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Conservation in France

Conservation is a highly specialized profession that calls for
extensive knowledge and skill: a true awareness for the arts, an
understanding of the chemistry and physics of materials, and
considerable manual skills. Today, a conservator’s aim is not to
restore, through artifice, an object marked by the passage of time to
its supposedly ‘original” state. His difficult task is to prolong its
existence, preserve its legibility and authenticity while accepting
those signs of the past which are worth keeping.

In order to achieve such a professional expertise, 4 government
accredited conservation schools were created in France. The first
one was the MST in 1973, then the IFROA in 1977 that merged in
1996 with the INP. The Ecole d” Avignon was opened in 1981 and in
1985 a sculpture conservation program was created in the state art
school of Tours. Conservation students are all selected through an
entrance examnination, however, specific admission requirements
differ from school to school. Prerequisites for admission include
knowledge in science, art history and studio art. The schools aim
to encourage interdisciplinary approach to conservation with art
historians, historians of techniques, archaeologists, and scientists.

MST (Maitrise de Sciences et Techniques)

The MST (master of sciences and techniques) is part of the
Sorbonne University located in Paris. The program takes on
average 20 students per year and is 4 years long. During the first
year, students learn art history, sciences for conservators,
preventive conservation and do practical work on paintings,
papers, ceramics and sculptures. From the 2™ year they specialize
in a particular type of object such as painting (easel and wall
painting), graphic art (paper and photography), sculpture or
archeological and decorative objects. Different conservation
specialties such as stain glass conservation or musical instruments
conservation have been accepted by the school but the hands on
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I Training conservators
Valerie Lee

training has been done in private conservation studios. Up to the
3" year, students continue to study science, art history, law of
cultural heritage, traditional techniques and practice conservation.
The final year is a 6 to 9 months long intemnship in a museums. The
work that was done during the internship is presented to a jury in
order to get the school diploma.

INP (Institut National du Patrimoine)

The INP (national institute of cultural heritage) provides training
for curators and conservators of cultural heritage.

1t has two academic divisions, situated in the center of Paris for the
curators and in the northern part of Paris (Saint-Denis) for the
conservators. This promotes regular interaction and discussions
between the two professions. People who are taking the
conservation entrance exam need to choose their conservation
specialty from graphic arts, textiles, fumiture, painting,
photography and sculpture. The entrance exam is therefore
different from one specialty to another. Twenty students are
selected on average per year.

The INP offers a 4 years program that includes academic courses
such as technology of materials, practice of early techniques, art
history and science for conservation. There are also practical
conservation courses and internships in museums in France and
abroad during the first 3 years. An in depth study of a specific
conservation problem is carried out during the 4* year. Each
student chooses his subject (it could be the treatment of tracing
paper for example) and select one or several objects from a museum
collection accordingly. The study includes a scientific research and
an historic research. Following the results of the study, a full
treatment is carried out on the art objects. The work is assessed by
ajury at the end of the year.



The INP is also open to international students from similar
establishments abroad (in which case the course at the Department
is validated by an agreement between the two schools), or to
practitioners recommended by the institutions employing them.
Over recent years, young professionals from China, Germany, Italy,
Lithuania, Poland, Russia and Tunisia have been trained at the
Institute.

The training courses last three months and are customized to the
needs of each trainee by the Department. The course may include
lectures, practical sessions, field work, laboratory or document
research work.

Ecoled’ Avignon (Scool of Avignom)

This city school located in the south of France prepares students
for oil painting conservation or fine art degree. Students receive an
artistic training (drawing, painting, photography, video), and study
art history and conservation science for a year. Five students can
then apply for the conservation program. This program is 4 years
long and offers practical training as well as sciences, art history
and technology of materials. The last year is focused on the study
of a specific a conservation problem and the conservation of a
painting. Each student will research solutions to treat their painting
and will present their work to a .jury.

Ecole superieur des beaux-arts de Tours ( The state art school of
Tours)

This art school located in the western part of France is offering a 5
years long sculpture conservation program that combines practical

experience in conservation with historic and scientific studies of
the materials and construction of sculptures. Five students are
selected each year. The last year is devoted to a study that
includes an historic and a scientific research on a specific
conservation problem. A treatment of a sculpture is also carried out
through to completion. The work is presented to a jury in order to
get the diploma.

Students who do not want to apply for a conservation school can
be trained in private studios. Those studios are generally small
scale with 1 to 4 conservators working there. However, the lake of
diploma is often a handicap as we will see in our next article about
the conservation job market in France.

Profile

Valerie Lee received a B.A. in art history at the Sorbonne University
and a M.A. in paper conservation from the INP in 1996. She
specialized in Chinese painting conservation at the Freer and Sackler
Galleries ( Smithsonian, U.S.A) where she worked as a assistant
conservatoruntil 2003. Sheisworking for French museums on Western
and Asian drawing collections and is currently a member of JCP. She
is now working as a contract conservator at the department of
conservation of the Tokyo National Museum and carries out remedial
repairs and care on the Asian painting collection.
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