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The key objective of the project!*! is to research
the history of conservation in the second half
of the 20 century. Originating in the arts and
craftsmanship, it experienced intensive professi-
onalization in these years. Implicit knowledge
assumed an important position and was passed
on either verbally or through practice while sci-
entific dissemination of results and new tech-
niques remained an afterthought. Thus, many
crucial parts of the history and scientific deve-
lopment are not readily available. They remain
intangibly locked away in the memories of the
experts who shaped the field. With every loss of
such an expert our understanding of the sub-
ject suffers, too. To solve this problem, we per-
form, for the first time in Austria, a systematic
survey to record the history in a neutral manner.
Since artworks and cultural heritage are always
the product of their biography, the preserved
knowledge and our increased understanding
thereof will be instrumental to future measures.
We investigate the development of the discipli-
ne and the profession in Austria in the second
half of the 20t century and put it into a historical
context. During this time, fundamental changes
in conservation took place: the establishment
of international organisations, the institutiona-
lisation and specialisation of education and the
development of many new methods and mate-
rials. These changes also transformed the public
perception and self-understanding of conserva-
tors.

We focus on two very diverse sub-areas—
wall paintings and paper conservation. This focus
was set in order to reflect the growing diversifi-
cation in conservation during this period, which
also shaped conservation practice. At the same
time however, the comparison allows to observe
and incorporate general developments and
trends. The project is the first phase of a con-
tinuous effort to collect and analyse interviews
with conservators from different sub-areas, to
preserve knowledge for posterity. The findings
can be further consolidated in the future and the
history of conservation in Austria continued to
be written. The Audiovisual Archive!?! as a coo-
peration partner will store the interviews for fu-
ture research as well.

The research design is based on a mixed-
-methods design |°| used in social sciences. More
specifically, it is a sequential mixed-methods de-
sign: the focus of the first qualitative phase is

conducting interviews with conservators. The
choice of the interview partners is based on
their specialisation, age, location (we try to co-
ver all relevant regions of Austria), institutional
affiliations (libraries, archives, art collections,
private practice, educational institutions), edu-
cation (we found that there is an abundance
of ways how people became conservators) and
last but not least availability and willingness to
contribute.

The interview format we are using is the
so-called Problem centred expert interview!*l. By
design it is very open, the structure is mainly de-
fined by the narrator. At first, a so-called "sto-
ry-telling entry question” is usually followed by
a long narration. The interviewers try not to in-
terfere, especially during this first phase of the
interview. After that, questions can be asked.
Either immanent questions, which have popped
up during the narration or exmanent questions
about topics which may not have been menti-
oned yet. The interview guideline, prepared be-
fore the interview, is a very helpful tool. It con-
sists of four main topics with related questions
and is adapted for every interview partner. This
list is not meant to be strictly adhered to but
rather be used as a blueprint. Statistical data
that may help with the analysis can be collec-
ted afterwards if not mentioned during the in-
terview.

The interviews are being recorded either
as an audio or video file and transcribed with
a software called f4/°!. The interview partners
have the opportunity to read the transcript,
make corrections or annotations and withdraw
passages they are not comfortable with. This is
usually followed by a meeting where unanswe-
red questions and uncertainties can be addre-
ssed. In social sciences this step is called commu-
nicative validation

For the examination of the interviews we
perform qualitative content analysis, according
to Phillip Mayring. |”! This step is facilitated by
the use of ATLAS.ti, a software commonly used
in social sciences.

The results from these interviews are the
basis for the second quantitative phase: a quan-
titatively-oriented questionnaire survey will be
conducted later on. The aim is to reach as many
protagonists as possible who were active within
the time frame (1950-2000) and specialisati-
ons of interest (paper and wall paintings con-
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servation). Topics of interest include, but are
not limited to education, career stages, availa-
bility/use of literature, methods and materials
and activities within the community.

Methodically, the combination of qualita-
tive and quantitative approaches tries to com-
pensate the weaknesses of the one by the stren-
gths of the other method and vice versa.

Memories are not very reliable. Therefore it
is crucial to verify statements —if possible- with
the help of literature, archival documents, acci-
dental sources like diaries and journals, recipe
books, documentations, annual reports from
institutions, records of all kind but also sta-
tements by other contemporary witnesses. In
general, the method of triangulation "l is em-
ployed throughout the entire research process.

Last but not least some ethical aspects
need to be addressed: in the field of sociology
absolute anonymity must be guaranteed to the
interview partners. In our case this is not po-
ssible due to the small field of protagonists.
Nevertheless, we try to respect two important
principles: the principle of non-damage and the
principle of informed consent. This means
that our interview partners know the aim of the
project and what we intend to do with the in-
formation they provide. As mentioned before,
they get the opportunity to delete passages
from the interview. This is unusual in the field of
social sciences but unavoidable in our case given
the fact that full anonymity cannot be guaran-
teed. At the same time, we try to transform the
collected information into generalised state-
ments to protect personal rights, which is a cen-
tral objective to us. After all, this project is not
only meant to unveil the early days of conserva-
tion in Austria but also to honour the pioneers
of our profession.
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