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CSI Hand-outs: Condition Assessing: Objects

The following images indicate types of warning signs to look 
out for when examining objects. (most examples chosen 
from observations taken from pilot project surveys) 
Preventative conservation measures may be taken to slow 
down degradation processes, but remedial treatments and 
continued monitoring may be necessary in many cases. 
Please contact your nearest conservator if any questions.

Metals
Iron - ‘Weeping’ 
Orange liquid spots on the surface of iron 
indicates active corrosion is developing.

Chemical stabilisation and/or 
preventative measures should be taken.
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Copper Alloy – Bronze Disease 
There are c.5 different mineral  products 
which appear like bronze disease - only 2 
are active corrosion, others are passive/
stable mineral deposits. Only chemical 
analysis can discern between them, but if 
loose powdery deposits are present, it is 
likely to need chemical stabilisation.
Dry humidities and archival storage/
display materials will help protect metals. 
Surface grime on metals also, may 
encourage corrosion.

White Metal (Silver, Pewter, etc) - 
Tarnish
Tarnish layers may be disfiguring and 
arise from atmospheric vapours within 
poor packaging or display systems. Using 
archival or tested materials for storage 
and display, plus keeping humidity levels 
low will help prevent. 

Approved coatings may be used in some 
cases, but it is advisable to remove and 
renew coatings at appropriate intervals. 
Long term maintenance must be 
considered.

Iron corrosion and spalling due to poor 
storage.  

Use and maintenance of desiccant 
systems is very important (see note on 
silica gel below).
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Old Silica Gel

Pink or green silica gel indicate that the 
environment at a high Relative Humidity 
and this is dangerous to metals, and must 
be regenerated by heating.  
Silica gel is a dust hazard and should be 
handled with masks and gloves and the 
pink/blue variety is also a health hazard 
and should be replaced with non-
indicating or the orange/green variety.

Organic Materials

Suspicious deposits on bird head

White fluffy deposits may be toxic/
harmful substances relating to taxidermic 
processes.  Wear protective clothing and 
consider having analysis done to identify 
toxic threat and advise on treatment.

Degraded resin dripping 

Sticky residues have been noted on 
preserved fish. Research is necessary to 
understand more about this.
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Dust & Drips

Surfaces on organic materials are 
especially susceptible to accumulated 
deposits. Their porous surfaces may be 
difficult to clean without driving dirt in, so 
good housekeeping regimes are 
advisable, as well as seeking help from a 
conservator when in doubt.

Wood – crumbled due to biological 
attack   

Be alert to any frass/droppings beneath 
organic objects. This is a sign of active 
infestations and the danger of weakness 
beneath the surface of an object.  
Isolate affected objects and seek advice. 
Instigate pest monitoring on a regular 
basis.

Leather – old leather can be very friable 
and is best to keep handling to a 
minimum. 

A conservator might apply a light 
consolidant, but the best course of action 
is to have leather items on a mount that 
supports them for any movement (eg. 
annual clean of display shelves). It would 
also be advisable to have a mount 
composed at least partly of organic 
material, as this will provide some 
buffering effect from fluctuations in 
humidity.
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Inorganic Materials

Flaky paint layers

Paint layers may become cracked and 
detached. This may be due to the 
decorative layer itself, or problems linked 
to salts in the substrate or fluctuations in 
humidity effecting the substrate.  
Consolidation/readhering flakes may 
secure the paint layer but causes should 
be considered for long term stability.
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Modern materials / Plastics & Rubber

Modern materials often suffer from 
inherent breakdown and little can be done 
apart from creating suitable mounts and/
or storage conditions. 
‘Doll disease’ - breakdown of plastic and/
or oozing out of plasticisers can be 
disfiguring and possibly hazardous to 
health. 
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