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Making the Most of Mounts:
Expanding the Role of DisplaY

Mounts in the Preservation
ancl Interpretation of Historic

Textiles

lntroduction

The mounting of an historic textile for display aims

and attractive presentation device, It is frequently

provide it with a secure

case that objects ale

conserved specifically in order that they are in a su ciently stable and "com-

plete" condition to withstand being mounted for lay, Mount design and

production, therefore, often are considered t but essentially sePa-

rate and additional processes to those concerned actually conserving :

the object. As awareness increases concernlng benefits of taking a less ;

is clear that this view of iinterventive approach to the treatment of objects,

mount making may become inappropriate' A t approach is required:

one that combines the safe display of objects that ve received limited treat-

ment and ensures they continue to fulfil their role the museum context.

Minimunr Intervention

Minimum intervention can be defined as doing no

ment to an object than is absolutely necessary (Li
in the wav of treat- '

ter rggrt rz), It is a Prin-

ciple that acknowledges that important informa relating to the PhYsicd I

nature and context of an object can be irreversi y altered or removed bYi

certain interventive treatments. In textile co ation it is an approach

Allson LIsrnR, "Making the Most of Mounts: Expanding Role of Display

Mounts in the Preselvation and Interpretation of Historic les," in Fabric of an

Exhibition: An Interd,isci.plinary Approaclc, Textile S 97, Ottawa, Canada, zz-25

nstitute, rg97), 43-48'
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objects and to develop the necessary ski l ls to enable them to use the

objects to communicate for themselves, museuml run the risk of ,excluding

some rris;itors and inhibiting the development of a commorl understanding
about objects befween the public and the indivi{uals responsible for their
pr,eservation. He cites another commentator on tJris issue who believes that
mr:aning can only arise through the interaction o[ object and observer, and
that rather than being inherent in the objects therhselves meaning is contex-

interpretation), Developing students' understarl,cl ing of rvhat constitutes
th,e "true nature" of an object (United l(ngdom fnstitute for Conservation
I99o: 8), and the impact conservation can have on this is therefore a key

knowledge ar

municate mer
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Perspectjives on Mounts

Returning to the problems related to the clisplay of $bjects that have received

l imited conservation treatment, One por;sible sol l t ion is to consid,er using

mounts in more significant r,vays: not just as "coat hAngers" on which to show

an object, but as active contributors to their long-tqrm support, stabilisation

and interpretation. The benefits of creating .rppor{iu", physically stable ancl

chemically inert mounts for artefact storage are weJI known, and a c,onsider:

able amount of inforrnation and e,rpertise already exists on this topic. The

greater availability of "conservation grade" mountfng materials has signifi-

cantly increasecl the possibilities for conservators t{ create high quality, pre-

cision mounts that are safe, durable and erttractive,] Much of the knowledge

and experience generated by preventive conservatidn research is being made

use of by some conservators; in the area of clisplay, but there still remains a

need for mount making to be more widely r.iewed z{s a proactive rather than

a reactive rneaslue, It is the author's belief that mpunt design and produc-

t ion should be seen as integral par:ts of the consgr:vation strategy defined

for an object, rather than pr:ocesses t

ately designed and skilfully crafted m

the supportive and stabilising r:ole cu

treatmen{.s. I t  can enhance or even l

tion support techniques, and can be d

of an object, regardless of whether it is stiffened !y dirt, distorted through

use or bu.rial, or is fragmentary, In essence, a "bespoke" design can be cre-

ated that directly responds to the unique needi of an object including the

features of evidential value it contains, In the area ff interpretation, mounts

can be used to "animate" a static object, give it "boldy" and form, set it at an

ang[e that slrggests its original function, and leduce the visual disturbance of

areers of loss so that it regains a "complete" and.cof,rerent appearance if this

is required. Informed choices can be made conce{ning the style, form and

evell colour of the mount with the specific plrrpose !f creating an image that

is erasily recognisable and rneaningful even if the qbject itself is unfamiliar

or in a soi led, distorted or irrcomplete state. None of the ski l ls requir.ed to

create such mounts shoulcl be beyond the cap{bi l i t ies of conservators

experienced in dealing rryith the vagaries of manJ' historic objectr;. What

may be needed is more extensive research into th{ context of obje,:ts, and

the identification of issues and problems relevant to their conservation a'rcd.

interpretation.
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Case Studies

The following two case stuclies are presented as where the provi-

sion of a mount was an integral part of a con ion strategy, and one

with physical support

the potential for using

that had the specific purposes of providing the

and enhancing its understanding. The first illustra

mounts as substitutes for certain interventive trea

dernonstrates how the provision of a mount can

interpretative consequences of intervention.

nts, while the second

nd the physical and

Case Stud.y r Cap frorn a Genizah

This case study concerns a cap retrieved from a ^ rn a synagogue rn

Southern Germany, a region that was inhabited by Jewish communi-

ties until the r93os. The cap represents a rare examp of the costume worn by
nities of whose artefacts
to be included in future

to "gain public recogni-

finds,' and of theirvalue

" (Friedlander l99zr rr),

mrnlmum necessary ro

its construction and

n be inserted without
the mount, designed to

peak and protect the
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ate shape, pac

shaped recess
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at art school)

travelling exhibitions featuring genizah material byTlie Hidden Leg-

rural people of the "small, forgotten Jewish comm

almost nothing remains" (Friedlander r99z: rr). It

acy Foundation,2 The purpose of these exhibitions

tion of the outstanding importance of these 'conceal

determined that intervention should be kept to

preserve the object and evidence of its use, but

of a flexible, fabric'covered ring of wadding that

putting strain on the headband. The lower part o

support and align the heavy and still partially

lower edges of the headband from stress and

to historical, bibliographical and theological resea

The cap consists of a crown made of nu shaped strips of wool

fabric joined to create a complex spiral pattern, a made of the same

fabric and stiffened with paper and leather, and a ide leather peak stitched

to the headband, Prior to conservation, the cap was avily soiled and stained

with surface and ingrained dirt (from the genizah and possibly from use),

and was severelv distorted and flattened, The back of the headband was

torn and the peak was almost completely detach

Following extensive research into the o its condition, historical/

cultural context and future role as part of a tra g exhibition, it was

original profile to be revealed (Jav6r 1996), Fol ng detailed exanrination

and documentation of the cap before treatment, loose surface dirt was

removed (and retained), and the distorted leather s iffenine of the headband

was humidified. A patch of nvlon net was placed the torn searn of the

headband to reduce the stress on this area. A two- mount was prepared.

of the crown, consistsThe upper part, designed to accommodate the f
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Case Study z: Bead.-Net Dress

This case study concerns a rare Fifth Dynasty (c 2456-2323 nc) Iigyptian
bead-net dress, The dress, from the collection the Petlie Museum of
Egyptian Archaeology, University College Londo , is believed to be a gar-
ment that was worn (possibly without undergar nts) by a young female
dancer (Janssen 1995: 5), It is composed of a t network of faience

beads, two faience "cups" (thought to be breast rings), and a shell and
bead fringe, The history ofits excavation and rethreading in the r95os,
ancl an explanation of the conservation strategy
for its subsequent partial r:econstruction have
(Seth-Smith and Lister 1995), but the making of t

ised and implemented

The Petrie Museum defines itself as "a te

form is outlined below.
ng, research and study
to "illustrate the devel-col.lection, not an art museum" in which the aim

opment of Egyptian culture, technology and dail
accordance with this institutional aim, the curator

l i fe"  (Anon.  rg77:  t ) . ln

ment and retreatment of the artefact felt it was ext v important that the
original use of the bead network as a dress be explicit to the Museum's
visitols. As the dress was believed to be a garment

one used exclusively for burial, its presentation in

in life, as opposed to
manner that specifically

indicated this was considered essential. The obi ives of the mounting ele-
ment of the conservation strategy were to preserve surw,alng components,

assist the stabilising and supportive effect of the re
present the bead network in such a way that its o

struction process, and

fully and clearly communicated, As the project it became appar-

ent that displaying fhe dress mounted in a flat ( izontal or vertical) ori-
entation would not be appropriate because this of display would not
clearly indicate its function nor enhance the rema

characteristics of the bead network. Althouqh only

physical and visual

was reconstructed, it was decided that a fully th -dimensional form would
be provided as this would give a more life-like
dimensions of the reconstructed part,

The mount took the form of an upright, Iess torso, It was created
from Ethafoam supported by a stainless steel po . Ethafoam was chosen
for its rigidity, inertness and ease of shaping. U the dimensions of the

a colleague's daughter,reconstructed dress front, measurements taken
and a knowledge of anatomy and modelling from li (acquired by the author
at art school), the form was sculpted into the req ired shape. Considerable
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atl-ention \4/as given to producing a shapely, even sensuous, human-like form,

but one that u,as not overfly erotic, T'he auatomical featules of l.he lor,r'er

palt of the hurnan bocly therefore were no1, reproducecl. Selecting r,r suitable

colour for: the outer fabric proved crtucial to the success oll the fortn. It vr,as

essentiaI that the chosen colour, u,hen viervecl r-rncler the lighting conclitions

o1 the museum, had er fleslL-iike appeelrance aucl complementecl the colours

o1 the beacls and shells. Reproductions of ancient Eg,yptian n,all paintings of

\4omen (men ar:e usually shou,n as having shin of a dat"ker shade) r'r,ere

viervecl iir the area of the rrLuseum rvhere the dress \4/as to be clisplayed. The

selectei l  colour rvas a pale pinl<ish orange. 
' [ 'he 

result ing form provided the

reconstructecl clress with adcl i t ional physical sl tpport to enab[e i t  to ' ' r , i thstand

permanent upright display, anil gave it a vir;ually pleasing and lifelili.e appear'-

ance (Figure r).

f)  iscusri ion

The aclvantages of using rnounts in rlore :rctive ways have been clescribecl ancl

illustratr:cl. h-r cliscussing any conservatior-r apploach, howeveL, there: is a need

to consicler thc clisarilvantalges tl-rat mery ariscr fi'onL it. l?ossible clra.vbacl<s ol'

nsing rnounts in tire rvays clesclibecl zile therefore consiclerecl bel<tr,v.

'l'l'te 
deLeriorcLlion or renroucrl of Ll,re ntotn,tl: u.tilL restt:h ilc ltarLia| or cot',npleLe ktss

or reclttcl.iotc of swpyort Lo l:l'te object.
' [ 'here 

is : i  rviclely helcl and just i f ierblc bel ief that the prctcess of supporL

shotr lcl  be sepalate from t lr :Lt of t lounting. 
' Ihe 

ur-rder' lying concern here is

that unless inclepenclcr-rtly sr,rppoltecl the object will be put aL r:islt sl.roulcl tl-re

mount fail or be rerlovecl. 
'l'his 

is a very real possibility rvith objects that rnove

fr:ecluently betu'ecn sLorage ancl cl isplay. I t  t :onld bc argued, howevet, that this

r isk of {tai lure cor-r ld apply lo some interventive suppol ' t  trcatments, ancl that

the irnplications fol the object, shor.rld this occtLrt, are 1i1<e\, to be more cl:a-

rnatic tiran those resr-rlting li'or-n the loss of er moulr[.. A c]etelioratecl, clamagecl

or missing rnolurt is easiel to spot by ever-r an turtrainecl eyt: than a similarlr

al'fectecl sLrpport treatment, nnd mttch casicr ancl less hazardous to the objcct

to leplace. It secms morc al)propriate aud elficierrt to gualtl againr;t detelio-

rat ion by ensnring t-hat moLurts are weli  rnade f i ;om clurab[e mate:r ' ials, and

pl'event r:emov:rl by creating effective operational systems) incluclini3 labelling

and documeirtatiolr, than t.o resort to mot'e intelventirre treatmen[t;,

'l'lce 
ntol'tnt cnccl tke cu'tefacl;lteconce, in effect, "th.e object,"

If ar-r artefact is heavily ill:pendent oli its; rnount for physical support atrc

ir:Lterpletation, therc is a dauger that artefact aud tlount will becorne "fusei

in the pelceptior-r of the vier,r,er. Althougi'r the potential for this problem mu. -
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be acknowledged, again it is irnportant to recognisd that it is one that also can
occur with certain interventive treatments. As with such treatment:; the con-
servator has a responsibility to ensure that the rr+ount remains ilistinguish-

This is a problern, but it is not exclusive to mol-rnts. Labels, the,med dis-

mation or an alternative int.erpretation than to ref,er:se (if this is possible) a
more interventive treatment,

The disadvantages discussed above ill*strate that conservatio'is never
ab.[e to achieve ideal results, For every successful a$tion there are often actual
or potential drawbacl<s, Thr: advantages and disadlvantages of any treatment
approach should not be viewed in isolation fron{ the ahernati.r,es, or from
the defined aims and objectives of treatment, Tfe success of an approach
should be determined by the degree to which if meets the defi 'ei aims
and rninimises the need for inappropriate comprolnise both now and in the
future,

' + J )
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suggest that the issues raised ip this paper merirb further debate"

In Talmuciic literatur-e ai'genizah" is defined as a Ioom "in tvhich something

is hiclden or placed for s{feheeping," Among rural Gert.nan Jervs, the attics

tions,Pearce, S., ed. Londoh: lLoutiedge, ryg4'ltp' 19-29'

pr.own, J. 
,,Mind in Matter: An IntJoduct:ion to iVlaterial Culture Th,:ory and Method,"

intetyreting Obiects and' Collectiotts, Pealce, S', ed' London: Routledge' 1994'

pp. r33-r38.

B6

images, ancl the potential of thele techniques shc,uld be explored fr-rrther' The

b"r-r"fit, of extending the role of conservators in the area of display have also

been highlighted, along with ttfe need for better informed dialogue between

conservators, curarors, eclucatdrs and exhibitionL designers, As iilustrated by

the theme of this conference tt{e value of interdisciplinary exchange of infor-

mation and icleas is increasing$ being recognised, Such collaborative efforts

attd lts Cottsequ,ences (Preptlnts of ti-re contlibutions to the Intelnatioual Instil"ute

for Conservation (IIC) Copefrhagen Congress, z6'-3o August 1996)' Roy' A ' and
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