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Introduction

The exhibition “Shipwreck’ which travelled throughout Australia and the
Netherlands during 1988-1989 included many small objects from the
Western Australian Museum. These had been recovered by the Maritime
Archaeology Department from the wrecks of V.O.C. Dutch ships — Batavia,
Zeewijk and Vergulde Draeck and subsequently had undergone conservation
treatment. Included in the selection of objects were glass bottles, brass
candlesticks, ceramic jugs and cups, wooden bowls, silver and pewter plates.
All these objects, being extremely fragile, required a safe, practical system of
support and packaging to ‘survive’ their journey to six exhibition venues over
a period of 18 months. In designing the support-and-package system the
objectives were:

(1) to constructasupport form that would cover a maximum surface area of
the object and avoid stress on any fragile points;

(2) to use a material both solid enough to absorb travel shocks and soft
enough to avoid any damage to the object surface;

(3) to design a simple support-and-package system, with an easy-to-follow
unpacking/repacking procedure; and

(4) to construct packages that would withstand repeated handling at each
exhibition venue.

Materials and Design

Acid-free “‘fome-cor” board (polystyrene layer between two sheets of thin
card) was chosen as a suitable material for building the support-form. It was
cut to follow the surface contours of the object and completely fill the space
between object and outer box. Once assembled, the support-form was
separated into top and bottom halves, around the least fragile area of the
object. The two halves were aligned by interlocking corners and held together

by velcro tape. The support-form was placed inside a rigid cardboard box, the
outer package.
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Construction Procedure

The objects concerned have a cylindrical or circular shape and are
symmetrical. This is reflected in the following procedure which describes the
construction of the support-forms and packaging.

(1) Measure, mark centres and cut enough squares of “fome-cor” board to
fill rigid outer box (leaving space for two side sections).

(2) Place a few uncut square layers of board under the object. Begin at the
base of the object. Measure the outer diameter with calipers and transfer
this measurement to the first layer of board, cut and place first board
around object base.

(3) Measure outer diameter of object above the first board and transfer to
second layer. Cut and place second board around object (photo 1).

(4) Continue measuring and fitting layers of board noting any asymmetrical
protrusions, till the top of the object is reached (photo 2). Place a few
uncut layers of board above object, to completely fill box.

(5) Separate the supporting form into top and bottom sections, where the
object is less fragile and glue the layers of each section respectively (with
PVA or other suitable adhesive).

(6) Form interlocking corner sections. Cut-out triangles (about three layers
of board) from two opposite corners of the bottom section and glue
these to corresponding positions on top section (photo 3).

(7) Place brown gummed paper over edges and corner triangles on the top
and bottom sections. Mark the interlocking triangles in two colours
(gummed paper) for correct placement of the two sections and secure
with ‘velcro’ fasteners (photos 4 and 5).

(8) Cut “fome-cor” board sheets for two side sections, to a height lower
than supporting form (this allows for the supporting form to be held
firmly when being lifted out of the box). Glue sheets together and into
sides of box (photo 6).

(9) Place an explanatory diagram inside the box lid, also attach any special
instructions and identity labels for the object to the box (photo 7).

(10) To pack objects, wrap each in minimum amount of acid-free tissue and
stand inside bottom section of supporting form, noting any marks to
align handles or other asymmetrical parts. Lower top section over object,
fit together interlocking corner sections and attach ‘velcro’ fasteners.
Place the supporting form as one unit inside the rigid outer box.

30



Specific Cases

The packaging of each object needs to be considered individually. Most of the
objects were stable in an upright position, resting on their base, such as the
bottle in figure 1. The least fragile area is in the wider base area, so the
supporting form is divided horizontally into top and bottom sections at this
point. Some objects with protruding handles, such as the cup in figure 2
require the orientation of the handle to be clearly shown on top and bottom
sections and for the interlocking corners to be correctly matched (figure 3).
The silver plate (figure 4) with an extremely fragile rim, needs support from
both bottom and top sections to hold the base firmly and so allow extra space
to be left around the rim. The candlestick (figure 5) which had been broken
and restored above the wax reservoir needs support along its full length. Each
“fome-cor”’ layer, once fitted to the object is divided into two halves, so the
supporting form separates along the central axis of the object. One half
(bottom section) is fixed to the rigid outer box and only the top section is
removed to unpack/pack the object.

Conclusion

The “Shipwreck” travelling exhibition commenced in Perth and upon its
closure in March, 1988, the objects were packed by the conservators of the
W.A. Museum and forwarded onto the next exhibition venue. We were
satisfied that the supports and packaging had been designed and constructed
to fully accomplish our objectives. There has been no damage to the fragile
items that were packed using the above system.
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