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Weilhammer, Dipl. Rest.;

Conservator Rl

“A museum is a non-profit
making permanent institution in the
service of society and of its
development, open to the public,
which

researches, communicates and

acquires, conserves,
exhibits, for purposes of study,
education and enjoyment, the
tangible and intangible evidence of
people and their environment”
1COM ™

ICOM, the

Council of Museums, defines

International

museums as institutions that are
dedicated -among other tasks- to the
preservation of their collections. All
museums, whether if they are large
or small, whether if they own
dedicated professional conservation-
labs or don't have any staff or
funding at all, try to do their best to

reach this goal. Considering the
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wide variety of museums, the
collections and their conditions, it is
worth to take a closer look at the
tasks of conservators in general and
museum-conservators in Taiwan in
specific.

Museums all around the globe
run conservation-labs and employ a
wide variety of professionals. These
‘museum-professionals’ include
art historians, curators, archivists,
administrative staff, technicians and
conservators.

Curators administer museums
and direct the acquisition, storage,
and exhibition of collections,
including negotiating and
authorizing the purchase, sale,
exchange, or loan of collections.
They oversee and conduct research
projects, related educational
programs and work on the museum's
public outreach. Most duties of
archivists and curators are similar,
but the types of objects they work
with are different: while curators
like

sculptures, ceramics, textiles or

usually handle objects
paintings, archivists handle mainly
records and documents that are
retained because of their importance
and potential value in the future.
Both curators and archivists
usually don't do active ‘hands-
on’ -work on the collections. This
is the job of conservators, trained
experts in the field of preservation
and conservation of artifacts and

cultural property. The wide variety

of professionals in the field of

conservation ranges from
conservators for paintings, furniture,
paper-based materials, metals,
archaeological objects, textiles,
photographs, ceramics or glass, to
experts for stones, wooden objects
as well modern-materials, plastics
or modern media. Whether they
specialize on paper or stone,
conservators care for cultural
collections by applying scientific
methods to preserve and restore
artifacts. Conservators treat items to
slow down their deterioration,
preserve the objects for future
generations or sometimes restore
them to their original state. Their
work mainly involves monitoring
and controlling the environment in
which collections are stored or
displayed to prevent deterioration.
They also do ‘hands-on’ work
directly on an individual object to
restore it. They also document their
condition and all treatment they
have done for its preservation.

The treatment of an object is
an intervention that might rescue,
but also alter or damage its
originality, its social or cultural
importance, its authenticity as well
as its value. A conservators' work
requires substantial historical,
scientific, technological and often
archaeological research. Besides a
broad

knowledge, recognized education

range of professional

and wide experience, conservators

o

also need dedicated studios and labs
to deal with the objects and to fulfill
these tasks. Common conservation-
labs

conditioned workshops, special

in museums offer air-
lights, microscopes and fine tools as
well as laboratory-equipment for
chemical testing. All their findings
and practical treatments are
documented and preserved as well.
Some museums also maintain
special labs for conservation-
scientists who work with scientific
equipment to analyze materials and
do research on conservation-
problems or the development of new
conservation-materials.

In addition to their conserva-
tion work, conservators participate
in outreach programs, research
topics in their area of specialty, and
write articles for journals.

In Taiwan today, only a small
number of museums employ
professional conservators to take
care of their collections; an even
lower number of museums run a
dedicated conservation lab in their
institutions. There are several
reasons for that: until the late 1990s,
Taiwan didn't offer any program at
university-level to educate and train
professional conservators according
to international standards. First, the
Tainan National University of the
Arts and later the Yunlin National
University of Science and Tech-
nology started to run conservation-

programs with specializations in
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paper-based materials, Asian
paintings, wall-paintings as well as
archaceological findings, wooden
objects and easel paintings; they are
still the only Institutes in Taiwan to
offer education on an international
level in this field.

Most museum professionals
working in conservation labs in
Taiwanese museums today came
from a related field (often arts,
museology or art history ), as they
took their positions long before
university-trained conservators on a
Masters' level entered the market
only a few years ago.

During recent years, the
portfolio of museum-conservators
has shifted. Until a few years ago,
direct ‘hands-on’ work to con-
serve and restore a damaged or
deteriorated artifact was the
conservators' focus. Today, the main
task is to take care of the object's
security and to avoid damages, so-
called preventive conservation.

As an example, conservators in
museums care for the collection's
environment as one of their
responsibilities. All artifacts,
whether they are paper-based,
metal-sculptures or small wooden
objects, deteriorate with age.
Certain levels of humidity or light
in the environment might be ok for
one group of materials, but bad for
another one. Conservators care for
the correct storage, handling and

display of the objects. They prepare

condition-reports to record a
collection's current condition. In
that way, the deterioration of an
object is surveyed and counter-
measures can be taken. With rising
numbers of international exhibitions
- especially in Asia, more and more
artifacts will go on travelling
exhibitions and might be in risk.
This also requires more networking
between conservation-departments
of museum and other institutions in
Taiwan and abroad to exchange
knowledge, experience and ideas.

In the future, conservators are
facing even more ‘environmental’
problems. This year, as an example,
the IIC (International Institute for
Conservation) held a round-table
discussion on ‘Climate change and
Museum collections’ during its
biennial conference.

But still, there's lots of hands-
on work to be done on objects.
Many Institutions and collections
avoided conservation-or restoration
work until now in fear of doing
anything wrong. But the objects are
getting older and more and more
fragile, until the day they are in
need for immediate remedial
conservation treatment. Of course,
not all museums will have the
capacity and financial support to
employ their own conservators and
run their own conservation-labs.
Especially small museums won't be
able to afford a professional studio.

Often, conservation-projects have to

o

be ‘out-sourced’ to professional
private conservation labs that are
starting to emerge in Taiwan now.
As seen in examples in western
countries like the USA or Europe,
museums also join together in
‘pools’ to run central conservation
labs.

cooperations yield good results, as

In most cases, these
financial support can be focused on
the equipment of one larger lab
dedicated to conservation-problems
of a wider variety of materials.
These two examples might also
be an option for Taiwan, as
professional conservation in museums
is still in its beginning and concepts for
professional conserva-tion in museums

still have to be made.

R

1.Dipl. Rest. Ulrich Weilhammer, Hofmark 13,
D-84307 Eggenfelden/Germany;
www.weilhammer-conservation.com;
contact@weilhammer-conservation.com

2.ICOM Code of Ethics for Museums, 2006;

http://icom.museum/ethics.html
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