Historic Royal Palaces Podcast
Behind-The-Scenes in the Conservation Studio 

Show Notes
For today’s episode, we’re at Hampton Court Palace and we’re going behind the scenes into a very special place; the Textile Conservation Studio. 
We’ll speak to our specialist conservators to hear about the care and craftsmanship that goes into looking after historic dress, as well as the challenges around preparing for a blockbuster exhibition.
This is the final episode in a series where we’re celebrating fashion, identity and the opening of our new exhibition at Kensington Palace called Crown to Couture.
To find out more about conserving historic dress go to: Conserving a Rare 360-Year-Old Dress | Behind the Scenes at Hampton Court Palace
For tickets to Crown to Couture at Kensington Palace go to: https://www.hrp.org.uk/kensington-palace/whats-on/crown-to-couture/
[Transcript readers, please note: This exhibition has closed.]

[bookmark: _heading=h.lfd3rd3mhj86][bookmark: _heading=h.ptzmob4unr45]Transcript 
[bookmark: _heading=h.9sexmuies4cn]Claudia Strange [00:00:03]
[Birdsong and a breeze can be heard in Hampton Court Palace’s garden. Claudia speaks with a southern English accent and has a soft and inviting tone of voice.]

Welcome back to the Historic Royal Palaces podcast. 
Today we're at Hampton Court Palace and we're actually in the wilderness at the moment, but we're headed to the textile conservation studio, which sits in the Tudor part of the palace. 
The conservation studio is a very special place here at Hampton Court. It's always a hive of activity with lots of people coming and going, and it's a really exciting space to be in. This is where our textile conservators work to look after and maintain all the historic textiles from within our palaces, so that could be historic dress as well as fabrics and of course tapestries.
The studio is probably the oldest continuous conservation studio in the world, having existed at Hampton Court since 1912 when it was initially set up by William Morris & Co to care for the tapestry collection on display in the palace. Nowadays the team of 11 textile conservators continue this tradition. Of caring for historic objects within the six palaces managed by our charity. 
So we're currently in the Wilderness, but let's head over to the studio now. 
[More birdsong. The sound of a door opening and closing, and footsteps can be heard.]
So we are now in the textile conservation studio and in the space itself there are there are loads of large tables for laying things out on and of course there are mannequins for working on but I think the most exciting things are the large boxes that they keep historic dress in because it's just so exciting to see something coming out of the layers of tissue and being revealed. A bit like a Christmas present!
But today, we're here to meet some members of the team. So we're with Beatrice, Charlotte and Kirstin, who were part of the Team of Conservators who worked on the historic and contemporary dresses that are currently on display in the ‘Crown to Couture’ Exhibition at Kensington Palace. Thanks for letting me invade the studio today!
Beatrice Farmer [00:02:17]
[Bea speaks with a soft accent.]
It's lovely to have you here. 
Claudia Strange [00:02:21]
So when I first came in here into the studio, the radio was playing and it was buzzing with anticipation because you'd just received some really exciting pieces ahead of the Crown to Couture exhibition. Can you tell me how you were involved in preparations for the exhibition?
[bookmark: _heading=h.gkzvl9qn2pr6]Beatrice Farmer [00:02:39]
Yes, so from the moment the dresses arrive on the truck, they become our responsibility. So we help unload them and have that amazing moment of unwrapping them and seeing them in real life. There was so much excitement and everyone wanted to come and see things when they arrived in the studio.
So firstly, we have to document their condition and take photos to produce a written report. It's really important that we know the condition when we receive them so that we are handing them back in the same way.
[bookmark: _heading=h.i7bkmkdwgkc8]Claudia Strange [00:03:09]
So when the dresses come into your care, are they often not coming from places that have conservators as well?
[bookmark: _heading=h.bdl60d33nt2n]Beatrice Farmer [00:03:18]
Yeah definitely especially for this exhibition so, you know, there were over a hundred lenders and a lot of them were either the wearers themselves or the design house, or you know, for this historical dress it's often museums but, yeah it's so many different places.
[bookmark: _heading=h.bb1g1uy9p391]Claudia Strange [00:03:34]
So sometimes the pieces might be in terrible condition? [Laughter.] Or is that a bad question?
[bookmark: _heading=h.2wsgvnn2c5g0]Charlotte Gamper  [00:03:40]
Well we tend not to, so if something's in a really bad state then it would probably be deemed to not be appropriate to display it or if it was, if we were able to repair it with conservation and make it structurally stable for display then we, but that would be part of, usually that's part of the conversation you have with the lender before we would agree to accept it for the exhibition. Making sure that it's in a good enough state.
And obviously conservation work takes up time as well. So it's that balance of wanting, really wanting a particular object and actually having the time to make it safe for display. So that's when we really work closely with the...
[bookmark: _heading=h.4kp296l2p7a7]Beatrice Farmer [00:04:21]
So that's when we really work closely with the curators to make those sorts of decisions.
[bookmark: _heading=h.f8hsjm6jli53]Claudia Strange [00:04:24]
So the dress arrives… you take pictures of it, you assess it...
[bookmark: _heading=h.1mp93lojckt2]Beatrice Farmer [00:04:27]
Yes. We take pictures of it, we write our reports, so as we've said some of the objects need conservation work and particularly I think for this exhibition Anne-Marie, our colleague, worked on the silver tissue dress and made a lovely video about that actually, so...
[bookmark: _heading=h.cyxukeip7v70]Claudia Strange [00:04:43]
We'll pop the link in our bio!
[bookmark: _heading=h.noqp9lo1e7nk]Beatrice Farmer [00:04:47]
Yes definitely. And previously I'd got to work on the Spitalfields silk mantua, so that was such a lovely part of the preparation process that we got to see these objects up close. The Spitalfields dress is part of our Royal Ceremonial Dress Collection which is stored here at Hampton Court. Just to get to examine the back of the Spitalfields silk to see how the flowers were woven.
Imagine the weaver and the maker of the dress, of the mantua, and obviously who wore it to court. So yeah we get to spend a lot of time with the objects and that's one of the most lovely parts I think.
[bookmark: _heading=h.bl0klop80cmv]Charlotte Gamper  [00:05:27]
So also we're a team of eleven conservators and it was really a huge team effort getting all of these objects ready for display. This was by far the biggest exhibition we have ever put on. The most time-consuming part of our job for the exhibition really is to adapt every single mannequin that comes into the studio and make sure that it perfectly fits and supports each piece of costume.
For this, we need to work very closely with our incredibly knowledgeable creators to ensure everything looks right and perfect with the correct profile, shape and posture. As the curators spoke in the last episode, it's also really important to ensure people are represented accurately. Often the off-the-shelf mannequins don't really represent the diversity of real people.
We worked with the curators to research and select the most appropriate mannequins available, also working with the manufacturer of the mannequin as well where something wasn't quite right as much as possible, and also to represent the pose the curator were seeking to recreate. For this we used photographs for the contemporary pieces and historical portraits and paintings for the historic pieces. So for example of a dress being worn on a red carpet because we really wanted to recreate the authenticity of that moment when the objects went on display at Kensington.
[bookmark: _heading=h.w1oopkpjfe4y]Claudia Strange [00:06:56]
So you've worked with the manufacturers to get the mannequin in the right pose and then when putting the dress on the mannequin, the dress has to be in that pose as well, right?
[bookmark: _heading=h.75v439q3z1xr]Charlotte Gamper  [00:07:07]
Yeah exactly yeah. 
Claudia Strange [00:07:09] 
So is that quite complicated? 
Charlotte Gamper  [00:07:011] 
It can be but depending on the pose it sort of has, can have quite big implications. 
Claudia Strange [00:07:15] 
There are quite some quite dramatic poses, aren't there? [The conservators agree.]
[bookmark: _heading=h.8yfidzkvnjku]Beatrice Farmer [00:07:19]
One of the trickiest ones I think was Alice's mannequin for Phoebe Waller-Bridge. Yes, and yeah, so it was very tricky to get her on the chair. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.9urv64m893ek]Claudia Strange [00:07:27]
How do you make the dress, how do you protect the dress? 
[bookmark: _heading=h.adci3yk6iaab]Beatrice Farmer [00:07:33]
So she made special pads to go in there, yeah, and it's sort of raised up a little bit so that it's not completely resting on the dress.
[bookmark: _heading=h.vutpnvbqr6ab]Claudia Strange [00:07:45]
Yeah, because that's the other thing, if it's, I mean, obviously contemporary dress has to be looked after in the same way, but when it's really, like, delicate silk- 
Beatrice Farmer [00:07:54] 
Yeah, it’s very delicate, yeah. 
Claudia Strange [00:07:58] 
And you're having to fit them around sort of mannequins that are in funny positions, [laughs] that must be quite a weird thing.
[bookmark: _heading=h.gegan3g5octj]Beatrice Farmer [00:08:03]
To do, definitely, and it takes a lot of us to even get the dresses on, on the mannequins.
[bookmark: _heading=h.k4fin6rt9nz3]Claudia Strange [00:08:10]
You can't do it on your own, really. Especially the wide mantua ones. How do you put them on? How do you put them in on? Do you like, over the head? Or…   
Beatrice Farmer [00:08:17] 
Yeah, varies. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.hczmy5fbszcn]Charlotte Gamper  [00:08:18]
It varies from costume to costume. Some, yeah, some will go over the head, some –a bit like, you know, when you're putting on a dress yourself at home, sometimes you can put it over your head, sometimes you have to put it on through your legs. So obviously we need to be very careful with the objects like you mentioned. 
So often it will involve four or five of us actually [laughs] to sort of carefully place it on the mannequin. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.hxpofs5ttqnq]Claudia Strange [00:08:59]
I've got this vision of you all sort of [she makes a worried sound] carefully like putting it on and doing it up at the back.
[bookmark: _heading=h.6k88oca8lrrt]Charlotte Gamper  [00:09:03]
It's quite amusing actually if you came in you'd see a pair of legs sort of [laughs] moving in towards the dress, it's quite a funny sight!
[bookmark: _heading=h.4iwxo5oljg8b]Claudia Strange [00:09:00]
So what was the most exciting thing that you worked on?
[bookmark: _heading=h.7fuhszq1q1hf]Beatrice Farmer [00:09:02]
There were so many incredible pieces in this exhibition. The curators really selected so many beautiful things. But I think the most exciting thing I worked on was Anna Wintour's dress.
To work with a dress owned by the queen of fashion is quite something. This dress was designed by Oscar de la Renta and worn to the 2021 Met Gala. So I was really pleased with how the dress was looking on the mannequin, but the curators were quite concerned that she had bare feet and bare toes.
So I kind of came up with this idea to just make a front of a shoe, so that it kind of visually suggested a shoe without kind of pretending to be the real shoe and I had some glimpses of the shoe she wore in photos and then I also researched the style of shoe she often wears, which is specially designed for her by Manolo Blahnik.
So I had to do this quite at the last minute before the exhibition opened, it was one of the last things I had to work on, so I got Charlotte to help me and we kind of worked together and she really came to my rescue and kind of improved the design and hopefully they're not too eye-catching and just kind of visually infill.
[bookmark: _heading=h.b4rs1ymigxr8]Claudia Strange [00:10:09]
You've done quite a lot of clever things throughout the exhibition, I've noticed. For example, loads of the historic dress have got ruffles around the shoulders or around the cuffs that are clearly not part of the historical dress, but that is, I don't know whether they're there to protect them? Can you talk us through what the decision was around that?Because they're also really pretty as well, they look really nice.
[bookmark: _heading=h.yddvrx2hil7x]Charlotte Gamper  [00:10:32]
Yeah they do look really nice yeah so that was really that was a curator um decision to um- because these historic dresses would have been worn with items- you know sort of shirts and things underneath, um so it was kind of a way of accurately representing that kind of look but also not trying to give the impression that it was an authentic original part of the object. So It was too kind of, I guess it's that differentiation between the historic and our impression of the original style. So it was really the curator’s decision, Polly.
She wanted to have these quite dramatic colour differences as well, so that it really stood out and that was really her vision. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.3hu9rbibihwq]Claudia Strange [00:11:23]
They're really beautiful. There's like a few magentas I noticed and they really contrast with the historic dress quite beautifully.
[bookmark: _heading=h.ihcmioz9lhlo]Charlotte Gamper  [00:11:29]
Yeah, there were quite a lot of discussions of ‘this colour or this colour?’ in the studio and so that was a really interesting thing to be part of.
[bookmark: _heading=h.g4os2ftmtc71]Beatrice Farmer [00:11:38]
But then also with the silver tissue dress because it was such a beautiful and very rare example of historic dress that they kind of wanted to create the chemise that would have been worn under that so they specially dyed linen to just the right colour of sort of off kind of cream, grey and sort of used that to like hand stitch gathers around the neckline to just infill that chemise.
[bookmark: _heading=h.jadr1u1yt1ir]Claudia Strange [00:12:07]
It's incredible just the amount of detail that has gone into making all of this stuff for display that you can't even see. [The curators agree] I think I noticed things like that because obviously I work here, but I think for our visitors just to understand the amount of work that's gone into it from all of the team of textile conservators here, just massive. [They chuckle] Are there any other sort of exciting stories that you want to share?
[bookmark: _heading=h.890hba7y8wj1]Kirstin Ingram [00:12:34]
[Kirsten has a Scottish accent.]
I've worked on so many different things and I find it amazing how diverse the objects have been in this exhibition and two things that I worked on which I felt were really special and a really good comparison of each other was the Jonathan Van Ness Christian Serrano dress and the Jessie Buckley Schiaparelli suit because The Jonathan Van Ness dress is typically a feminine silhouette and the Jesse Buckley suit is a masculine silhouette so it was a really nice challenge for me to create their sort of androgynous styles on the opposite mannequins really.
[bookmark: _heading=h.o7dvw4ic0rc1]Claudia Strange [00:13:22]
So the Jonathan Van Ness one, is that the one where it's a black dress and it has this beautiful turquoise bow at the back?
[bookmark: _heading=h.slatbw9n3z3y]Kirstin Ingram [00:13:32]
Yes, that one.
[bookmark: _heading=h.hral1vca9b72]Claudia Strange [00:13:35]
I can imagine that that must have been quite difficult preparing that one for display because it's quite structured, isn't it?
[bookmark: _heading=h.lk65p73isl9x]Kirstin Ingram [00:13:41]
It had some internal boning, it was very shaped to his body, and... but still had that obvious dress shape, so having to make his mannequin be able to hold up a strapless dress. And also show his very long legs and have that bow on display, there is a lot of different things to think about when supporting the dress on the mannequin. 
Claudia Strange [00:14:11] 
Lots of padding. 
Kirstin Ingram [00:14:12] 
Lots of padding, yeah.
[bookmark: _heading=h.aj7x01jv7wz5]Claudia Strange [00:14:14]
So you guys normally work with historic textiles. So when working with contemporary dress, did you find that there was a certain amount of freedom or did you take the same approach that you would always take to looking after these pieces?
[bookmark: _heading=h.ycphyjjkn922]Charlotte Gamper [00:14:28]
I suppose it's always the same approach with conservation. You sort of treat objects as historically important.
But the contemporary pieces, of course, because they're the age of them generally, are in a much better condition, which means they're usually more robust. So I suppose they are, they can be slightly easier to work with often.
[bookmark: _heading=h.8hy1y7bryq32]Beatrice Farmer [00:14:53]
I think in a lot of ways because they were so, you know, such elaborate outfits that there was just as many challenges in a way yeah.
[bookmark: _heading=h.qllx3ikc1q1e]Kirstin Ingram [00:15:03]
And many of them aren't actually made to last so they can appear structurally sound but when you pick them up parts of them can just be falling off because they're made for that one runway show or that one event, not to be worn over and over again.
[bookmark: _heading=h.vw69cg6tikgx]Claudia Strange [00:15:26]
Especially when they're big pieces as well, like we have some really massive pieces.
[bookmark: _heading=h.t7knj2gpluyo]Kirstin Ingram [00:15:29]
Yeah, the Giambattista Valley dress was particularly challenging because it was very large but also it was really fragile, so as soon as you touched areas they were coming away from the dress, um so it needed about six people to get it onto the mannequin [‘wow!’] because it's so fragile and large.
[bookmark: _heading=h.tsbkv8kk8pqy]Claudia Strange [00:15:58]
I imagine that you really had to share with each other and work together to be really creative with all the solutions that you had to come up with here.
[bookmark: _heading=h.btrm6nj4qa7f]Kirstin Ingram [00:16:09]
Yeah teamwork was definitely a massive part of this exhibition, although we had our own objects that we were working on, we helped each other a lot. I had lots of help with the Giambattista Valley dress, I helped Bea with the Billie Eilish one and there was, I think almost everybody had a part in the Billie Porter Sun God [chuckles] because he was a big challenge that Rosie undertook and he looks amazing.
[bookmark: _heading=h.cv0wwoce02cu]Claudia Strange [00:16:39]
When did the objects start coming in? Because I mentioned at the beginning that the first time I came into the conservation studio was when objects were arriving and I think the object that I saw was Lizzo's dress, Lizzo beautiful black silk moire dress. But that wasn't that long ago, that was, I think that must have been sort of... February time?
[bookmark: _heading=h.fy71a5guxpf]Beatrice Farmer [00:17:02]
Yeah I think it came in about February and then it was yeah so I think with this exhibition we had quite a few of the historical objects coming in earlier which required a bit more intensive say conservation or, you know, a bit of thought with the mounts, with making invisible mounts, whereas a lot of the contemporary pieces were arriving much later. So yeah from about sort September October, it was all hands on deck, everyone working on them and right up until we had one thing arriving just a week before [‘wow!’] and that was the last mannequin that was done.
[bookmark: _heading=h.ld2qhx30v1ti]Claudia Strange [00:17:41]
And wow, what a display it's turned into. I think everyone's gonna be so excited to see it. Hopefully we've whet the appetite of our listeners. We'll see. 
So I have a final question for you all. What's your biggest takeaway from the exhibition?
Obviously you said that this is the biggest exhibition you've ever worked on. The most, most pieces you've every worked on, you must have some takeaways that you, that you're gonna take with you to the next exhibition and the next pieces that you are working on.
[bookmark: _heading=h.qiwnxnjinv5n]Beatrice Farmer [00:18:10]
So I think it was really important for us to get the display of the costumes right so that people were represented correctly and celebrating the diversity that is at the heart of this exhibition, and it's definitely added to the pressure knowing that the original wearers, designers and owners might critique our display. But when me and my colleague Rosie were working on Lizzo's dresses we spent a lot of our free time watching her videos and she's so inspirational, um with her messages about body positivity. And also I got to work on Billie Eilish's mannequin and her confidence in her own body and unique style is um... so many of the people represented in this exhibition, is really something that we took away from it. So as Rosie said, it was really important to have Lizzo as her sort of living inspiration and she put a lot of love into that mannequin.
[bookmark: _heading=h.dkwkeiaygk55]Claudia Strange [00:19:06]
I love that term, ‘living inspiration.’
[bookmark: _heading=h.calzlbpxrjzr]Beatrice Farmer [00:19:09]
[Laughs.] That's her quote, yeah. So I think as conservators we often fixate on the small details and kind of just think about what we didn't quite get right, what we kind of would have liked to improve and so I think like say on Anna Wintour's shoes, like if I'd covered them in jersey first then there wouldn't be a slight puckering around the bottom and I’ll always think about that but I think...
You know what Lizzo has is so much confidence and maybe we should just try and take some of that confidence for ourselves!
[bookmark: _heading=h.8thccl4wtam8]Claudia Strange [00:19:40]
I think so.
[bookmark: _heading=h.gz8sxqne01if]Kirstin Ingram [00:19:40]
Well I was just going to agree with what Bea was saying and say how noticeable it is that the mannequins that we get in have a very sort of, uniform silhouette that isn't real at all, and it's a big challenge to represent, as Beatrice was saying, the real living person from these, kind of stock images of what a person should look like, not ‘should’ look like, but yeah from the mannequins that we have available to us. 
I think that not just from this exhibition but just from being a conservator in general that you have to always be prepared for the unexpected and also just have a lot of creativity and use some unexpected materials [chuckles] when making mannequins just to get the shape and support that you need. You never know what you're going to end up working with or doing.
[bookmark: _heading=h.pr5hf79a2sc0]Claudia Strange [00:20:53]
It's quite exciting. No day's the same.
[Theme music fades in. It is gentle and melodic.]
[bookmark: _heading=h.cx9uox9oo174]Kirstin Ingram [00:20:55]
Exactly.
[bookmark: _heading=h.797ad06axnnt]Claudia Strange [00:20:56]
And I think that's about all we have time for today, unfortunately. Thank you so much for letting me join you in the Conservation Studio today. It really has been an absolute treat for me.
[Theme music builds. It is gentle and melodic.] 
That concludes our series celebrating fashion history and the opening of our exhibition, ‘Crown To Couture.’ We've popped a link to tickets in our show notes. If you want to visit, the exhibition is open until the 29th of October, so you have plenty of time.
If you like listening to this podcast, don't forget to subscribe, share, and review so we can spread the word. And as ever, until next time, thanks for joining us, loyal listeners!
[Theme music fades out. End of Episode.] 
