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NEWSLETTER 156 May 2019

A CONSERVATOR’S TOOLKIT
By Gabrielle Young

After almost a year volunteering for the Orbost & District Historical Society as

an object conservator, I would like to share my knowledge on conservation.

This Newsletter covers the contents of my conservation toolkit as well as the

purpose and use of each tool.

DOCUMENTATION:

First thing’s first: documentation tools. These

tools are used to document everything you

see or observe about an object. A notebook,

pencil, eraser, torch, tape measure,

magnifying glass and magnet, are used to

document the dimensions, materials and

details you observe. This will be helpful in

determining which steps to take when

treating an object.

ABOVE: A pencil, eraser,
torch, tape measure,
magnifying glass and
magnet are useful tools
for documentation.
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GLOVES:

Nitrile gloves help to protect both your hands and the object you’re handling.

Objects can contain hazardous materials, such as lead. They can have sharp

edges or pointy parts. Your skin also naturally produces oils. These oils can

damage an object by staining it or trapping moisture within the object. Nitrile

gloves protect your hands and any area of an object which you touch.

Compared to latex gloves, nitrile gloves offer greater puncture and chemical

resistance, mould better to your hands for a better fit and have no allergens.

These aspects make nitrile gloves perfect for handling objects. When a better

grip is needed, using your bare hands is acceptable providing that you know

that you cannot be harmed by the object, that the oils from your skin will not

damage the object and that you wash your hands thoroughly before and after

handling the object to wash away any particles that may be on your skin.

Nitrile gloves are available in supermarkets.

DRY CLEANING:

For dry cleaning an object, paintbrushes are perfect. They are used to brush

dust, dirt and all manner of unwanted material from the surface of an object.

Paintbrushes come in a variety of sizes, shapes and degrees of brittleness. A

wooden skewer or toothpick can be used to pick away at some areas, such as

at fly spots or loose corrosion, but you must be careful not to damage the

object.

LEFT: A selection of my
most useful
paintbrushes for dry
cleaning
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WET CLEANING:

When dirt is ingrained into the surface of an object, you will need to wet

clean it. For this, you will need cotton swabs. Making your own is easy;

simply pull a little cotton off a cotton ball then roll it around the end of a

wooden skewer. The cotton tips you can buy at the supermarket are made

with rigid, hard plastic which can scratch the surface of an object. Wood is

softer, you can control how much cotton is on the tip and, once you are done

with the cotton or you need to refresh it, you can pull it off the end and reuse

the skewer.

The swabs work best when wet. Distilled or de-ionized water works on the

majority of objects. Without impurities, these types of water have no

minerals which could harm your object. If your object is metal, it is best to

use 100% acetone to wet clean as it will draw out any moisture which could

cause corrosion. Distilled water is available in supermarkets and acetone is

available at hardware stores.

Before you wet clean, always test in a small, inconspicuous place to ensure

that the object and/or its coating will solubilise. If the surface of the object is

flaking away, it is best to not wet clean. For objects which are painted or have

a coating, there is a possibility that rubbing a swab on the surface will remove

the surface layer. Rolling the swab over the object with gentle pressure

reduces the possibility of this occurring.

RIGHT: A cotton swab
for wet cleaning
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ADHESIVES, GLUES

If an object is broken and needs to be

repaired, the best adhesive is Paraloid B-

72. This acrylic resin is conservation grade.

It has a high melting point, does not

yellow, is not sensitive to light or

moisture, dries as soon as the solvent has

evaporated and can be easily removed

using the same solvent you used to make

it, which is usually acetone. Making it

takes a few steps and some hours for the

beads to dissolve, but it is well worth it.

For textiles, Berger Ethylene Vinyl Acetate (BEVA) 371 is an excellent adhesive

product. Developed by Gustav Berger, BEVA 371 comes in the form of an

adhesive film. It is solvent free, can be cut to size, does not adhere to

anything before it is activated with either heat or solvents and can be

removed the same way. Paraloid B-72 beads and BEVA 371 film can be

purchased on the Conservation Resources website.

A CONSERVATOR:

Whilst being in possession of these tools and the knowledge of how to use

them is easy, the difficult part comes with knowing when to apply them to a

specific object, and to proceed carefully. This is the role of a conservator. A

conservator’s education and experience gives her/him the knowledge of what

is possible to preserve an object and the best steps to follow. Note that a

conservator’s role is to preserve, not to restore. A conservator recognises that

each object has its own history. The object may not be able to work any more

and it may not be as pretty as it once was, but an object has its own value by

showing its past.

ABOVE: Paraloid B-72 resin
beads


