International Journal of Applied Home Science REVIEW ARTICLE
Volume 2 (7&8), July & August (2015) : 247-252 ISSN : 2394-1413 (Print)
Received : 13.07.2015; Revised : 24.07.2015; Accepted : 28.07.2015

Cleaning of textile artifacts in museums

DIVYA SINGHAL* AND SIMMI BHAGAT
Department of Fabric and Apparel Science, Lady Irwin College,
University of Delhi, Delhi, India
(Email: singhal.divyal6@gmail.com)

ABSTRACT

Indian traditional textiles have been a source of awe and amazement for people across the globe since
ancient times. The masterpieces produced by the artisans have a story to tell about the history, the culture
and the technique which was present years ago. Some examples of such exquisite masterpieces have
survived over the years and are present in many museums in India as well as other countries. Museums
have an important role of conserving such masterpieces for future generations to see and appreciate.
Conservation is of two types- Preventive and Curative. Cleaning of textile artifacts is curative conservation
and aims at prolonging the life of an object. The present paper gives an overview of various cleaning
methods that are being followed in museums for cleaning of textiles.
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INTRODUCTION

The history of art is incomplete without the mention of textile artifacts which have been a source
of awe and amazement for the present generation. Although the collection of art pieces in museums
range from different categories like wood, metal, stone, paper, jewel, ivory, etc. but textiles constitute
a different class altogether. They form an important section in most of the museums worldwide. It is a
known fact that textiles being organic in nature undergo deterioration with time. The factors which
lead to damage of textiles are ageing, light, micro-organisms, air pollution, temperature, humidity,
soiling, staining and insects. Apart from these factors, some inherent properties of textiles also lead to
weakening of the fibre structure. The types of dyes, finishes and embellishments applied on a textile
while manufacturing may lead to its consecutive deterioration with time. For instance, use of metal
wires which undergo corrosion with time is a major reason for damage to historic textiles. Another
major reason which results in loss of valuable art pieces is improper handling, maintenance and
storage of textiles in some museums.

Museums are responsible for the proper care and upkeep of the scanty evidences from the past
civilizations which are left with us. The various functions of a museum comprise of documentation of
the various artifacts in the collection, exhibition of these artifacts in order to educate the present
generation about the glorious past. Another important function of a museum is conservation of the
artifacts. Conservation refers to an operation which is aimed at prolonging the life of an object and
preventing its deterioration for shorter or longer durations. There are two types of conservation
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practices followed in the museums: PreventiveConservation, which aims at delaying the deterioration
action by providing a favorable experiment for every object and CurativeConservation, which refers
to the action(s) taken to treat the defects that are already present in the object in order to prevent it
from further damage.

Cleaning : To do or notto do :

In case of museum textiles, the conservation processes carried out have to be in certain limitations.
Agnes Geijer in her paper “Preservation of Textile Objects” has grouped the conservation processes
for textiles into five headings:

— Parts should not be unnecessarily removed since historical evidence may therefore be
destroyed.

— Cleaning. Careful washing with pure water should be the main method. If the object is very
dirty a synthetic non-alkaline detergent may be used, provided that it does not contain any bleaching
or fluorescent material. In few cases dry cleaning or solvent cleaning may be necessary.

— Strengthening by chemical impregnation. In this case, one might face problems of loss of
flexibility, elasticity and appearance. Also, strong chemicals are used for removing the impregnant
which might be harmful for the artifact.

— Fixing to a foundation material. It is important to carry out any sewing or gluing process with
skilled hands.

— Restoration. Any attempt to complete an old artifact must not adversely affect its original
qualities.

The main aim of conservation treatment is not only to improve appearance of the object but also
to prolong its life. Therefore, the most important criterion for the success of any conservation treatment
is that it should be able to remove all harmful inclusions from the objects, as well as it should be able
to arrest any further degradation (Agrawal, 1980).

Cleaning of historical textiles is a field which is under constant research and development.
Cleaning is an irreversible process and comes under the category of curative conservation. One
cannot put back something that has been brushed or dissolved away. Decision about cleaning an
artifact is not easy and many issues are to be addressed before proceeding further. In general, dirt and
soil present on an artifact mars the appearance of the textiles. Also it has been proved through
scientific researches that dirt present on fabrics hastens the decay from acidity and grit can cut
through weakened fibers. But in some cases, the soiling present on the artifact might be the evidence
to an important event. In such cases the decision about carrying out cleaning is difficult and is taken
into consideration after consulting all the stakeholders. The cleaning of historic textiles always involves
some form of compromise; between the preservation of evidence and enhancement of the long term
preservation of the constituent materials of the textile; and between effective soil removal and damage
that can be caused by a cleaning process (Balazsy et al., 1998).

Mary M. Brooks and Dinah Eastop in their paper “Matter Out of Place: Paradigms for Analyzing
Textile Cleaning” have described four different hypotheses which are considered before cleaning a
historic textile. They are:

— The Domestic Paradigm which states that textiles should be cleaned as a dirty textile is not
culturally and socially accepted. Although the conservation cleaning techniques are very much
different from domestic washing techniques but many times assumptions about the moral value of
cleanliness may influence conservation decisions. Brooks and Eastop have argued in their paper that
a clean textile represents hygienic purity in some cultures. The domestic paradigm is dominant among
the textile conservators and it implies that the textiles may undergo cleaning for reasons other than
their long-term preservation.

— The Relic Paradigm: The Sacred and Heroic- This paradigm emphasizes on the fact that some
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stains present on an artifact, for instance bloodstains, are an evidence of the past events which have
affected the history in a big way. These stains function as both memory and evidence. For example,
the bloodstained and ‘unclean’ garments of the Danish King Christian IV from a battle against Sweden
in 1644, are a suggestion of his injury, bravery and survival. Whereas, the bloodstained textiles
associated with Charles I of England function as a relics of his beheading by order of Parliament.
These kind of stains have been called as “holy dirt” which has become part of the history of the
artifact and, as such, must not be removed. This paradigm has become significant in textile conservation
practice and decisions about cleaning an artifact are affected by it.

— The Art-Historical Paradigm focuses on recovering the form of a textile and/or its aesthetics
and hence establishing its stains within the art-historical canon. In other words, some historians
believe that cleaning and restoring an artifact to its previous glory might be more important than
preserving the stains as evidence. One example of this approach is the removal of tarry deposits from
the uniform, which was made of red velvet, worn by a page boy at the coronation of George I'V. The
cleaned garment was a representation of the splendor of the royal coronation. This paradigm is
gaining importance in textile conservation as it is aimed at preserving the artist’s intent.

— The Evidential Paradigm underlines the fact that the context of a particular stain should be
considered before taking a decision to retain or remove it. If an artifact has to be displayed in an
exhibition signifying the history of art and design then it needs to be cleaned, whereas, if the same
piece is to be displayed in an exhibition dedicated to social history or ethnography then the soiling
might be considered as evidence and thus not removed. Some stains give valuable information about
the specific use of an artifact and are considered very important. This paradigm recognizes that soiling
may be of profound significance and that deciding to remove it will be influenced by the institutional,
legal and philosophical context. The evidential paradigm acts as a decision-making tool highlighting
the fact that appearance is not all that matters.

The conservators and all other stakeholders have a very big responsibility to take a decision
about cleaning of a historic textile. All the above mentioned paradigms have to be kept in mind while
coming to any conclusion. The possible risks of carrying out cleaning or leaving the stains on a fabric
have to be assessed.

Types of cleaning methods :

Once a decision has been taken to clean an artifact, there are various methods which can be used
for this purpose. The textile conservator has to decide the best possible method for a specific piece
depending on its structure, condition, ornamentation, extent of soiling and damage. It is important for
a conservator not to aim for 100% cleanliness and try to improve the condition of the artifact even
tough partially. The options available with a conservator are: Surface cleaning, Wet Cleaning, Dry or
Solvent Cleaning.

Surface cleaning :

Surface cleaning, as the name suggests, involves removal of dirt, dust, grit and other foreign
substances from the face of a textile. Only mechanical means are used for this purpose and a wide
range of tools are used including brushes, eraser, tape, etc. The choice of the tool is dependent upon
the nature of the textile and surface to be cleaned. Sometimes surface cleaning acts as the preliminary
step before carrying out any further cleaning processes. Also many times the conservator might only
do surface cleaning for an artifact depending on the condition and the desired result.

Wet cleaning :
Wet cleaning involves use of water as a medium for cleaning textiles. Water has many advantages
which make it the best medium for cleaning of historic textiles. Textile conservators add different
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additives in water which aid in better cleaning of the textile. These may be surface-active agents,
sequestering agents, dirt-carrying agents and also some enzymes. The type and amount of these
agents added in the washing solution is again dependent upon the type and condition of the textile to
be washed and also on the kind of dirt present on it.

Agnes Timar-Balazsy and Dinah Eastop have listed some advantages and disadvantages of
using water for cleaning of historic textiles.

Advantages:

— Water is the most popular solvent known; it dissolves many types of polar soil of both
inorganic and organic origin.

— Water dissolves most of the yellow and acidic deterioration products of natural fibres, thus
contributing not only to aesthetic improvement of the textile but also its preservation.

— Water acts as a ‘plasticizer’ for the polymers of fibres, thereby improving the flexibility and
softness of textile.

— Water eliminates creases and wrinkles of textiles by relaxing strains in fibres, yarns and
fabrics.

— In the ‘plasticized’ state, reorientation of the yarns and fibres is easier and so the original
texture and dimensions of the textile may be ‘recovered’.

— Water is readily available and cheap.

— Water is not a health and safety hazard.

Disadvantages:

— Dyes may ‘bleed’ and colours may change.

— Fibres in poor condition may undergo further deterioration during wet cleaning. The removal
of excessive amounts of deterioration products may result in too much weight loss from the fibres and
so cause disintegration of the textile.

— Wet cleaning may cause changes to the surface of the fabric, e.g., dissolving chemical
finishes or disrupting mechanical finishes. Felting may occur in woollen textiles. Velvets and plushes
may become distorted.

— Water can have a considerable effect on paddings, furs and feathers, e.g., shrinkage, swelling
and deformation.

— Water may dissolve very degraded or water-sensitive fibres as well as the fine animal
membranes of some metallic threads.

— The thin layer of gilding present on some metallic threads may be removed during wet
cleaning, e.g., by mechanical action or swelling of the core thread.

— Dimensional changes to textiles may result from swelling and shrinkage of fibres in water.

— Wrinkling and other deformations of the textiles may occur when the fibres are in their
‘plasticized’ state.

— Significant folds or creases may be reduced or removed, as a result of the elastic state of the
fibre polymer in water.

— Mechanical damage may result from the increased weight of yarns and fibres caused by the
absorbed water and the agitation sometimes necessary during wet cleaning.

Solvent or dry cleaning :

Solvent cleaning refers to the cleaning method which uses organic solvents to remove soiling
from the historic textiles. This type of cleaning is commercially called dry cleaning. There are various
organic solvents which help in dissolution or swelling up of dirt thereby facilitating its removal from
the textile. Solvent cleaning is beneficial when the soiling present on the artifact is soluble only in
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organic solvents. Soils which are fatty, greasy or oily in nature can be effectively removed using this
method. Solvent cleaning is also advisable when there is a danger of colour bleeding or colour change
due to wet cleaning. If wet cleaning is feared to result in further deterioration of a textile then this
method is undertaken. For artifacts made up of velvets or embossed surfaces solvent cleaning is
preferred as water might be harmful for such structures. If the artifact is a composite piece containing
different types of materials which might react differently to water, solvent cleaning is the option.

Although solvent cleaning has many applications in cleaning of historic textiles but it has some
disadvantages also. The organic solvents cannot dissolve the polar deterioration products of fibers
as they do not contain water. Thus the yellow and brown discolouration is not effectively removed
and ‘whiteness’ cannot be obtained. Solvent cleaning does not reduce the creases or wrinkles of the
textile. Many times synthetic adhesives get dissolved in organic solvents.

Some examples of the organic solvents used are petroleum ether, white spirit, benzene, toluene,
acetone, diethyl ether, turpentine, ethyl acetate, etc. one should be careful while using organic solvents
as they are toxic in nature and highly flammable. One should read, understand and conform to the
safety and health regulations before using organic solvents in textile conservation. Similar finding
was observed by Srivastava and Dave (2015).

Conclusion:

Cleaning of historic textiles is an evolving field with new developments being made presently.
The decision about cleaning of a historic textile is not an easy one as there are many risks involved
and many factors have to be kept in mind. Sometimes the soiling present on an artifact gives it the
value and makes it worthy of being an heirloom. In such cases removal of the soiling takes away its
essence and importance. But in order to conserve the artifact for longer time a conservator has to make
a difficult choice of leaving the stain and preserve it in best possible manner or to clean it for aiding in
long term preservation of the artifact. If a historic textile needs to be cleaned then the conservator has
many options available with him/her. One can undertake surface or mechanical cleaning of the textile
to remove surface dirt and give it a cleaner appearance. Wet cleaning is carried out if the artifact is
quite dirty. Water has many advantages which make it a universal solvent and also aids in improving
the condition of the textile. Solvent or dry cleaning using organic solvents is carried out in cases
where wet cleaning is not possible. Newer methods like laser cleaning for metallic threads have also
developed in recent years. The choice of cleaning method is affected by the type of fiber, structure of
the fabric, condition of the fabric and amount and type of soiling present. Whatever type of cleaning
is carried out, one should take care while drying of the textile and give it due importance. Once the
cleaning is carried out, the artifact should be either prepared for storage or display as required.
Cleaning is an irreversible process and it should be done with utmost care. It is an aid to conservation
as cleaning removes the harmful substances which result in further deterioration of the artifact. After
cleaning, preventive conservation of the artifact is very important as it aims at long term preservation.
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