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    Is the conservator  
  a —best kept— 
  secret agent of deterioration? 

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
Why risk? We are concerned about risk because it has the potential to bring about change in the things we value.  Why conservation treatment? Conservation treatments change physical things and in turn change associated intangible values too.If we know this to be true then we need, I think, to be more honest about the inherent uncertainty in many conservation treatments. The examples I give in this talk are of wall paintings, and I intend to take a philosophical look at their treatment.Is the conservator a —best kept— secret agent of deterioration?Conceptually speaking, the present day conservator is a double agentWorking on the one side to prevent physical change and on the other side to make  physical changeWhat is this agent holding?Is it a scalpel? Is it a brush? Is it a syringe? Is it a thermometer or perhaps a sling psychrometer? If it is a gun then the ammunition —the bullet—is glue. Is the agent about to remove something, add something or measure something?
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Can we be more honest about risk?   

“truth is that which makes a people certain,    
clear, and strong.” 
 
Martin Heidegger 
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Vorführender
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What can truth mean here?Truth in an ethical moral sense, relating to honestyTruth in a philosophical, logical or mathematical sense, in acknowledging through argument that the counterpart to truth is falsehoodThis is an important distinction, since I propose that we cannot find this sort of truth in what we call “Conservation Science”.  In “Conservation Science” we can find knowledge and hopefully very useful tools and explanatory models, but not truth in the sense meant here.Adrian Heritage



  

 
Wall Paintings:   irreversible treatment processes 
  
 Host building or structure 

 Conservation Treatment: A Risk Factor                           Adrian Heritage December 2014 

  
CLEANING   selective removal of material   
  

UNCOVERING   selective removal of material 
 
AQUEOUS TREATMENTS, e.g. poulticing  
 
FIXING  
 
CONSOLIDATION 
 
GROUTING 
 
DETACHMENT 

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
Let us consider some ostensibly irreversible treatment processes in wall painting conservation. We need to consider that wall paintings are information carrying porous objects often with complex stratigraphies. By the act of cleaning the conservator runs the risk of removing latent information. lost forever) Selective material is removed (but this can be both an additive & subtractive processesUNCOVERING   selective removal of materialAQUEOUS TREATMENTS, e.g. poulticing (salt reduction, consolidation, etc.)FIXING CONSOLIDATIONGROUTING  DETACHMENT  Which is still undertaken much too regularly by conservators



10 Agents of Deterioration  (Negative Risk)    

1.  Physical Forces 
2.  Thieves and Vandals 
3.  Fire 
4.  Water 
5.  Pests 
6.  Pollutants 
7.  Light, Ultraviolet and Infrared 
8.  Incorrect Temperature 
9.  Incorrect Relative Humidity  
10. Dissociation 
 
Stefan Michalski 1987: 1994 
Robert Waller 1994 

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
The so-called “10 agents of deterioration” are well-established, particularly within the museum-based conservation community, and as we have heard today they provide a useful tool for risk management set within a wider museum management strategy.  In the early 1990’s Stefan Michalski of the CCI published his ground-breaking wall chart with its “Nine Agents of Deterioration“, which he had developed and used a teaching tool in the late 1980’s. The nine agents were 1. Physical Forces (i. neglect, ii. catastrophe;  2. Criminals (i. thieves; ii. vandals); 3. Fire;  4. Water;  5. Pests;  6. Contaminants (Pollutants);  7. Radiation (i. Ultraviolet;  Light);  8. Incorrect Temperature (i. ; 9. Incorrect Relative HumidityRobert Waller had added a 10th agent “Dissociation” by 1994, which includes curatorial neglect.The chart was restricted to preventive conservation that is to say the identification, assessment and management of the nine risks is respect to “storage, “display” and “Transit”. These can involve remedial conservation, but the chart avoids naming physical interventions such as cleaning, fixing, structural treatments, filling, reintegration, coating, etc. So whilst it not correct to say that conservation treatments are entirely ignored in these models, they are not explicitly? It can be argued that the well-intended actions of conservators represent a high magnitude risk to cultural property.In practice this is recognised by all conservators, placing people as a major concern factorI quote:…we need to say more about the most destructive and pervasive threat to our collections—people. We ourselves, our staff, and our visitors—well intentioned and well behaved as most are—present a persistent danger to our collections. 



10 Agents of Deterioration  (Negative Risk?)    

1.  Physical Forces 
2.  Thieves and Vandals 
3.  Fire 
4.  Water 
5.  Pests 
6.  Pollutants 
7.  Light, Ultraviolet and Infrared 
8.  Incorrect Temperature 
9.  Incorrect Relative Humidity  
10. Dissociation 
 

 

Preventive approach 
 
"first, do no harm“ 
    [Primum non nocere] 
 

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
As a profession we strive to uphold the principle of beneficence that is to strive to do good. At the same time we acknowledge uncertainty in our ability to be able to predict longer-term treatment outcomes with precision.  First do no harm is a worthy aim in medicine and in conservation, but we know that we do perform treatments which can be deemed necessary and are complex in their interaction with the environment over time. Treatments have failed in the past and have on the contrary served to accelerate the rate of deterioration.  



Deterioration Agents    

Where is 
conservation treatment 

 in all of this? 

1.  Physical Forces 
2.  Thieves and Vandals 
3.  Fire 
4.  Water 
5.  Pests 
6.  Pollutants 
7.  Light, Ultraviolet and Infrared 
8.  Incorrect Temperature 
9.  Incorrect Relative Humidity  
10. Dissociation 

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
Understandably, most folk associate the concept of risk with potential for adverse change. Fewer will associate risk with opportunity and the chance of affecting positive change.  This is particularly so in the field of conservation where risk seems to be intrinsically bound together with the threat of damage and loss.Whilst I respect the intent and acknowledge the beneficial impact of the “10 agents of deterioration” in promoting preventive conservation management; I see some serious problems with the present model, which I will raise in this talk.The first is that “Deterioration” just seeks to identify negative risk – this does not reflect conservation practice as a whole. It is a fragmentary model.The second issue is that the term “Deterioration” does not adequately describe the model as it is presented. Some agents are deterioration agents some are damage; and how does Theft, for example relate to either of these?The third issue is where is conservation treatment in all of this?



Deterioration Agents    

Where is 
conservation treatment 

 in all of this? 

1.  Physical Forces 
2.  Thieves and Vandals 
3.  Fire 
4.  Water 
5.  Pests 
6.  Pollutants 
7.  Light, Ultraviolet and Infrared 
8.  Incorrect Temperature 
9.  Incorrect Relative Humidity  
10. Dissociation 

Preventive conservation 

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
The latest Studies in Conservation,  Vol. 59, No. 4, 2014: 210Jo Kirby’s exrellent paper environmental conditions for the safeguarding collections, she refers to Stephan Michalski’s 2009 publications: I quote…the risk of further mechanical damage from fluctuations smaller than this value is extremely low and, as long as future climate conditions do not exceed the range defined by past conditions, further mechanical damage is unlikely This assumes, however, that no interventive conservation treatment to the object has taken place…The paradox is that while minor risks in relative terms are highlighted other major risks might get overlooked or be ignored. Conservators have their opinions but the politics of their situation gets in the way.  The overarching conservatism of museum and other conservation organisations, with their traditions and their hierarchies and formal structures, can serve to depress open expression and restrict individual freedom of thought. 



10 Agents of Deterioration  (Negative & Positive Risk)  

  
1.  Physical Forces 
2.  Thieves and Vandals 
3.  Fire 
4.  Water 
5.  Pests 
6.  Pollutants 
7.  Light, Ultraviolet and Infrared 
8.  Incorrect Temperature 
9.  Incorrect Relative Humidity  
10. Dissociation 
 

 

Two roles for conservators: 
 
Preventive conservation 
 
Remedial conservation 
 
 
 
 

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
What is remarkable is that we do not use risk assessment and management systems in transparent way at least to attempt to rate the relative impact of different conservation treatments. Remedial treatments at the very least can involve Physical Forces, Water; Contaminants and DissociationThe conservator who treats the object brings both positive and negative risk.



  

“Deterioration” Agents 

Host building or structure 
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…five stages:  
 
1 avoid sources of the agent 
 
2 detect the agent 
 
3 block the agent 
 
4 respond to the agent 
 
5 recover from the agent 
 
Michalski 1990:589 
 

Preventive  

Remedial  

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
Michalski proposes five stages taken from Fire Prevention: 1 avoid sources of the agent2 detect the agent3 block the agent4 respond to the agent5 recover from the agentWe can see where remedial conservation fits in but we avoid, detect or block it?



Agent 11:  the potential for gain and or loss 

1.  Physical Forces 

2.  Thieves and Vandals 

3.  Fire 

4.  Water 

5.  Pests 

6.  Pollutants 

7.  Light, Ultraviolet and Infrared 

8.  Incorrect Temperature 

9.  Incorrect Relative Humidity  

10. Dissociation 
 

 

Detecting the 11th Agent 

CLEANING 
 

UNCOVERING 
 

AQUEOUS TREATMENTS 
 

FIXING  
 

CONSOLIDATION 
 

GROUTING 
 

DETACHMENT 

Vorführender
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Can we detect the 11th Agent?Amidst the gain and loss which treatment can bring?



Deterioration Agents  Role of conservator and treatment
  

1.  Physical Forces 

2.  Thieves and Vandals 

3.  Fire 

4.  Water 

5.  Pests 

6.  Pollutants 

7.  Light, Ultraviolet and Infrared 

8.  Incorrect Temperature 

9.  Incorrect Relative Humidity  

10. Dissociation 
 

 

              Conservator = 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
An agent who tries to do good! 
 
 

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
I am thinking here of An agent who tries to do good!A trained professionalI am thinking of subjectivity and of trends and fashions But I’m not thinking of intentional bad practice, but rather of ineptitude and ignorance



Deterioration Agents  Role of conservator and treatment
  

1.  Physical Forces 

2.  Thieves and Vandals 

3.  Fire 

4.  Water 

5.  Pests 

6.  Pollutants 

7.  Light, Ultraviolet and Infrared 

8.  Incorrect Temperature 

9.  Incorrect Relative Humidity  

10. Dissociation 
 

 

Treatment = Risk 

= Opportunity 

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
Treatment is a risk and an opportunity (Benefit)



  

NECESSARY RISK in treatment processes 

Host building or structure 

 Conservation Treatment: A Risk Factor                      Adrian Heritage December 2014 

 

Dualism: 
 
 
  Negative Risk 
 
  Positive Risk 
 
 
two necessary  aspects of the treatment process  
 
 
 

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
creative process	 ‘neutral operator’?Conservator as value-shaperand a valued Decision Maker!



  

Two necessary aspects of the treatment process 

Host building or structure 

 Conservation Treatment: A Risk Factor                      Adrian Heritage December 2014 

 

 
Negative  
For example: Irreversible information loss or 
treatment failure 
 
Positive   
For example: added value(s) like new or 
enhanced information (understanding), 
function, stabilisation  
  
 
 
 



                     Value Shaping Agents    

The agents  
are interrelated : 

complex interaction! 

1.  Physical Forces 
2.  Thieves and Vandals 
3.  Fire 
4.  Water 
5.  Pests 
6.  Pollutants 
7.  Light, Ultraviolet and Infrared 
8.  Incorrect Temperature 
9.  Incorrect Relative Humidity  
10. Dissociation 
11.Conservation  

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
My fourth problem with the “10 agents of deterioration” model is that the 11 agents interrelate together they need to be considered in terms of this complex interrelation.My fifth problem with the “10 agents of deterioration” model is that it is really a model showing interrelated Value Shaping Agents



  

Role of conservator and treatment 4 Aristotelian Causes 

 
1. material change (addition, subtraction, alteration) 
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Role of conservator and treatment 4 Aristotelian Causes 

 
1. material change (addition, subtraction, alteration) 

 
2. formal change   (aesthetic = appearance or shape) 
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Role of conservator and treatment 4 Aristotelian Causes 

 
1. material change (addition, subtraction, alteration) 

 
2. formal change   (aesthetic = appearance or shape) 

 
3. interacting agent of change  (conservator as carer, mender, maker,) 
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Role of conservator and treatment 4 Aristotelian Causes 

 
1. material change (addition, subtraction, alteration) 

 
2. formal change   (aesthetic = appearance or shape) 

 
3. interacting agent of change  (conservator as carer, mender, maker,) 

 
4. use or purpose  (function, legibility, display, storage, transport) 
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2. formal change   (aesthetic = appearance or shape) 
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… a work of art has something to say and seeks to share its 
truth in dialogue 
 
Hans-Georg Gadamer 
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Feller 1994: “LIFETIMES” of objects and added materials 

Host building or structure what should be the limit of acceptable lifetime and acceptable decline in 
properties for conservation-quality materials to be used in long-term contact with 
artifacts? The subject remains to be addressed.   
 
Feller 1994:11 Accelerated aging : photochemical and thermal aspects 
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Feller 1994: “LIFETIMES” of objects and added materials 

.... what should be the limit of acceptable lifetime and acceptable 
decline in properties for conservation-quality materials to be used in 
long-term contact with artifacts? The subject remains to be 
addressed.   
 
 

Feller 1994:11 Accelerated aging : photochemical and thermal aspects 
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Needed: 

1. Change thinking away from isolated Deterioration Agents to 
interrelated Value-Shaping Agents 
 

2. Explicit acknowledgement of risks posed by treatments and 
integration of dual roles (preventive – remedial) within risk 
management 
 

3. Consider risk ratings for generic treatments (risk benefit) 
 

4. More evidence–based research into treatment outcomes 
 

5. New and better scientific/humanistic tools to help our 
decision-making 
 

6. Recognition of creativity in conservation = decision making  
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Getting closer to the truth: conservator = value-shaper  

"Beauty is truth, truth beauty,"  

– that is all Ye know on earth,  

and all ye need to know. 

 

John Keats (1819), Ode on a Grecian Urn 

Value-shaper  



 
 
 

The most thought-provoking thing  
in our thought-provoking time  
is that we are still not thinking.  

 

Martin Heidegger 
 
 
 
 

Was heisst Denken? (1951–1952) 
Das Bedenklichste in unserer bedenklichen Zeit ist, dass wir noch nicht denken.  
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