 
[14] A group of five oval back side chairs (MFA 23.22-26) came into the MFA collection at 
the same time as five stuffed white work and dimity case covers (MFA 23.7-11). All came 
ŦǊƻƳ aŀǊǘƘŀ /ƻŘƳŀƴΩǎ Ŝǎǘate at Bellevue, Rhode Island. Much of the furniture at Bellevue 
descended through the family from Oak Hill including these chairs known to come from the 
bedroom. The period room was installed in 1982 using floral chintz from Scalamandre and 
new case covers made without historical accuracy. During the Mastersite Plan project 
completed in 2010 a new set of chintz covers were made to the original dimity design by 
Natalie Larson. 
[15] Historically, expensive upholstered furniture was supplied with one or more sets of case 
covers to be used most of the time and only removed to show off the fixed upholstery on 
special occasions. Original case covers rarely survive. Today it is uncommon for furniture to 
be displayed with reproduction case covers. Some organisations such as Historic Royal 
Palaces have started to use case covers in recent years at Hampton Court Palace in the Kings 
apartments to protect fragile fixed upholstery or harmonize show-cover colour across a set 
of upholstered furniture in the Communications Gallery.  
[16] Objects with original upholstery are displayed in climate controlled conditions at the 
nearby DeWitt Wallace Decorative Art Museum, Williamsburg. 
[17] Much has been written about methods of examining frames for evidence of original 
upholstery and various methods of non-intrusive upholstery using conservation materials. 
For example see Leroy Graves (2015) Early Seating. Upholstery. Reading the Evidence 
Colonial Williamsburg Foundation. 
[18] The recently restored Saloon at the Royal Pavilion, Brighton was completed in 2018 
after extensive research and exact replication of the original fabric design referred to as His 
aŀƧŜǎǘȅΩǎ DŜǊŀƴƛǳƳ ŀƴŘ DƻƭŘ /ƻƭƻǳǊ {ƛƭƪ ǿƻǾŜƴ ōȅ IǳƳǇƘǊƛŜǎ ²ŜŀǾƛƴƎΣ {ǳŘōǳǊȅΣ {ǳŦŦƻƭƪΤ 
reproduction Axminster carpet, and reproductƛƻƴ ǿŀƭƭ ŘŜŎƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŜȄŜŎǳǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǇƭŀǘƛƴǳƳ ΨƭŜŀŦ 
ŀƴŘ ŦƭƻǿŜǊΩ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǿƻƴ ǘƘŜ DŜƻǊƎƛŀƴ LƴǘŜǊƛƻǊ /ŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Georgian 
Group's 2019 Architectural Award. 
[19] Crimson silk damask woven by Gainsborough Silk Weavings Company, Sudbury, Suffolk. 
[20] Silk fringes made by Heritage Trimmings, Derby. 
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The Challenges of Open Display for Historic Upholstered Chairs (Live Poster) 

Siobhan Barratt ACR, National Trust Regional Conservator 

 

 

Figure 1. A chair at Monks House, home of Virginia Woolf @National Trust 

άThere must be another life, she thought, sinking back into her chair, exasperatedέ ±ƛǊƎƛƴƛŀ 
Woolf. 

The National Trust owns approximately 360 houses from small unfurnished dwellings to 
extravagant country mansions, from houses lived in by famous authors, actors, politicians, 
to places renowned for their architectural beauty and interest, dating from the 12th to the 
20th century. The vast majority are furnished with collections long associated with the 
property.  

As ideas on visiting, presentation and engagement have changed over the last 125 years of 
the National Trust, so too have methods for managing and caring for collections. Today the 
majority of houses are shown on open display, visitors are invited to roam and explore 
freely, experiencing the house as it was when lived in.  

9ŀŎƘ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ƛǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ ƻǿƴ ά{ǇƛǊƛǘ ƻŦ tƭŀŎŜέΦ tǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ 
places and collections are cared for, are reflected in this individuality. In some of the 
grander houses important furniture and objects are protected with discreet ropes and 
barriers, but in more domestic settings these are kept to a minimum. This works well, but as 
visitor numbers grow and opening hours increase, signs of damage are becoming 
increasingly apparent. Upholstered furniture is one of the first objects to show signs of wear 
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and tear: people instinctively touch textiles, subconsciously lean on the back of chairs and 
sit on them, indeed sometimes people are invited to sit. Dust levels increase while time to 
clean decreases; very fragile textiles become too delicate to withstand this extensive 
cleaning. 

 

 

Figure 2. Standen chair @NationalTrust 

With ever more pressure on budgets for conservation and ever increasing need for access, 
how are balanced informed decisions made on the conservation and care of these familiar 
objects, and how can they be protected appropriately? 

The answers lie in good multi-disciplinary collaboration and a consistent approach.  

Conservation condition assessments must be considered alongside significance 
assessments, and access opportunities. This may require input from preventive, textile and 
upholstery conservators, curators and collection managers. By working together, the history 
and stories of the object can be revealed, discovered and shared; only once this has 
happened can the decisions about how to preserve or conserve the object can be made.  

¢ƘŜǎŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŜƴ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘ 
ǳƴƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ƛƴ млΣ нл ƻǊ рл ȅŜŀǊǎΩ ǘƛƳŜΗ  
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Figure 3. X- ray image of an X frame chair at Knole @National Trust 

 

Case Studies and Examples 

Scotney Castle is the former home of the Hussey family who lived here until 2006. It is a 
comfortable country house, domestic and well lived in. The collection shows the use and 
wear of three generations of family, but with high visitor numbers over the last 15 years it is 
looking distinctly tired and shabby.  

There is a wish to lift the overall presentation of the rooms to show them as they may have 
been in their heyday of the 1950s. The significance of the collection lies within its 
completeness rather than individual pieces and the plan would be to replace worn and tired 
loose case covers with new, in appropriate fabrics and styles. 
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Figure 4. Scotney chairs @NationalTrust 

Chartwell is the former home of Winston Churchill. When the house and collection were left 
to the National Trust there was a desire to maintain the high standards of presentation that 
would have been in place when the Churchills lived here. Therefore, periodically upholstery 
top covers and curtains are replaced with new.  

This pair of chairs though have historic top covers that were fragile and unstable. This is 
restricting the cleaning and handling that could be done to them and, over the years, the 
springs in the seats have slowly expanded, pushing the seat fabric out of shape. Following 
conversations with the conservator, curator and property team it was agreed that the most 
ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƛǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƎƛƭŘŜŘ ŦǊŀƳŜΣ ƴŜŜŘƭŜǿƻǊƪ ǎƘƻǿŎƻǾŜǊ ŀƴŘ мфрлΩǎ 
upholstery profile, which enabled us to agree a conservation proposal.  

Interestingly, during the work the upholstery conservator discovered that the proper right 
arm profile was squashed from use ς there was evidence of an elbow indent. For many of us 
this is what brings the object to life, picturing Churchill using the chair, deep in thought. 
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Figure 5. Chartwell chair @NationalTrust 

Batemans is the former home of Rudyard Kipling. The house is small, a domestic scale but 
obviously draws great interest from visitors. Over the last few years, rope barriers have 
been removed in many rooms to allow visitors to explore freely and look at the views from 
the windows. The top cover of this chair has been conserved on several occasions with 
layers of protective netting over vulnerable areas. The conservation has not withstood 
continued visitor traffic therefore it is not a sustainable solution if the chair is to remain in 
the same position.  A decision has not been made yet whether to protect with a more 
robust case cover or conserve and move the chair to a less vulnerable position. 

Ightham Mote is a property that came to the National Trust in 1985. Having changed 
ownership regularly over six centuries, the property bears witness to all who have made 
their mark upon it in some way. Its scale, intimacy and atmosphere is regularly 
acknowledged as being friendly, domestic and somewhere all who visit can relate to it 
comfortably. Over time much of the collection has been dispersed and Ightham has been 
refurnished with objects representing its long history. A few pieces remain from its last 
owner, Charles Henry Robinson, including the Library collection. Robinson did not reside for 
long at Ightham and his furnishings were smart, yet sparse. Over time the Library chairs 
have suffered from wear and tear, and lack of resources has resulted in them being 
repeatedly protected with antimacassars, altering the presentation considerably. The 
original loose covers will be documented and kept but will be replaced with new covers 
made in a fabric to closely match the original pattern and style. 
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Figure 6 (left). Batemans chair @National Trust. Figure 7 (right). Ightham Mote chairs 
@NationalTrust 

YƴƻƭŜΩǎ ǳǇƘƻƭǎǘŜǊŜŘ ŦǳǊƴƛǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ǿŜƭƭ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻn of 
early Jacobean Royal furniture. Traditionally, furniture of this importance would have had 
case covers made to protect from light and dust, only being removed on special occasions. 
Images from the late 19th and early 20th century show the remarkable survival of the 
collection. However, over its long history much has been repaired, restored and conserved, 
and the removal of traditional housekeeping methods such as case covers and good light 
control in the early 20th century has had an impact on the collections condition. 

The Ballroom set of furniture is a good example. Physical investigation by upholstery and 
furniture conservators, combined with curatorial research of historic archives and images, 
had shown that the collection had undergone several major interventions in its history. The 
latest silk upholstery top covers had suffered extensive light damage and were brittle and 
shredded. The Ballroom was undergoing a major conservation project and there was a 
desire to lift the presentation.  

The decision was therefore taken to reupholster the stools and chairs in a new silk, chosen 
to match the most recent cover as shown in early 20th century images. This decision took 
time and money, and many specialists were involved to agree on the best approach. The 
result adds to the grandeur of the new Ballroom presentation but may appear jarring when 
next to pieces with historic upholstery remaining.   



50 

 

 

Figure 8. Knole Ballroom chairs @Nationaltrust 

The James II Bed and ensuite furniture was one of the largest conservation projects 
undertaken at Knole. The collection had been repaired in the 1950s and 60s and the 
synthetic materials and adhesives used had not aged well, becoming hard and discoloured 
and causing continuing damage to the original silk velvet textiles. Removing it was a huge 
challenge, but was remarkably successful for the bed textiles.  

Unfortunately, the upholstered top covers had undergone more extensive repairs in the 
past and were now considered not viable for further conservation. Without the resources to 
be able to commission a replica silk velvet, case covers were made using traditional patterns 
and appropriate fabrics. This now protects what is left of the original upholstery and also 
creates a visual harmony with the conserved bed.   
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Figure 9. James II suite of furniture Knole @National Trust. 
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.ǳǊƎƘƭŜȅΩǎ ¢ŜȄǘƛƭŜǎΥ ¢ƘŜ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ /ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ²ƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¢ŜȄǘƛƭŜ 
Collection 

Melinda Hey and Kelly Grimshaw, Assistant Textile Conservators, The Landi Company 
 

Introduction 

Caring for a collection on open display is crucial in order to prolong the life of the objects. 
Housekeeping as a concept is not a new idea but instead has been adapted moving into the 
21st century with conservation principles and professional standards in mind.  

The Landi Company have been involved with the textile collection at Burghley since the 
early 1990s and have been caring for it through both large-scale treatments and continued 
housekeeping. Thiǎ ǇŀǇŜǊ ǿƛƭƭ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ [ŀƴŘƛ /ƻƳǇŀƴȅ ŎŀǊŜǎ ŦƻǊ .ǳǊƎƘƭŜȅΩǎ ǘŜȄǘƛƭŜ 
collection and consider changes in conservation practices over the years. We will compare 
housekeeping at Burghley with other properties and address the concerns we have for the 
collection, specifically in relation to its open display. We will also discuss how we liaise with 
numerous teams within the house on matters regarding the collection. 

 

Introduction to Burghley House 

 

Figure 1. Burghley House from the north-west facade ©Burghley House 

Burghley House, built between 1555 and 1587, is one of the finest examples of an 
Elizabethan house in the country (Figure 1). Originally built by Robert Cecil, it has remained 
in the family for over 400 years. The interior was greatly remodelled late in the 17th century 
by the 5th Earl of Exeter and again in the 18th century by the 9th Earl. Nowadays the house 
and its contents are owned by the Burghley House Preservation Trust (BHPT) which came 
into being in 1981.  
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The house is divided into the private rooms, where direct descendants of William Cecil, the 
Rock family, reside and the state rooms that are open to the public. Together these major 
rooms number about 35. There are numerous other rooms which are occupied by staff who 
work at the house and still further rooms that serve as storage or remain vacant. The state 
rooms are generally open six days a week from March until November allowing the public a 
route through the house starting in the kitchen and finishing in the great hall. 

 

Introduction to the Textiles of Burghley House 

Burghley houses an extensive collection of art and artefacts that include five state beds, four 
of which are in the state rooms. In addition, there are 31 tapestries of which six or so are in 
storage. Like so many of the treasures found in the house, the tapestry collection largely 
reflects the input of the 5th Earl and his countess who commissioned many of them. 

Although interventive conservation has been undertaken for both the tapestries and beds 
and many other items in both private and state rooms, for the purposes of this paper it is 
the twice yearly housekeeping that concerns us most. 

The beds in the state rooms are found in the Black and Yellow, The Queen Elizabeth, The 
Blue Silk and the 2nd George bedrooms. There exists a 5th much smaller bed, known as the 
Victoria Bed, which is housed in the Brown Drawing Room. We will return to this later when 
we discuss filming in the house. 

 

The Impact on the Collection from Being on Open Display 

One of the focal aspects of Burghley is its visitors. The BHPT charity raises its income 
partially by charging an admission fee to visitors (Annual Report 2019). The state rooms are 
open for approximately 28 weeks each year, where the footfall for 2018 was 117,500, a 10% 
increase from 2017 (Annual Report 2019). This window of opening leaves the collection 
exposed to dust, pollutants, light and changes in RH and temperature. 

Since textiles are complex surfaces which are not able to be wiped clean they require 
specialist cleaning, and dust is a particular problem. Although there is a dedicated one-way 
route through the house that creates a physical safeguard for the objects, they are still 
prone to the kick up of dust from visitor shoes. 

High light levels are known to be damaging to collections with textiles being particularly 
vulnerable. Due to the long opening hours the windows have been fitted with blinds and 
shutters. UV filters were applied to some of the windows in the state rooms where objects 
were deemed to be at risk, a process begun in 1984 and completed in 1990, replaced once 
but are due for renewal. 

The house is open for numerous activities including filming, private functions, special 
events, maintenance and needless to say, public interaction during the open season. The 
multi-functional use of the house is of course dictated by generating income. As such, 
conservation requirements need to be seen as adding value to the visitor experience. 
However, even when conservation has been undertaken, open display is an ongoing issue as 
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ΨǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ no doubt that display in open conditions puts a severe strain on conservation work 
ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘƭȅ ŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀƴ ŜƴŎƭƻǎŜŘ ǎƘƻǿŎŀǎŜΩ ό[ŀƴŘƛ ŀƴŘ aŀǊƪƻ мфулΣ мрмύΦ 
Additionally, being an external company, although we look after the collection, we are only 
able to advise and put in requests for conservation when necessary. 

 

What Do We Do as Conservators 

When Autumn comes we prepare the beds for the winter months, a practice which mimics 
the housekeeping undertaken between the 18th-19th centuries when families went to 
London for the social season (Lloyd and Staniforth 2000; Lloyd and Lithgow 2006). 
Importantly housekeeping limits the number of days that the collection is exposed and 
allows the collection to be examined, cleaned and covered. In recent years at Burghley 
minimal cleaning has been undertaken in the winter due to economics; therefore greater 
attention is given in the spring, with deep cleaning of the beds, tapestries and upholstered 
furniture ready for the open season. 

When undertaking housekeeping we assess the collection, categorising the levels of 
deterioration and the level of imminent conservation required. At this point, as discussed by 
{ǘŀƴƛŦƻǊǘƘ ŀƴŘ [ƭƻȅŘ όнлмнύΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƛǎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƻ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ŀ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ ƻǊ ΨǊŜǘƛǊƛƴƎΩ 
the textile to store and replacing it with an authentic replica or substitute. The balance here 
is between available resources and funding, and consideration for the potential lifespan of 
the object against that of a replica/substitute. Cases of each can be seen at Burghley; the 
conservation side represented by the large interventive treatment of the Black and Yellow 
Bed between 1989 and 1994, versus the replacement of the counterpane and head and foot 
curtains of the Queen Elizabeth bed in the 1980s.  

Cleaning of tƘŜ ǘŀǇŜǎǘǊƛŜǎ Ƙŀǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ [ŀƴŘƛ /ƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ 
housekeeping. Initially cleaning was only intermittent alongside the sequential quadrennial 
deep clean of the state beds. Now, we carry out a large scale clean of all tapestries every 
spring in order to help reduce the level of dust build-up. 

When working in the house, we need to liaise with the curator and the house staff to 
arrange timings as, for example, we require scaffolding to reach the top of the beds. We 
also feedback pests we find as we are not primarily responsible for pest-management, this is 
undertaken externally by Rentokil who lay down traps and spray Constrain periodically 
throughout the year. 

 

The State Room Beds 

Focus is given to the four rooms with state beds, their associated tapestries and the 
upholstered furniture. Individual case covers have been made for the chairs and stools 
which slip over the top and secure with either Velcro or ties. Similarly, case covers have 
been made for the state beds, an idea originating from the House Curator Jon Culverhouse. 
Historically the state beds would have had case covers, these were listed in the inventories 
along with the beds themselves. The Landi Company produced covers in 1994 for the Black 
and Yellow bed after its conservation treatment, and then later covers were designed and 
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produced for the remaining three beds. Each set was crafted independently according to the 
individual construction of the tester.  

Information about the beds and tapestries has been taken from inventories of 1688, 1738, 
1763 and 1804, and recent findings. The beds have been modified in various ways and have 
moved around the house at different times in history, although the bed stocks and 
headboards are all of 17th century origin. Sets of tapestries have often been associated with 
particular beds and remained with them when they have been moved.  

 

The Black and Yellow Bed 

The Black and Yellow bed is one of the smaller state beds, first appearing in the inventories 
in 1763 (Figure 2). Black satin curtains, with yellow linings, appliquéd with pots of flowers in 
coloured floss silks surround the bed. The tester is of yellow satin, embroidered with wreath 
flowers and it dates from 1838. Finials of fine silk covered wires stand on the cornice with a 
fretted outline and tasselled fringe. 

 

Figure 2. The Black and Yellow bed, in the Black and Yellow bedroom ©The Landi Company 

The bed underwent large-scale conservation in 1989 by Sheila Landi which has helped 
stabilise it for the past 30 years. The work began with the curtains, headcloth, festoons and 
Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊǇŀƴŜ ŀǘ [ŀƴŘƛΩǎ [ƻƴŘƻƴ ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǎƘŜ ƳƻǾŜŘ ǘƻ .ǳǊƎƘƭŜȅ IƻǳǎŜ 
in 1992. The work was completed in 1994. During this work, a note came to light, left by the 
Graham sisters who did a major refurbishment in 1838, but the extent of work is only 
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conjecture [1]. Continued conservation was undertaken in the late 1990s by placing 
coloured net over the most exposed parts of the embroidery.  

The bed is situated parallel to two large double windows with shutters, which are left open 
ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜΩǎ ƻǇŜƴ ǎŜŀǎƻƴΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ƻƴƭȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƴǘŜǊ ŎƭƻǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƘǳǘǘŜǊǎ 
are permanently shut. The bedside nearest the windows has taken the brunt of the damage 
and been virtually destroyed. The visitor walkǿŀȅ ƛǎ ǇŀǊŀƭƭŜƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōŜŘΩǎ ƭŜŦǘ ǎƛŘŜΣ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ 
metre away, which is a large cause for dust settling on the top of the counterpane. 

Housekeeping begins by first covering up the counterpane with a large cotton sheet. To 
suspend the case covers for the Black and Yellow bed, there are a series of hooks attached 
to the bed-frame itself, which enables ties attached to the curtains to pass underneath the 
fretwork and to hang parallel with the top edge of the bed (Figure 3). There are six covers in 
total and small sheets are placed over the fretwork. The finials are also covered with custom 
ΨƘŀǘǎΩΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƛǊŜŘ ǘƻǇǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƛȄ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊ Ŧƛƴƛŀƭǎ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŜŜǘ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƭƪΣ ŀƴŘ 
bamboo poles for the four larger finials to be inserted through the middle and extend above 
them. 

 

Figure 3. ¢ƘŜ .ƭŀŎƪ ŀƴŘ ¸Ŝƭƭƻǿ ōŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ ǿƛƴǘŜǊ ŎƻǾŜǊǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨƘŀǘǎΩ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴƛŀƭǎ  
© The Landi Company 
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The Queen Elizabeth Bed 

This bed is the next to be seen on the route followed by the public through the house. It is 
situated on the west side of the building and within the room is now set against the wall 
facing the window (Figure 4). Behind this wall is a corridor that houses offices currently used 
by staff. During open season the bed is roped off with the public passing approximately 
1.5m away from the foot of the bed. The three tapestries hanging here are The 
Metamorphoses, dating from circa 1680 and made by the Gobelins studio in Paris. The bed 
case covers, seven in total, are attached on bamboo poles which hook on to hinged wooden 
batons attached to the roof of the bed that extend past the canopy. 

 

 

Figure 4. The Queen Elizabeth bed, in the Queen Elizabeth bedroom © Burghley House 

Thanks to extensive conservation treatment by Landi the bed retains its 17th century 
interior, including the tester, cornices, upper valances, headcloth, headboard and 
baseboards. However, the curtains and counterpane were beyond economic conservation; 
they were put into storage and replaced, reversing the original colour scheme. Where 
necessary the passementerie was removed, cleaned and reattached. 

 

 The Blue Silk Bed 

The origins of this bed are likely to be the Red Velvet bed first recorded in 1688 on the 
ground floor. By 1901 both the bed and the room were known as The Blue Silk. The only 
remaining indication of the red velvet is on the cornice which is ornately carved and covered 
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with red velvet, now very worn. The bedstead is a four poster with a canopy and set on 18th 
century carved foot posts. On at least three occasions there have been major changes to the 
ōŜŘ ǎǘƻŎƪ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƛƻǊ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ΨǊŜǎǘƻǊŜŘΩ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ǎŎƘŜƳŜ ƻŦ ŘŜŎƻǊŀǘƛƻƴΦ Lǘ 
is currently hung with dark blue velvet curtains at the head, which may be a last reminder of 
ŎǳǊǘŀƛƴǎ ƻƴ Iƛǎ [ƻǊŘǎƘƛǇΩǎ ōŜŘ ƻŦ мсууΦ ¢he interior hangings are pale blue silk which echo 
the colour of the tester (Figure 5). This bed is next in the public tour and again found on the 
west of the house set against the wall facing the window and roped off. It is partnered with 
the set of Mortlake Bacchanal tapestries which have hung in this room since at least 1738.  

The ornate cornices prevented hinged wooden batons being secured to the top of the bed. 
Instead, removable metal poles were attached intermittently around the tester, allowing 
them to poke out between the cornice carvings when needed for housekeeping. The case 
covers, seven in total, are attached on bamboo poles which hook onto these metal poles. 

 

Figure 5. The Blue Silk bed, in the Blue Silk bedroom © The Landi Company 

 

The George Bed 

The George bed was originally made in 1793 by Fell and Newton, renowned cabinet makers 
of the day, ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǘƘŜ ΨƭŜŀǎǘ ƻƭŘΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳǊ ōŜŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŎŀǊŜ ŦƻǊΦ hǊƛƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ 
Řŀƛǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǘ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ŀ ƎƛƭŘŜŘ ǊŀƛƭΣ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ ǎƘƻǿ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ΨŘǊŀǇŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ 250 yards of striped coral-
ŎƻƭƻǳǊŜŘ ǾŜƭǾŜǘΩ ό[ŀƴŘƛ нлмфύ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ флл ȅŀǊŘǎ ƻŦ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǎŀǘƛƴ ƭƛƴƛƴƎΦ ! ǇŀƭŜ ǎƛƭƪ 
lined, button padded dome is the only remnant of its original state. The bed was altered in 
1844 specifically for the visit of Queen Victoria. The outer canopy and posts were removed 
at this time. 
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The room is found on the south side of the house, thus it is flooded with sunlight in the 
open season (Figure 6). The bed, however, is set on the back wall of the room so not hit by 
direct sunlight. It is roped off so visitors are not able to approach from the sides but are 
encouraged to view it from a distance. It is the last of the beds seen on the tour. The 
Vanderbank tapestries accompany the bed depict The Elements. 

 

 

Figure 6. The George bed, in the 2nd George room © The Landi Company 

 

As with all the beds, having vacuumed the drapes and counterpane, the top is covered with 
a sheet. The George is the tallest of the bedsteads in the state rooms and like all the beds, 
scaffolding is needed to access the top. 
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Figure 7. Split wooden batons connected to a wooden structure on top of the George bed, showing 
both folded (during open season) and extended (for winter covers) © The Landi Company 

Split wooden batons attached to a wooden structure on the top of the bed are hinged to 
allow the baton to fold back into the top of the canopy when not in use (see Figure 7). For 
the winter they are unfolded forward, extending beyond the edge of the canopy to allow 
the covers to be hung from them. Each baton has a metal hook in the end which 
corresponds to fabric loops in the case covers. There are seven covers hung on bamboo 
ǇƻƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀ ΨƘŀǘΩ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻǾŜǊǎ ǘƘŜ ƎƛƭŘŜŘ ǘǊŀŎŜǊȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōŜŘ όCƛƎǳǊŜ уύΦ  

 

Figure 8. The George bed with its winter covers © The Landi Company 
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Concerns for the Collection 

As discussed, Burghley is also a home as well as a tourist destination. The entire ground  
floor is the private apartments of the Rock family. The state rooms are located on the first 
floor. A corridor, originally used by servants, runs behind the state rooms and is currently 
used as offices. These differing uses create temperature fluctuations throughout the first 
floor, which may be a cause of the pest problem that occurs. Thus, as is so often the case 
with opeƴ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅΣ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ΨƛŘŜŀƭΩ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǎǘƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƘƻǳǎŜ ŀ 
collection.  

The environment on the first floor is monitored and attempts are made to maintain an 
ambient temperature, this is often between 17-18°C and 55-60% RH, which are acceptable 
levels (Museums Galleries Scotland 2020). The first floor offices are kept at a warmer 
temperature than the state rooms thus creating pockets of warmth, resulting in a palatable 
environment for moths (Figures 9-10). Consequently, moths are found in the rooms on the 
west side, most notably within the Queen Elizabeth bedroom. Although no live moths have 
been found recently they are a recurring problem, so the bed has been further protected by 
covering the mattresses and backboard with Marvelseal. 

  

Figure 9 (left) and 10 (right). Thermal image of the back wall in the 2nd George room with the 
corridor running behind, with corresponding image, highlighting heat spots © The Landi Company 

Being a house in Trust that is open to the public and a live-in-home, conservation is not the 
driving factor for looking after the collection. Ultimately, Burghley has to produce its own 
income and distribute these funds to needs within the house, which vary from its external 
environment, such as the gardens, to the building envelope and the collection itself. Thus, 
there is a tricky balance between funding versus the needs of the textiles.  

That being said, the textiles are an integral part of the collection and are duly considered 
when distributing funds. Most recently we noted the top border of the Acis and Galatea 
tapestry in the Queen Elizabeth room overhanging its frame. Having not been conserved by 
the Landi Company, we requested the tapestry be removed during the winter 2020 
housekeeping allowing us to carry out intermediary treatment. We then hope to carry out a 
full conservation treatment during the 2021 winter closure. Not all conservation treatment 
requests are as simple as this. 
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[ƛƪŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ΨōƛƎ ƘƻǳǎŜǎΩ .ǳǊƎƘƭŜȅ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŦƛƭƳ ŀƴŘ ǘŜƭŜǾƛǎƛƻƴ ŎǊŜǿǎΣ 
previously featuring in various programmes and most recently in The Crown on Netflix. The 
chances of damage are greatly increased when outside events such as building work or 
filming occur at properties. Such is the acknowledged risk that some conservators specialise 
in working alongside film crews to facilitate the moving of furniture and smooth running of 
filming (Fry 2020). 

Filming can contribute a significant amount of income for historic houses with research 
indicating that being associated with a film or television show can increase visitor numbers 
(Fry 2020). Filming at Burghley is organised by the House Manager Philip Gompertz as one 
of his many responsibilities. Gompertz is mindful of the need for conservation to be 
considered throughout filming, most recently during the shooting of The Crown in 
November 2019. Filming was taking place in the Brown Drawing Room which contains the 
small Victoria Bed. The bed dates from the 1830s and is extremely fragile, it needed to be 
dismantled, removed from the room and stored safely (Figure 11).  

 

Figure 11. The Victoria Bed, in the Brown Drawing Room © The Landi Company 

The Landi Company was asked to disassemble the bed as the room needed to be cleared. 
The Victoria bed is constructed using curved brass tubing that supports the canopy. The 
tubing is held together with four brass finials that screw onto the top support. The finials, 
which keep the structure rigid, need to be rethreaded, which means the bed frame is 
unstable. The canopy needed to be taken down and the tubing taken apart. Filming for The 
Crown started suddenly at Burghley after the crew were let down by another property. 
Therefore, the house team were not able to give us notice meaning there was no time to 
label the bed, take suitable covers or prepare a space for it to be moved into.   
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Each time the bed is taken to pieces it risks the finials not reattaching; rethreading would 
solve this problem. This in itself has been difficult to arrange since each team within the 
house has a different budget and responsibilities. We asked the maintenance team first who 
could not act to allocate the budget, then it was mentioned to both the curator and house 
manager. It is this type of issue that could cause damage over time. Since the Landi 
Company works as contractors to Burghley House we do not carry much weight with such 
issues. 

Although we were able to safely dismantle and store the Victoria Bed, the need to act 
quickly and efficiently was essential. Events such as these create risks for the collection. The 
Crown filming crew will be back after Covid-19 so we can expect similar concerns when they 
return. It is hoped that since this filming is known about in advance it will give us the chance 
to make necessary plans. 

 

How Does Burghley Differ from Other Historic Houses 

One way in which Burghley differs from other historic houses is the manner in which filming 
at the property is managed. The NT have a team dedicated to this, headed up by the filming 
and location manager whose job involves booking filming, project managing, dealing with 
enquiries and the actual shoot (Shawley 2019). 

In terms of conservation, although there are hundreds of privately owned stately homes and 
historic house charities we have drawn comparisons between the NT due to its obvious 
prevalence in the sector, and Historic Royal Palaces (HRP) with its collection of 11 state beds 
in Hampton Court and Kensington Palace [2]. 

Most NT properties have a team of conservation assistants who work in the property all-
year-round undertaking cleaning duties around the opening hours of the house. Where 
properties still close for winter, these teams are often assisted by volunteers who help put 
the house to bed. In most NT properties a high number of objects are covered and rugs are 
often rolled up and stored. For those houses that no longer close, the conservation 
assistants work before the house is opened and during some of the open hours. This is seen 
by the Trust as an additional attraction for visitors to see what happens behind the scenes 
ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ Ψ/ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ !ŎǘƛƻƴΩΦ CƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎΣ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƛǎǘ 
NT teams are called upon who may carry out the work on site or have the object taken to 
their conservation studio, depending on the size and nature of treatment.  

At HRP, the sites remain open seven days a week, 363 days a year, except Kew Palace which 
closes over the winter months. The textile conservation team, who is based in Hampton 
Court Palace, works around the opening hours of the palaces to protect the collection. At 
Hampton Court Palace all state beds are on open display, although not all are on the visitor 
route. Those not seen by visitors are kept in darkness and at most the counterpanes are 
covered. When necessary, temporary protection is provided for the beds if, for example, 
remedial work is being undertaken nearby. 
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Burghley House does not have a dedicated conservation team. As well as the Landi 
Company, there are a furniture conservator and a fine arts conservator who have businesses 
on site. Alongside us they can be called upon to conserve objects when necessary. Due to 
the housekeeping regime we are able to assess the condition of the textile objects in our 
care in the state rooms. The beds and tapestries in the private rooms are only viewed upon 
request by the Rock family. Housekeeping is just a handful of days a year and is generally 
the only time that conservators are employed to care for the collection, in contrast to a 
permanently employed dedicated team within the house. This being said, having a smaller 
team and being a private historic property Burghley have some flexibility in what they 
choose to do with their collection and how they allow the public to interact with it. 

  

Conclusion 

The unusual relationship between the Landi Company and Burghley House offers those 
working in our studio to have a close relationship with the care of the textile collection. We 
have seen how conservation practices have developed organically from interventive large-
scale treatments, to a more preventive and housekeeping focus throughout the decades. 
The dedication to preserving the collection is evidenced by the use of unique custom case 
covers for the state beds during the winter.  

Nevertheless, it is becoming apparent that several objects within the textile collection are in 
need of ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘǎΣ ƻǊ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ΨǊŜǘƛǊƛƴƎΩ ǘƻ ǎŀŦŜƎǳŀǊŘ ǘƘŜƳ ŦƻǊ 
the future. The battle of a collection on open display is ongoing and we need to consider all 
ǘƘŜ ƳȅǊƛŀŘ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ƻǳǊ ŎŀǊŜ ƻŦ .ǳǊƎƘƭŜȅΩǎΩ ǿƻƴŘŜǊŦǳƭ ŎƻƭƭŜction. 
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Notes 

[1] During the 1990s treatment a note was discovered underneath the padding behind the 
fountain on the headboard, put there by the Graham sisters, daughters of an officer in the 
Army, who undertook the work in 1838. 
[2] Information was obtained from email communications with Ksynia Marko and Mika 
Takami in Autumn 2020. 
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Caring for Caroline: Planning the Conservation of a State Bed on Open Display 

Rebecca Bissonnet ACR, Textile Treatment Supervisor, Historic Royal Palaces 

 

This paper was written during the coronavirus pandemic 2020 and the following 
ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ƳƛƴŘ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ƭŀƛŘ Ǉƭŀƴǎ Ŏŀƴ ΨƎƻ ŀǿǊȅΩΦ   

άL ǿŀǎ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ L ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǳǇǇŜǊ ƻǳǘŜǊ ǾŀƭŀƴŎŜǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜŜƴ 
treated. They missed out last time due to the fire, so were put back up having no 
conservation work done. What if something was to happen again and they were then the 
only element not to get treated? 

aȅ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜ ǊŜǇƭƛŜŘΣ ά²Ŝƭƭ ǿƘŀǘ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǇǇŜƴΚέ 

άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ŦƛǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜ Ǌƻund, did we? 
Wǳǎǘ ŀ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘΧΦΦέ 

 

Introduction 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǇŀǇŜǊ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ vǳŜŜƴ /ŀǊƻƭƛƴŜΩǎ 
State Bed circa мтмрΣ ƪƴƻǿƴ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘƛƻ ŀǎ Ψ/ŀǊƻƭƛƴŜΩΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ƻƴ ƻǇŜƴ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅ ŀǘ 
Hampton Court Palace (HCP). The planning of the project posed many complexities 
throughout, such as; yearly team rotations, previous conservation treatments and visitor 
expectations.  

A programme was developed for dismantling the bed in stages to accommodate all these 
needs. Additionally, a method statement was created identifying the project parameters to 
ensure overall consistency of treatment and that the work carried out would have the 
longevity to last at least 50 years on open display. Interpretation and social media outputs 
were also undertaken addressing both the needs of individual elements of the bed and the 
visitor expectations by offering on site work. Dismantling the bed section by section and 
reinstating it gradually was a new approach for Historic Royal Palaces (HRP) and had both 
benefits and drawbacks. 

 

The Bed  

The bed was made in 1715 for George Prince of Wales (later George II) and his wife Caroline 
of Ansbach, for their occupation of HCP where it has remained ever since (Figure 1). It 
ƳŀǘŎƘŜǎ ǘƘŜ vǳŜŜƴΩǎ !ǳŘƛŜƴce Chamber Throne Canopy, which was made at the same time 
ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ vǳŜŜƴΩǎ !ǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ōŜŘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wƻȅŀƭ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ Ŏŀƴ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ōŜ 
ŦƻǳƴŘ ƻƴ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ vǳŜŜƴΩǎ .ŜŘŎƘŀƳōŜǊ ŀǘ I/t όCƛƎǳǊŜ нύΦ 
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Figure 1. vǳŜŜƴ /ŀǊƻƭƛƴŜΩǎ {ǘŀǘŜ .ŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ vǳŜŜƴΩǎ .ŜŘŎƘŀƳōŜǊ ŀǘ IŀƳǇǘƻƴ /ƻǳǊǘ tŀƭŀŎŜΣ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ 
the current conservation work. Royal Collection Trust©Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, 2017 

 

 

Figure 2. Drawing of the bed, created by Hannah Sutherland for Historic Royal Palaces 2018 © 
Historic Royal Palaces 

The wooden bedframe, known as the bedstock, is approximately eight foot by six foot four 
inches (244cm wide by 193cm in length) and was made by joiner Richard Roberts at a cost 
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of £42, the equivalent of £9,241 in today's money. It is in an elaborate Marotesque style, 
standing sixteen feet (488cm) high. Oak bedposts with carved feet support a heavy carved 
full tester of pine with large carved mouldings, cornices, forearms and four finials. An ornate 
headboard is crowned by carved Prince of Wales feathers. Three base mouldings edge the 
bed base. 

These parts are covered with crimson silk damask of a large compartmented foliate design 
known as HCP. Richard Chamberlyn supplied 282 yards of this damask at a cost of 25 
shillings per yard plus 480 yards of crimson taffeta at 11 pennies per yard, totalling £264 for 
the cost of the taffeta and £352-10s for the damask; equivalent to £135,540 in today's 
money. These fabrics were used to upholster the bed by Thomas Hill and Jeran Fletcher [1].  

The same damask was used for the valances, curtains and headcloth. A counterpane of a 
different damask, six mattresses and a bolster complete the 38 textile component parts. 
Laceman William Weeks supplied the six braids that emphasise the shapes and designs 
throughout the bed. [2] 

 

Conservation History 

To monitor the condition of objects on open display throughout the six palaces, each object 
is condition checked and rated on a rolling auditing cycle every two or three years. This is 
known as the State of the Interior Estate (SOIE). Each textile is rated on its condition, 
stability and treatment priority with each category being marked between one (the lowest 
score indicating a good rating) and four (the highest score indicating a poor rating). Once 
the combined rating of a textile reaches eight or above it is filtered into the rolling 
conservation programme. Over the past 300 years the bed has received much care and 
attention, with every component part receiving some level of treatment (Table 1). 

Full conservation was in progress in the 1980s but this was halted in 1986 when a fire at 
IŀƳǇǘƻƴ /ƻǳǊǘ ǘƻǊŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ YƛƴƎΩǎ ŀǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ YƛƴƎΩǎ 
Throne canopy took precedence. In 1986 the bed was returned to the bedchamber where it 
remained on display for another 33 years. 

The bed continued to be monitored and cared for with regular condition checking and 
carrying out of any work as required. In 1993 a report was drawn up documenting 
conservation decisions and needs, which fed into a detailed condition report and estimate 
for future treatments.  
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Figure 3. Detail of diaper couching. Royal Collection Trust ©Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, 2017 

 

Date Work Undertaken 

1901 - 1910 (?) Edwardian diaper couching. Visible on many of the hanging elements 
including the upper outer valances, upper inner head valance and base 
valances (Figure 3) 

1920s Dated evidence of restoration and replacement work 

1940s Dated evidence of restoration and replacement work  

1950s Replica counterpane was made, and the original placed in store 

1970s Third mattress treated with Mystox 

1981 The bed was dismantled 

1985 Replacement braid bought for curtains, counterpane, backcloth and 
some areas of mouldings 

1984-1986 Upper outer valances: relined.  Velcro® attached. Dab cleaned with 
White spirit. Heading reinforced with taffeta strips 

1984-1986 Upper inner valances: adhesive treatment using coated crepeline 
ό±ƛƴŀƳǳƭϯύ ŀƴŘ ǎǇǊŀȅŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ YƭǳŎŜƭϰΦ /ƭŜŀƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ²ƘƛǘŜ ǎǇƛǊƛǘΦ 
tŀǊŀƭƻƛŘϰ .тн лΦнр҈ ǎƻƭ ǿƛǘƘ La{ ōǊǳǎƘŜŘ ƻƴǘƻ ǾŀƭŀƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǿŜŀƪ ŀǊeas 

1984-1986 Curtains: replicas made using New English silk damask which exactly 
matched the originals. Curtains not trimmed with wide lace as planned 

1984-1986 Headcloth: central panel temporarily replaced with a replica 

1984-1986 Headboard: central panel patched with new silk damask 
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1984-1986 Mouldings: covered with silk crepeline in worn areas. Braid wet cleaned 
and reapplied 

1984-1986 Cornice: foot cornice patched with new silk damask 

1984-1986 Tester: two types of damask indicating replacement at some point 

1984-1986 Finials: injected with Xylamon®. Fragments and loose threads adhered 

1998-1999 Three panels of the headcloth were conserved and the centre panel was 
returned to display. The upper valances were supported at the edges 
using cone infills 

2004 Viewing left cornice scroll adhered with cold fish glue by John Hartley of 
Tankerdale Ltd 

2009/2010 Feet treated with adhesive net, consolidation of the braid and protective 
Perspex covers commissioned and made by Colin Lindley, Object and 
Artefact Display, London 

2011 Feet retreated with Lascaux and net 

2012/2013 Replica counterpane completed for Secrets of the Bedchamber 
exhibition by Cronin using information collected and discussed in 1993 

Table 1. Showing the conservation history of the bed. Information from archived records, Historic 
Royal Palaces  

 

Planning the Work 

In 2014 initial planning began to enable the bed to be taken down and the conservation 
work to resume.  At this stage the bed was assessed in situ and estimates for each 
component drawn up. Using these estimates as a guide, a two-year programme of 
conservation was scheduled to begin in 2017.  

During the planning, several factors had to be considered which not only included the 
treatment of the individual parts, but also the impact of the disappearance of the bed on 
the visitor experience and the approval from the object owners, Royal Collection Trust 
όw/¢ύΦ ¢ƘŜ ōŜŘ ǿŀǎ ƻƴ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ vǳŜŜƴΩǎ ōŜŘŎƘŀƳōŜǊ ŀǘ I/t ŀƴŘ ǘƻƻƪ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ǎǘŀƎŜ ƛƴ ŀ 
room furnished with two Mortlake tapestries, a painted ceiling by William Kent and a 17th 
Century bed rail. The removal of the bed would leave a large empty space and impact on the 
presentation of the room. 

The principal aim was to treat all the elements of the bed to achieve an SOIE rating of 
between three and seven, ensuring that the stability category was low. A secondary aim was 
to keep the room open to visitors during the project. Original estimates recorded that of the 
ōŜŘΩǎ рм ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎΣ нф ƘŀŘ ŀ ǊŀǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŜƛƎƘǘ ƻǊ ŀōƻǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜfore their 
conservation need was the greatest. Initial planning involved focusing on the top-rated 
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elements, with a second phase dealing with the objects rated six and below. To achieve this, 
individual parts were put in SOIE order, with 12 being the highest priority objects 

Once this had been done, the feasibility of treating the parts in this order was assessed. 
Accessibility, storage, studio space, treatment hours and treatment options were 
considered, as well as disruption of the visitor route.  

One of the main accessibility issues was the movement of the 17th Century bed rail. This 
needed to be removed to enable the construction of scaffolding in order to reach and 
dismantle certain sections of the bed. The bedrail was not only fragile, but also had 
restrictions on the number of times it could be moved and by whom. Therefore, the ability 
to move the object had to be considered as well as its storage and return to the room. 

With the criteria allocated to each element, they were ordered in a manner that would 
allow the bed to be partially dismantled leaving part of the bed on display for 18 months of 
the 24-month programme. The planning also considered the requirements and resources 
from other work streams (Table 2).  

 

Task Team 

Survey of the bedstock Commission Treatment 

Removal of bedrail and porcelain Preventive Conservation 

Dismantle the bed Furnishings 

Remove tapestry Tapestry, Curators 

Photograph and document ceiling Commission Treatment 

Treat floor Preventive Conservation 

Re-lamping Preventive conservation 

Installation Furnishings, Tapestry, Preventive, Curators 

Table 2. Showing planning and resources from other work streams. 

 

The planning was divided up in line with the Annual Operating Plan (AOP) which coincides 
with the financial year running from April to April. It is also in line with annual team 
rotations.  By defining the plan in AOP years it was easier to inform stakeholders and 
accommodate staff changes. With all this information considered, the first plan for the work 
on the bed was drawn up, agreed and work began in October 2017 (Table 3). 
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Phase AOP Year Process 

One 17/18 Removal and treatment of the finials, inner valances, bolster, base 
valances, base mouldings, counterpane and six mattresses 

Two 18/19 Removal and treatment of the slats and slat rails check the bed 
stock, curtains, valance arms, outer valances, tester, cornices, head 
inner valances 

Three 19/20 Removal and treatment of the inner coving, headboard, headcloth, 
bed post sleeves and feet. Site work and install 

Table 3. Showing work plan divided into AOP years.  

 

Open Display  

The following factors also influenced the conservation programme. 

 Treatment consistency 
 Environmental conditions 
 Visitors expectations 
 Future care 

 

Treatment Consistency 

With the project forecast to last two and a half years and to be worked on by several 
conservators, consistency of treatment was paramount. This was achieved by drawing up a 
method statement at the start of the project. This document outlined the aims of the 
treatment and acted as a guide and starting point for all those working on the project. The 
document stated: 

ά!ƛƳΥ  

 to bring the rating of all the elements of the bed to an eight or below 
 to have an overall consistency of treatment 
 to preserve as much of the original as possible  
 ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǊƪ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƭŀǎǘ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ рл ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻƴ ƻǇŜƴ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅΦέ  

From September 2019 to March 2020, as the work progressed through the individual 
elements, the starting point for any new treatment was always the method statement 
followed by research into previously treated elements of the bed with similar construction 
details.  

For example, the first objects to be worked on were the finials. Previous records and reports 
were studied along with current treatment methods to inform the treatment proposal. 
Once the treatment decision had been made for the finials, it was used as the starting point 
for any similar objects such as the headboard, cornices and feet. These were all objects of 
similar construction and material composition; carved wood covered in silk damask. A 
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similar approach was taken for all hanging textiles. The base valances were the first of these 
to be treated. A decision was made not to remove the historic diaper couching as it was still 
holding well, and it was felt that the removal of such stitching would cause more damage 
than do good. This was therefore the starting point for the upper outer valances.  

 

Environmental Conditions 

As with all objects on open display, the environmental conditions are of utmost importance. 
At HRP we have a preventive conservation team that monitors the environment throughout 
the rooms. The light, temperature and relative humidity (RH) are kept within recommended 
guidelines. Whilst these factors are monitored, dust deposition is one of the key preventive 
environmental elements that we considered in our conservation treatment. As already 
explained, the objects are cleaned on a regular cycle and this helps control the dust levels. 
However, dust deposition consideration was at the forefront of our thinking when it came 
to reinstating the bed. Often there is little we can do except recommend regular surface 
cleaning, but at the same time trying to balance the removal of dust with the removal of the 
textile fibres. On Caroline, we have been considering our options with dust protection and 
have used some well tested techniques in our dust battle, such as case covers for the bed 
post sleeves. 

Two of the bed posts had original damask which had been fully conserved in the past [3]. 
Overall, there was very little original damask left on the bed, therefore its survival was 
paramount. Whilst the previous conservation work was holding well, we still needed to 
ensure that the treatment would last an additional 50 years on open display. With the use 
of case covers it was believed that not only would this add an additional level of protection 
but would reduce the amount of surface cleaning required and therefore this measure 
would help us reach our aim. 

Other methods of dust protection were Perspex covers which had been made for the feet in 
2009/10 [4]. Though the design of the covers was a little dated, they fulfilled their role and 
would therefore be a preventive measure that we would continue to use.  

A new method that was trialled on Caroline was inspired by the work carried out by Zenzie 
Tinker Conservation Ltd on the Kedleston Hall State Bed tester (Golebiowska 2016). Looking 
at the levels of dust on the headboard, conservator Viola Nicastro developed papier mâché 
covers for the curved and raised area. These removable covers sit on the surface of the 
headboard. They not only protect the fragile and original damask from dust, but they are 
easily removed for surface cleaning and visually infill the areas of loss (Nicastro 2021) 
(Figure 4). 
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Figure 4. Headboard and papier mâché. Royal Collection Trust/©Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, 
2017 

 

Visitor Expectations 

¢ƘŜ ǊŜƳƻǾŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōŜŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭŜŀǾŜ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ƎŀǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ vǳŜŜƴΩǎ .ŜŘŎƘŀƳōŜǊΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊ 
expectation was another factor to consider when planning and undertaking the treatment. 
To minimise the impact on the visitor route, a plan to remove the bed in sections, leaving 
parts of the object still on display, was drawn up. This would mean that the bed would have 
a presence in the room for all but six months of the project.  

By deconstructing the bed gradually in this way, this also allowed the viewer to see 
elements of the object that would otherwise be hidden.  Sections of the bed, such as the 
finials, that are usually far out of reach from the public gaze, were put on display in the 
bedchamber, so, whilst the visitor may have been disappointed to not see the bed as a 
whole, they had the opportunity to view parts of the bed that would otherwise be out of 
their sight. Interpretation panels were used to inform the visitor and palace warders were 
kept informed. 

A series of short blogs (HRP 2019) were also prepared detailing the decision making and the 
complexities of the conservation treatments. These were posted on our website and 
information was also available on site. These blogs also recognised the privileged position 
we are in as conservators, safeguarding the hidden secrets that objects hold and sharing 
these with our audience.  

Visitor engagement and education was also achieved by working onsite during the 
conservation ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘǘǊŜǎǎŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ vǳŜŜƴϥǎ DŀƭƭŜǊȅΣ ƴŜȄǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ vǳŜŜƴΩǎ 
Bedchamber, was set up as a pop-up conservation studio, where the work on the 
mattresses took place over the summer of 2018 (Figure 5). 
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Figure 5. Pop up studio in the gallery © Historic Royal Palaces 

Future Care 

The bed was to be reinstated and there were no plans to take it down again, so access and 
re-treatability were also a treatment consideration. When choosing an adhesive, we 
considered how easy it would be to reapply the adhesive in situ should remedial care be 
required and considered dust protection for individual elements. Improvements to the 
hanging mechanisms to ease the dismantling in a salvage situation were also considered as 
well as the overall salvage of the bed should it be required.  

 

What Worked 

The first part of the plan went well. The finials came down easily and were conserved in 
good time. The lower elements of the bed, the base mouldings and counterpane were also 
completed in time. Visitor engagement was well received with working in the gallery on the 
mattresses informing the visitors and eliciting a positive response. The blogs and display of 
the finials were also a success. Taking the bed down in sections was manageable to plan and 
organise. There was time to organise storage of completed objects and reuse crates from 
previous projects. There was also time to assess what worked well with dismantling the bed 
and what could be improved. The method statement worked as a good starting point for the 
treatment of the objects and a useful guide for maintaining consistency of treatment.    

 

What Needed Rethinking 

Whilst working in the gallery had a positive impact on the visitors, there were several factors 
that were not considered. The gallery houses a set of tapestries as well as porcelain and a 
magnificent fireplace. Windows line one wall which was bathed in morning sun. Within the 
gallery the environmental condition was maintained to protect the collection. Opening the 
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blinds to light the room had to be carefully managed to maintain light levels appropriate for 
the objects already on open display within the gallery. This meant that the light levels for 
stitching were less than ideal. The impact being a slower pace of work and more breaks 
required to rest the eyes. 

Another impact on the speed of work was the heat. In the summer of 2018, we had a 
heatwave. The room had a wall of windows with the sun powering in. With the blinds being 
carefully managed and the windows shut, it was stuffy and very warm in the gallery. We 
addressed these issues with fans directed at our feet and cooling neck scarves, but since we 
were in a display room, the fans had to remain static to avoid too much dust disturbance. 
The location of the gallery was a ten-minute walk from the studio, kitchen and toilet 
resulting in an additional impact on the time scale of the project. With ourselves being on 
display in the gallery, it also meant that we were exposed to questions and interruptions 
from the visitors, which while gratefully received, also impacted on the timescale.  

 

Time Started to Slip 

With all the above factors to contend with the time estimate started to slip on the work on 
the mattresses. Fortunately, being part of a large studio, we were able to enlist the help of 
conservators from other work streams and use the contingency planned in the initial stages 
of the project. However, as we started to work our way through the rest of the elements, it 
became clear that most of the estimated treatments for each element were going to take 
more time. As the objects came into the studio and could be examined in detail, their true 
condition could be assessed. Additionally, as we started to remove elements from the bed, 
it was realised that some of the elements such as hidden brackets holding the cornices in 
place and the bed slats, had not been included in the original estimates. This meant that the 
estimated work on 51 elements rose to 76.  

 

Re-planning  

With most of the elements coming in over their estimated time, it was clear that the project 
had to be recalibrated. With the bed usually being on open display there were certain 
expectations from the Palace, visitors and owner of the object that it would be back on 
display in good time as a focal point of the room. Therefore, the project needed to be re-
planned to manage these expectations and accommodate the increase in estimates.  

Estimates were doubled for elements where the work had not been completed to 
accommodate the trend in timescale seen during the first phase of the project. The original 
intention was to reinstate the bed in one go.  However, to ensure that the artefact of great 
historical significance was not missing from the room and maintaining visitor expectations it 
was planned to reinstate the bed in sections mirroring the de-installation.  

The re-planned work extended the project from two and a half to five years (although this 
stretched over six AOP years). The original expectation of having the bed back in situ in 
Spring 2020 was re-proposed as having the bed partially re-installed at this time, with 
staged installations over the following four years. These would be accompanied with 
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interpretation and a continuation of the blogs. A new team was allocated and Tankerdale 
Ltd booked in to help with the installation. The revised treatment could commence with the 
expectation of completion in 2023 (Figure 6). 

 

 

Figure 6. Diagram showing the newly planned work © Historic Royal Palaces 

 

Conclusion 

Caring for Caroline has taken considerable planning and reorganisation over the years. In 
situ estimates were used to start the planning but as elements were removed from the bed 
their true condition was established. The time estimates were increased, leading to a 
revised plan. A method statement was used to inform treatment plans and ensure a 
consistency of work over an extended period.  Social media, information panels and on-site 
work helped to inform visitors and manage expectations. Whilst these were successful, they 
resulted in an increase in time taken on the project. On balance, and with the recent 
pandemic resulting in the absence of visitors, highlighting the fundamental importance of 
their engagement in our work, this was deemed an important and essential part of the 
project work.  

Dismantling the bed section by section had benefits:  

 tackling a large project in bite size sections was achievable for a new team 
 parts of the bed could be treated and stored easily 
 ŀ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ vǳŜŜƴΩǎ .ŜŘŎƘŀƳōŜǊ ǘƻ ŦǳƭŦƛƭ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴ 
 sections of the bed were seen by the public that would otherwise remain hidden 

from view.  

But it had its drawbacks: 

 never seeing the bed dismantled with all the elements together raised questions 
about how everything fitted together 
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 onsite work hindered open treatment discussion due to the public being present. 

On 19th March 2020, HRP sent their staff home to trial working from home in line with the 
government guidelines for the control of Covid-19. Objects were covered and information 
gathered for the proposed three weeks of home working. HRP remains, as much of the 
world does, battered and bruised from the pandemic. Many jobs have been lost across all 
sectors. With work on the bed on hold for the second time in its conservation history we 
hope to return soon to complete the treatment and welcome back visitors to share one of 
ǘƘŜ tŀƭŀŎŜΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƴǘƛƳŀǘŜ ǘǊŜŀǎǳǊŜǎΦ 

 

Notes  

Please note that additional information regarding the condition, planning and conservation 
ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ vǳŜŜƴ /ŀǊƻƭƛƴŜΩǎ {ǘŀǘŜ .ŜŘ ƛǎ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǳǇƻƴ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΦ ¸ƻǳ Ŏŀƴ 
get in touch via email to Rebecca Bissonnet ACR, Textile Treatment Supervisor, Historic Royal 
Palaces (Rebecca.Bissonnet@hrp.org.uk). 

 

[1] Information from the archived conservation records. Historic Royal Palaces. 
[2] Information source Historic Royal Palaces, Textile ConserǾŀǘƛƻƴ {ǘǳŘƛƻΦ vǳŜŜƴ /ŀǊƻƭƛƴŜΩǎ 
State Bed. September 2002. 
[3] Information from the archived conservation records. Historic Royal Palaces. 
[4] Information from the archived conservation records. Historic Royal Palaces. 
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Glossary 

 IMS ς Industrial Methylated Spirit. Ethanol 98% denatured with methanol GPR 
RECTAPUR® 

 YƭǳŎŜƭϰ D ς Hydroxypropyl Cellulose. A non-ionic cellulose ether.  
 Lascaux - Acrylic Adhesive 
 tŀǊŀƭƻƛŘϰ .тн - also known as Acryloid.  A copolymer of ethyl methacrylate and 

methyl acrylate  
 Mystox - Antimicrobials, biocides. An insect-resist treatment. 
 Vinamul® - An aqueous, polyvinyl alcohol stabilized vinyl acetate ethylene 

copolymer. 
 White spirit - White spirit (UK) or mineral spirits (US, Canada), also known as mineral 

turpentine (AU/NZ), turpentine substitute, and petroleum spirits, is a petroleum-
derived clear liquid used as a common organic solvent in painting 

 Xylamon® - XYLADECOR 5088751 ς Special Treatment Anti Woodworm 
matacarcomas Xylamon 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Solvent
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Dust Protections for a State Bed on Open Display (Live Poster) 

Viola Nicastro, Senior Textile Conservator at Historic Royal Palaces 

 

Introduction 

Dust represents a big challenge for conservators caring for collections on open display. At 
Historic Royal Palaces (HRP) the amount of dust deposition is controlled by preventive 
conservation measures and by regular surface cleaning. To minimise dust deposition, 
ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƻƻ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎΩ ǊƻǳǘŜ 
is designed as a one-way system where doors accessing outdoors are kept shut and are 
opened only if accessing the route. These preventive measures were put in place as a result 
of a collaborative study by HRP, National Trust and English Heritage, to understand the 
sources and distribution of dust and to determine housekeeping resources and optimum 
intervals for cleaning (Lloyd et al. 2002). 

 

Figure 1. vǳŜŜƴ /ŀǊƻƭƛƴŜΩǎ {ǘŀǘŜ .ŜŘ IŜŀŘōƻŀǊŘ ϭwƻȅŀƭ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ¢ǊǳǎǘκϭIΦa vǳŜŜƴ 9ƭƛȊŀōŜǘƘ LL 

¢ƘŜ ƘŜŀŘōƻŀǊŘ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ vǳŜŜƴ /ŀǊƻƭƛƴŜΩǎ {ǘŀǘŜ .ŜŘΣ circa 1715, made for George Prince of 
Wales (later George II) and his wife Caroline of Ansbach for their apartments at Hampton 
Court Palace (Figure 1). It is made of pine wood and covered in crimson silk damask. This 
state bed, along with all other textiles on display, is condition checked and cleaned by HRP 
conservators on a two or three-year basis, while all rooms are deep cleaned by the 
preventive conservators once a year. Despite regular cleaning and preventive conservation 
measures, the assessment of the headboard at the beginning of its conservation treatment 
[1], highlighted extensive areas of dust deposition and cementation (Figure 2-3). 
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Figure 2. Dust accumulated on the horizontals ©Royal Collection Trust/© H.M Queen Elizabeth II 

 

Figure 3. Cemented dust visible on the silk fibres. Image taken in opal diffused light with DinoLite 
portable microscope ©Historic Royal Palaces 

The silk underneath the dust was also particularly fragile, and even minimal surface cleaning 
with a low-powered suction resulted in fibre loss. Therefore, it was decided to remove the 
dust only where necessary, by surface cleaning and localised mechanical cleaning. Even 
after the treatment was completed, it was clear that the risk of further fibres loss during 
future cleaning cycles was high. To address this problem, a technique to create moulded 
protective dust covers was explored.  
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Background 

The idea behind dust covers was to create something to rest on the most vulnerable and 
sculptured areas of the object, to protect them from dust deposition and therefore, 
minimise the need of cleaning.  

The requirements of the dust covers were the following: they should be completely 
removable, so they could be replaced when dust would re-deposit; they should blend with 
the overall look of the headboard; they should mould around the required shape; all 
materials should be inert. Fabric and painted Reemay® were initially considered but these 
were discarded as they needed to be anchored to the object.  

A paper presented at the Icon Colour symposium in 2019 (Zinker et al. 2019) gave the 
inspiration to create a papier-mâché shell, covered in colour-matching silk, to act as dust 
protection. During the symposium, Zenzie Tinker and colleagues explained how they used a 
moulded papier-mâché layer, covered with replica silk, to re-cover the inside of the 
Kedleston Hall State Bed tester, whilst preserving the original underneath.  

The papier-mâché was made with four layers of Japanese paper adhered with wheat-starch 
paste and moulded on the object, which was pre-covered in aluminium foil for protection. 
Once the paper was set, fabric was then adhered to it using Beva® film reactivated by heat.  

 

Methodology 

A mock-up of wood was used to replicate the sculptured areas of the headboard, to 
evaluate the best methodology and materials as well as the effectiveness of this method. 

Different types and weights of foil were tried to find the best thickness to use to protect the 
object, before laying the papier-mâché on to create the mould.  

In detail:  

 Moistop barrier foil 
 Waitrose Essential aluminium foil  
 Lakeland extra thick foil 
 Multifoil aluminium foil gauge 0.075 mm, temper-soft, alloy 1200 
 Multifoil aluminium foil gauge 0.060 mm, temper-soft, alloy 1200 
 Multifoil aluminium foil gauge 0.050 mm, temper-soft, alloy 1200  
 Multifoil aluminium foil gauge 0.040 mm, temper-soft, alloy 1200  

The papier-mâché was created by overlapping four layers of Kozuke Japanese paper, pre-cut 
to shape using a tissue template. The layers were adhered with archival wheat-starch paste 
and left to dry overnight on the foil. Once dry, the moulded papier-mâché was covered in 
colour matching silk habotai or silk taffeta, using thin Beva® film (Figure 4). 
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Figure 4. Papier-mâché trials ©Historic Royal Palaces 

This method was then tested on a discreet area of the headboard using the same 
procedure. As the original silk was particularly fragile, a layer of Reemay® was placed 
underneath the foil to protect it from direct contact with the foil. A layer of Melinex® was 
also applied to the top of the papier-mâché to avoid the Japanese paper wrinkling during 
the drying stage.  

 

Discussion and Results 

Following testing on the mock-up and on the object, it was found that the best option for 
the foil was Multifoil aluminium foil gauge 0.040 mm, temper-soft, alloy 1200. This was 
strong enough to keep the shape, but still flexible enough to create a smooth curve and to 
bend where needed without creating sharp edges. The other options were found 
unsuitable. 

In detail: 

 aƻƛǎǘƻǇ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪŜŜǇ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀǇŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǎƭƛǇǇŜǊȅ  
 Lakeland foil was too thin  
 Waitrose foil worked on the mock-up, but it was found not thick enough to keep the 

shape on the real object, where the curve was very sharp  

Kozuke Japanese paper and wheat-starch paste created a papier-mâché mould that was 
flexible enough to be manipulated to the shape of the object and to rest on it safely. Its 
flexibility guaranteed extra manipulation after drying when needed.  
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Silk habotai fabric was found to be too matte to be used as a cover, resulting in the dust 
protection being too visible; in contrast, silk taffeta blended well with the object, so it was 
selected for this purpose (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5. Bottom left scroll before treatment (left), with foil-barrier applied to accommodate the 
papier-mâché (middle) and after the papier-mâché dust protection was applied (right) ©Royal 
Collection Trust/© H.M Queen Elizabeth II 

 

Conclusions 

This method proved successful in creating removable dust protections that blended in with 
the overall look of the headboard. Where there were extensive areas of loss, the dust 
protections acted as a visual infill, combining conservation and aesthetics (Figure 6).  

 

Figure 6. Area of silk loss before treatment (left) and after the papier-mâché dust protection was 
applied (right) ©Royal Collection Trust/© H.M Queen Elizabeth II 

A colour-matching taffeta case cover was also created for the damask at the bottom panel, 
to protect it from dust deposition and to create an extra barrier from the mattresses (Figure 
7). 
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Figure 7. Headboard after treatment with all dust protections in place ©Royal Collection Trust/© 
H.M Queen Elizabeth II 

The dust protections were applied to cover the original silk where it is most vulnerable at 
the areas where dust accumulates (Figure 8). 

 

Figure 8. Diagram of dust protections location ©Royal Collection Trust/© H.M Queen Elizabeth II 






































































































































































































































































