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Project Summary

Ceramic vessels from the collections of Tuzigoot NM(TUZI) and Montezuma Castle NM(MOCA) in storage at the Intermountain Museum Services Program facility (WACC) and at TUZI, were examined during Collection Condition Surveys (CCS) in 2000 and 2003.  A total of 163 ceramic objects and one sandstone comal were identified as requiring conservation treatment due to the presence of damaging soluble salts, failing old repairs, and structural instabilities.  

Funding to conduct this project was obtained through the Fee Demonstration Program at TUZI.  The treatment of the 97 objects was conducted by conservators and supervised conservation assistants and interns.  It began in 2005 and was completed in 2007.  Many of the larger pots required a substantial number of hours over and above those estimated to complete treatment.  This was off-set by the determination that 67 of the ceramics were NAGPRA unidentified funerary items and were not treated.

Project Methodology

The conservation project began with photo documentation of the ceramics. Digital photographs were taken of several views of each object before treatment.  Duplicate copies of the digital files were made for the files of each applicable park.  ‘Before Treatment’ examination reports and treatment proposals for each object were entered into a Filemaker Pro database.  A simplified reporting form was created specifically for the ceramics, as similar condition problems and treatment approaches could be expected.  Treatment proposals were approved by Intermountain Region Museum Services Program lead, Tef Rodeffer, curator Bow O’Barr, or registrar Kim Beckwith.

Treatments

The conservation treatments designed for this collection of ceramics involved steps to remedy three major forms of deterioration.  Damaging soluble salts, failing old repairs, and structural instabilities were addressed.  Individual treatment reports explain the steps taken to treat each type of deterioration for specific objects.  Treatments were performed by conservators Margaret Kipling and Brynn Bender, assistants Audrey Harrison, Maria Lee and Angie Brock, and interns Kimberleigh Collins-Peynaud and Alix Deymier.

Desalination treatment for the reduction of soluble salts was performed on two ceramics (MOCA 699 and TUZI 476).  The vessels were allowed to soak in deionized water.  The conductivity of the water was measured, and adjusted conductivity was calculated and graphed.  The water was changed when necessary until the adjusted conductivity graph leveled off, indicating dissolution of salts had halted.  Each vessel was immersed in water a total of 4-6 days.  These treatments successfully removed soluble salts, greatly reducing the potential for surface spalling in the future.

Structural instabilities that include blind cracks were successfully stabilized with adhesives.

Treatments for failing old repairs involved removing cellulose nitrate adhesives, fill material, wooden struts, and pressure sensitive tapes.  When possible, old adhesives were flushed out with appropriate solvents and new adhesives added along the joins through capillary action.  This treatment was performed when joins were tight and well-aligned, and when simultaneous access to both sides of the join was possible.  In these cases, original plaster fills were sometimes retained, when structurally beneficial, and merely reshaped to achieve an improved appearance.  

In many cases, the flushing technique was not possible, due to poor alignment in the old assembly, or for prohibitively large vessels.  These vessels were usually completely disassembled and the cellulose nitrate adhesive, fill materials and other non-original materials were removed with solvents and mechanical action.  Once the old repair materials were removed, a reassembly with improved alignment was usually possible.  When necessary, structural fills of stable materials were added.  All fills were in painted to visually integrate them with the original ceramic surfaces.

Many similar techniques were noted among the previous repairs.  Especially notable on larger Tuzigoot ceramic vessels, were small pieces of wood which had been applied across joins on the interior.  This was often in conjunction with pressure sensitive tapes, voluminous plaster fills and heavy application of cellulose nitrate adhesive.  In most cases, regardless of park, there was excessive amounts of adhesive along the surfaces of join edges.  

After treatment photographs and reports were compiled for all objects.  A copy of these documents and images are on-file in the WACC conservation lab.  Additional copies have been forwarded to the parks.

Storage Upgrades

All ceramic objects received an ethafoam mount for stability in transport, handling and storage.  These mounts are visually unsatisfying and are intended for storage only.  Display mounts could be created with cushioned Plexiglas rings, or the storage mounts could be modified by covering them with cotton muslin, which could be dyed to an appropriate color for exhibition.  If textiles are used, they should be tested to ensure they do not off-gas or transfer dyes onto the objects.

Remaining Issues

Ceramics treated for soluble salts should be checked every 3-5 years to ensure that they remain stable.  To monitor for salt damage the vessel surface and the surrounding area in storage or exhibition can be observed.  If there is powdery or flaking ceramic material on the shelf surrounding the object, or if the surface shows active powdering, flaking or efflorescence, it is likely that there are remaining soluble salts which are causing damage.  Any new damage should be documented with a written report and photographs, and conservation advice should be sought.

Ceramics treated for structural and adhesive problems will require examination on a 5-10 year cycle.  These treatments are expected to remain stable for many decades and so visual monitoring is required only to ascertain that other unrelated problems are not occurring.
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