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The existence of  a vast  text i le her i tage is hardly known. When ta lk ing about 

cul tural  her i tage,  paint ings,  sculpture and archi tecture are the f i rst  to come to 

mind and in fact  the study of  the history of  ar t  has largely re lated to such 

her i tage. With in a book on history of  ar t  i t  is  qui te rare to f ind an i l lustrat ion 

and/or descr ipt ion of  a text i le ar tefact as an expression of  the temporal  and 

geographical  cul ture that  produced i t .  Yet  every community throughout h istory 

produced text i le ar tefacts,  which,  as wi th paint ings,  sculpture,  and 

archi tecture,  ref lect  the taste of  the t ime.  I t  is  qui te easy to understand what 

mot ivates the creat ion of  a h ierarchy in ar t is t ic  product ion.  In fact ,  when 

referr ing to a paint ing or  sculptural  work,  one ta lks about the ar t is t  and his/her 

creat ive genius but  when discussing a text i le ar tefact ,  one refers to the 

craf tsman whose t rade is l inked to the product ion of  i tems for  every-day use.  

 

However,  the value of  the text i le ar tefact  l ies not  only in i ts  creator.  That 

which is  probably most fascinat ing about  the study of  text i les is  the 

uniqueness of  every indiv idual  ar tefact .   Apart  f rom document ing the sty le and 

taste of  a part icular  cul ture,  the text i le ar tefact  embodies in i tsel f  smal l  yet  

unique character ist ics that  are l inked to the l i fe of  a person.  Often th is is  

extended to several  generat ions of  people who would have owned, used and 

personal ised the artefact .  The text i le ar tefact ,  unl ike the paint ing conceived to 

be admired act ively part ic ipates in man’s dai ly  l i fe in a di rect  way.  With the 

passage of  t ime, the text i le ar tefact ’s  organic f ibre cont inuously absorbs and 

gathers informat ion.  Possibly no other form of  human expression is  capable of  

recount ing the past  wi th such depth and int imacy.  Every text i le ar tefact  

embodies an element of  h istory.  This,  together wi th the techniques and 

mater ia ls used in i ts  creat ion,  encourage the study and preservat ion of  text i le 

patr imony as cul tural  and art is t ic  evidence. In  
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fact  the ethical  pr incip le of  the text i le ar tefact ,  understood as the preservat ion 

of  the mater ia l  content  together wi th the histor ical  value l inked to the ar tefact ,  

is  a recent concept.  I t  was dur ing the 1950s,  at  the wake of  a l l  the 

phi losophical  d iscussions on the ethical  of  conservat ion and restorat ion that  

had already centred on the so cal led f ine ar ts,  that  i t  was deemed important  to 

study and def ine methodologies for  the preservat ion of  text i le her i tage. 

 

This resul ted in the bi r th in var ious parts of  the wor ld of  inst i tut ions and 

schools for  the conservat ion of  text i le ar tefacts.  Since then the f ie ld of  text i les 

conservat ion has steadi ly  and rapidly evolved. Several  techniques and 

methodologies were tested and their  resul ts have been the subject  of  several  

eth ical  d iscussions.  

 

Such thoughts general ly  seek to address the aesthet ic value in integrat ing 

losses through methodologies that  imi tate the or ig inal  or  through the 

replacement of  worn-out  parts.  I t  has become clear that  certa in restorat ion 

intervent ions involv ing integrat ion lead to compromising the or ig inal i ty  of  the 

artefact  so that  the old and the new are in compet i t ion on an aesthet ic level .  

 

Today conservat ion of  text i le ar tefacts d ictates the need to respect  the 

or ig inal  value of  the artefact .  The text i les conservator  is  required to evaluate 

the possible opt ions for  t reatment wi th pr ior i ty  g iven to the conservat ion of  the 

ar tefact  for  future generat ions rather than the aesthet ic presentat ion of  the 

work.  Moreover,  the conservator is  required to be capable of  assessing every 

indiv idual  ar tefact  in the l ight  of  i ts  h istor ical ,  technical  and funct ional  

uniqueness.   Thus the projected conservat ion t reatment is  ta i lor-made to sui t  

the needs of  the part icular  ar tefact .   

 

In fact ,  text i les conservat ion of ten deviates f rom certa in standard regulat ions 

for  t reatment.  The complexi ty of  manufactur ing techniques and the divers i ty of  

mater ia ls used in the artefact  make i t  d i f f icul t  to apply standard t reatments.  

 

Texti les include: 
Tapestr ies.  These are complex ar tefacts because of  their  large s ize,  the 

importance of  their  iconographic content ,  the legibi l i ty  of  which cannot be 

ignored when consider ing choices for  conservat ion t reatment.  
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Embroidery 

Lace 

Carpets 

Costumes and accessor ies.  These are complex because of  their  three-

dimensional i ty  and the presence of  d i f ferent  mater ia ls a longside each other.  

F lags and banners 

Li turgical  vestments 

Text i le furnishings 

 

Thus text i les are complex in their  presentat ion of  var ious techniques and of ten 

the conservator  chooses to specia l ise in or  has a preference for  a part icular  

aspect  of  those l is ted above. 

 

The text i les conservat ion course here at  the MCR is intended to prepare 

conservators capable of  carry ing out  h istor ical  and scient i f ic  research together 

wi th document ing every phase of  conservat ion t reatment.   ( I t  is  a imed at  

producing conservators capable of  handl ing al l  text i le ar tefacts indiv idual ly  

and wi th in a conservat ion team.)  

 

The part  of  the course concerning conservat ion t reats the di f ferent  types of  

text i le ar tefacts separately,  addressing aspects re lat ing to the history and 

manufactur ing techniques of  the part icular  text i le,  i ts  composi t ion and 

propert ies,  damage and decay f rom a scient i f ic  perspect ive and, natural ly ,  

conservat ion t reatments.  Conservators f rom di f ferent  countr ies are brought in 

to handle di f ferent  e lements of  the course according to their  part icular  

special isat ion.  This aspect  of  the course provides the student wi th the 

opportuni ty to exper ience and evaluate di f ferent  methodological  approaches to 

text i les conservat ion used in the main centres,  inst i tutes and studios of  

conservat ion and restorat ion.  

 

(Al though several  techniques exist  for  the manufacture of  text i les,  for  the 

purpose of  th is course tapestry technique has been chosen and shal l  be 

t reated f rom a theoret ical  and pract ical  point  of  v iew) 

 

TAPESTRY TECHNIQUE 
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The term tapestry is  usual ly  appl ied to European product ion of  text i les usual ly  

of  a large scale whose pictor ia l  decorat ion is  created through a weave of  

coloured yarns.  

 

In actual  fact ,  f rom a technical  point  of  v iew, the term def ines a type of  woven 

structure made of  a ser ies of  vert ical  yarns cal led warps that  are general ly  

neutral  colour together wi th hor izontal  weft  yarns in a var iety of  colours in 

p lane (or  p la in)  weaving and wi th discont inuous wefts.    

Two terms in th is phrase need to be fur ther c lar i f ied.  The f i rst  is  ‘p la in weave’  

that  indicates the s implest  type of  weave that  is  made through passing the 

weft  between the warps,  a l ternately over  and under the warps.   The other term 

is ‘d iscont inuous wefts ’  that  indicates the type of  weaving using coloured 

wefts only in the area required by the design.  This type of  weaving in areas of  

colour resul ts in the discont inuous bui ld-up of  the fabr ic.  Another 

character ist ic  of  text i le weaving is  that  dur ing the weaving process the 

coloured weft  is  pressed down to completely cover the neutral  warps in order 

to create fu l ly  coloured areas.   

 

This technique has been used for  centur ies and was used by var ious peoples 

and cul tures.  

 

The European tradi t ion is certa in ly the most complex.  In fact ,  several  

technical  devices were developed to create large tapestr ies wi th such complex 

representat ions.  The tapestry weavers perfected and ref ined th is technique 

considerably in order to be able to s imulate the ef fect  of  p ictor ia l  chiaroscuro 

wi th the use of  yarns.  In fact  the painter  was involved in the manufacture of  

these tapestr ies.  I t  was the painter  who executed the 

model /sketches/prel iminary designs for  the general  composi t ion of  the 

representat ion.  Cartoons were then model led on the sketches.  Cartoons were 

executed in the tempera technique and they reproduced the di f ferent  areas of  

colour necessary to create the var ious gradat ions of  tone.  The cartoons were 

used dur ing the weaving process and were placed beneath the warps so that  

the tapestry weaver could fo l low the design.  The warps were stretched on two 

types of  looms – the “h igh warp” and the “ low warp”.  The high warp is  a 

vert ical  loom. With such a type of  loom the warps were stretched vert ical ly  on 

two cyl indr ical  wooden beams placed one at  the top and the other at  the  
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bottom. The tapestry weaver sat  before the warps and as he/she bui l t  up the 

tapestry,  the worked area was rol led into the lower beam whi le new warp 

areas were unravel led f rom the top beam. 

 

The low warp loom is a hor izontal  loom.  The beams support  the hor izontal ly  

st retched warps and are placed one in f ront  and the other behind.  In order to 

understand th is bet ter ,  one should refer  to photographs of  such looms. These 

may be seen in Encyclopaedia of  Trades and Industry,  by Benis Diderot .   

 

With both types of  looms the tapestry weaver worked upside down and usual ly  

work progressed f rom one short  s ide to  the other wi th the representat ion 

rotated through an angle of  90 degrees.  This  means that  the tapestry was only 

seen in i ts  ent i rety once the work was completed af ter  i t  was dismounted f rom 

the loom, rotated to the correct  posi t ion and turned the r ight  way up.  

 

Chiaroscuro ef fects,  shading,  and model l ing are obtained through di f ferent  

technical  solut ions.  One of  the main techniques,  apart  f rom the al ternat ion of  

colour,  is  obtained through contrast  in the use of  s i lk  and wool  wefts.  Since 

wool  is  th icker and more opaque i t  was used for  shadows and for  darker and 

more intense colour whi le s i lk  which is  more luminous and f ine was used to 

highl ight  the drapery fo lds and to emphasize volume. 

 

However,  the most ef fect ive way of  creat ing volume in the chiaroscuro is  

known as hatching “bat tage” a type of  “ t rat teggio”  technique consist ing of  the 

al ternat ion of  paral le l  l ines of  colour so that  f rom afar the ef fect  is  one of  a 

gradual  t ransi t ion f rom one colour to another.  
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