
installed.  There will be 

some further disruption in 

the week beginning 5th 

November as additional 

security measures are put 

in place.   

Staff will aim to keep  

disruption to a minimum 

but please bear with us 

while we work to ensure 

the safety of the collection. 

Life has been somewhat 

eventful at the Oriental  

Museum since Easter.   

On the night of 5th April, 

thieves broke into the  

museum and stole two  

Chinese artefacts from the 

Malcolm MacDonald  

Gallery.  Thanks to the  

superb efforts of Durham 

Police, both objects were  

recovered, undamaged, 

just over a week later (see 

picture, right).   

Until the investigation and 

trial are completed, the  

objects will remain in  

secure storage as Police 

evidence.  We hope to put 

them back on display once 

this process has been  

completed.   

In the meantime, Durham 

Police have worked with 

museum staff and the  

National Security Advisor 

for Museums to assess 

and improve security at the 

museum.   

This has led to some  

gallery closures over the 

summer as new high  

security cases have been 

Returned safe and sound  
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way in which the current 

refurbishment of the  

museum’s galleries has 

been undertaken.  Power-

hungry fluorescent and 

halogen lights have been 

replaced by lower energy 

LED lighting and staff have 

gone to great efforts to 

reuse and recycle where 

possible.    

The Oriental Museum has 

achieved a gold award in 

Visit England’s Green 

Tourism Business Scheme 

for excellence in  

environmental practice and 

promoting sustainable  

tourism.   

Award winners are  

scrutinized on over 150 

separate measures in 10 

different areas by qualified 

independent advisors  

before being given the 

award.  In 2010 the  

museum achieved a silver 

award but over the last two 

years staff have worked 

hard to move up to the 

gold standard.   

The museum was  

particularly praised for the 

  Going for Gold 



P a g e  2  

Conservator 
Bob Elsey at 
work on the 
mummy mask 
in the new 
conservation 
suite at Palace 
Green Library 

 A look behind the scenes  

Thanks to the Friends of 

the Oriental Museum, the 

Wolfson Gallery of  

Ancient Egypt now has a 

wonderful new addition.   

Since the gallery opened 

in July 2011 there has 

been a cardboard cut-out 

sitting on one shelf of the 

gallery.  Now the cut-out 

is gone and in its place is 

the real thing: a stunning 

Ptolemaic Period (332-

30BCE) gilded mummy 

mask.   

The mask was central to 

plans for the gallery but 

at some point in the past 

it had been badly  

damaged and was very 

fragile.  It needed expert 

conservation.   

Specialist Bob Elsey 

agreed to take on the job 

and the Friends agreed 

to meet the costs.  Now 

all we needed was  

somewhere for the  

delicate work to take 

place.  Fortunately, the 

redevelopment plans for 

the University’s Palace 

Green Library included a 

state of the art  

conservation laboratory.  

The new lab opened this 

summer and the mask 

was moved down for Bob 

to start work on.   

The pictures below show 

key stages in the  

conservation process.  

The work was completed 

just in time for the  

beginning of the new 

school year and the 

mask is now on display 

and being used to  

support school teaching 

about Ancient Egypt.  

Next time you are in the 

museum, make sure you 

pop into the gallery and 

take a look for yourself.  

Stage 1: detailed examination  

Cracks, flaking paint and other problems were  

carefully assessed and recorded.  It appears that at 

some point in the past the mask was squashed.   

Microscopic analysis of the paints and other materials 

was also carried out to ensure that none of the  

conservation methods planned would have an  

adverse effect on the mask.  

U p d a t i n g  t h e  O r i e n t a l  M u s e u m  

Stage 2: creating a 

frame  

A frame was created to 

hold the mask safely  

upside down and  

provide access to the 

inside.   

This was made with  

Plastazote, an inert,  

acid-free foam.   

Plastazote is easy to cut 

and glue and can be 

used to create shapes 

ideal for holding fragile 

objects.   

Stage 3: reshaping  

An ultrasonic humidifier 

was used to deliver a 

stream of vapour that 

was heated to exactly 

45°C.  This was  

precisely directed inside 

the mask and over time 

allowed Bob to slowly 

relax and reshape the 

distorted mask.  

Previous repairs had 

been made using some 

sort of linen tape.  This  

tape was removed as it 

was preventing the mask 

from relaxing into its  

correct shape.  



Seeing things from a different angle 
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During May this year one of 

the treasures of the  

Burmese collection was   

moved up in the world.   

The hardwood panels are 

thought to come from the 

balconies of a palace or  

temple.  As part of the  

redevelopment project they 

have been rehung on our 

own balcony in front of  

Marvels of China, allowing 

visitors to view the panels 

from a distance, as originally 

intended.   

This complex operation  

necessitated the closure and 

complete emptying of level 2 

of the museum.  Technicians 

Mel and Phil Smith then  

created a frame on the  

balcony wall for the panels to 

sit inside.   

Every member of museum 

staff was drafted in to help lift 

the largest of the panels over 

the balcony from Marvels of 

China down onto the  

scaffolding platform ready for 

fixing in place.   

The move revealed hidden 

information on the back of 

the panels that may help 

museum staff to trace their 

history.  It seems that they 

were moved to the UK by a 

Captain Hext of the Royal 

Navy.  Hext is known to have 

been in Burma in 1885  

during the Third Anglo-

Burmese War. This gives us 

a starting point for further  

research.  In the meantime, 

visitors can now really enjoy 

these amazing objects from 

a totally different perspective.  
Detail from the story 

of U-tain  

Why use Fish Glue? 

Fish glue has been 

used by artists and 

restorers since the 

time of the Ancient 

Egyptians.   

It was used in 

Medieval Europe to 

prepare parchment 

for writing on and as 

a binding medium for 

gilding on illuminated 

manuscripts.  

In Tang dynasty 

China, fish glue was 

used as a binding 

agent in paint and for 

high quality inks.  It 

has been used for 

centuries in Russia to 

consolidate flaking 

paint on icons.   

Today it is used by 

conservators because 

it is a strong, natural 

glue that will not harm 

fragile objects.  

Stage 4:  cleaning and consolidation 

Analysis had shown that all of the paints used on the surface of the mask are soluble in 

water.  Cleaning was therefore done without any water, using a soft bristled brush.   

The painted surfaces were consolidated (strengthened).  The repairs to the cracks and 

tears were made using handmade Japanese  

paper and fish glue on the inside of the mask.  

A specialist heated spatula was used to lay flat 

those portions of paint that were almost detached 

or with curling edges.   

Finally, any exposed portions of Japanese paper 

showing through the cracks from the outside were 

colour matched and toned with water colour.   

Stage 5: making a mount  

Once the conservation of the mask had been completed, 

Bob started work on a custom-built mount.  This carefully 

constructed Perspex mount will help to ensure that the 

delicate mask keeps its shape while it is on display.  Once 

this was completed the mask was ready for packing and 

transport back to the museum so that it could be installed 

in the gallery.  

Thanks to Bob Elsey (conservator), Liz Branigan (Head of 

Conservation at Palace Green Library), and the Friends of 

the Oriental Museum for making this project possible.  



Over the last two years many 

of the Museum’s Friends will 

have had the pleasure of 

meeting Xiaoxin Li, our  

Chinese Collections Assistant.  

Unfortunately, at the beginning 

of December Xiaoxin will be 

leaving us to return to China.   

Xiaoxin’s post was funded by 

the MLA Designation  

Development Fund as part of 

the project to redisplay the 

Chinese collections.  Xiaoxin 

has undertaken a huge 

amount of research into the 

collections, adding enormously 

to our knowledge of the  

ceramics and the works on 

paper in particular.  She was 

heavily involved in the  

development of the marvellous 

new displays in the Malcolm 

MacDonald gallery, including 

writing all the bi-lingual labels.   

Her work has led to an article 

in the Chinese Museums  

Journal on university  

museums in the UK and she is 

also preparing an academic 

publication focusing on the 

Museum’s Chinese  

monochrome ceramics.  She 

will be greatly missed by staff 

and visitors and we wish her 

well in her career in China.  

Oriental Museum 
Elvet Hill 
Durham 
DH1 3TH 

Phone: 0191 334 5694 
Fax: 0191 334 5694 
E-mail: oriental.museum@durham.ac.uk 
Website: www.durham.ac.uk/oriental.museum 

The Oriental Museum is the only museum in the North 

of Britain devoted entirely to the art and archaeology 

of the Orient.  Our Chinese and Ancient Egyptian  

collections are among the finest to be found anywhere 

in Britain.  Other current displays include Japan, South 

East Asia, the Islamic World and material relating to 

Buddhism and Hinduism.   

 

The museum hosts regularly changing temporary 

exhibitions which offer visitors a chance to explore  

different aspects of Asian material culture, art and  

archaeology.  We run a lively programme of events 

including family activities during the school holidays 

and an annual series of lectures organized by the 

Friends of the Oriental Museum.  

Saying goodbye 

Malcolm MacDonald gallery 

January 2013 Re:collection closes to the  

public.  Electrical work, flooring and  

installation of new cases begins for Japan 

and Korea galleries 

May 2013 Building work for new gallery 

completed.  Japan gallery space used for 

summer exhibition 

June 2013 installation begins for Korea 

gallery 

October 2013 new Korea gallery opens 

November 2013 new Japan gallery opens 

2014 planning begins for new South and 

South East Asia gallery  

2015 planning begins for new Near and 

Middle East gallery  

 

Timeline for 
development  


