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CONDITION 

 

1.  The contents of the upper and lower cabinets were inspected, drawer by drawer, on 

27.07.16, prior to a planned cleaning trial. 

 

2. The drawers have been lined with paper, trimmed accurately to fit, and stuck on, 

presumably with a starch (wheat) paste, then painted, some with a green pigment, others 

with blue.  Adhesion is generally good with some minor peeling at the top edges. There 

is some puckering and lifting of paper at the front and back of a few drawers, most 

seriously: main cabinet, bottom right drawer (no letter).  

 

3.  The gem impressions were found to be in generally very good condition, with very 

little evidence of impact damage.  

 

Surface Marks 

D, 207. Stain on part of top of holder. The gem impression is unaffected. 

R, 985. Small black stain, possibly ink from point of pen, to chest area of the left figure. 

MM, 2115. Stain (rust coloured) on part of top of holder. The gem impression is 

unaffected. 

MM, 2152. Very thin, lateral black ink line across breast of figure. 

 

Surface Deposits  

The drawer surfaces and the surfaces of the contents of all the drawers (both cabinets) 

have been coated with smoke deposits, apparently from hearth fires and possibly also 

from the smoking of tobacco. All drawers appear to have been affected. The deposits 

appear to have settled on the surfaces but not to have impregnated, stained, or otherwise 

chemically interacted with the gem impressions.  

 



Loose impressions (i.e., where the glue bond at the base of the holders has been 

completely broken): 

AA, 1510. 

AAA, 3047. 

Bottom Left Drawer (no letter), 6 and 23. 

Inner box belonging to Bottom Centre Drawer (no letter), now kept in Base Drawer: 9–

11, 13–14, 17, 19–32, 34, 35–45, 47–53. 

 

Missing impressions 

AA, 1508. 

Bottom Left Drawer (no letter), 28. 

Inner box belonging to Bottom Centre Drawer (no letter), now kept in Base Drawer (no 

letter): 46. 

 

CLEANING TRIAL 

 

Introductory Note 

 

The gem impressions in three drawers of the upper cabinet (left side, first two from the 

top and the drawer currently on display in 5 Vicar’s Hill) were cleaned, as were the gem 

impressions in the centre bottom (no letter) drawer of the lower cabinet (four drawers in 

total).   

 

NB. Cleaning advice had been taken from: the Beazley Archive, Ashmolean Museum, 

Oxford; The Archaeological Institute, University of Göttingen; and Anderson Forensic 

Consultants, Sligo.  

 

The trial clean was undertaken by Prof. Tim Wilks, formerly course leader for 10 years 

of the RICS/ISVA/SOFAA-accredited Fine Arts Valuation and Antiques, History & 

Collecting degree courses at the former Southampton Institute, now Southampton Solent 

University, which taught  ‘hands-on’ condition & conservation classes within its own 

extensive Study Collection suite.  

 



 

 

Cleaning Report 

 

The gem impressions in all four drawers are of the Tassie “white” variety, i.e., vitreous 

enamel.  

 

The method of cleaning was to lift the dirt using cotton buds moistened with de-ionised 

water, patting dry very lightly with thin pads of dry cotton wool immediately afterwards. 

 

 Great care was taken not to dampen the surrounding holders, which are made of coiled 

card with gilt, braided tops, and are therefore absorbent.  It is, moreover, assumed that 

the coils are held together using the same type of glue by which the holders are fixed to 

the drawer bases. This is animal-based, probably rabbit skin, and is therefore soluble. (A 

conclusive solubility trial on a detached fragment of hardened glue was undertaken by 

conservator Sean Madden).  Göttingen confirmed our thinking that it is important to 

ensure that the holders are kept completely dry.   

 

Great care was also taken not to exert any downward pressure on the impressions, as 

these are quite shallow and are glued into the upper part of their holders. 

 

The University of Göttingen has achieved success on similar white Tassie impressions 

(though, being fixed to the exterior of a cabinet, theirs had become more seriously 

discoloured and damaged than the Armagh examples) using Industrial Methylated Spirit 

(IMS) and, alternatively, Ethanol.  On their Tassie sulphur impressions, meanwhile, 

Göttingen has achieved good results using de-ionised water. In the Armagh trial, de-

ionised water alone proved sufficient to clean the white Tassie impressions.   

 

The results of the cleaning were highly successful. To the eye, the gem impressions have 

been transformed from mottled grey to white, and the finest detail, previously obscured, 

can now be seen. Whereas Göttingen’s gems remained somewhat greyed after cleaning 

due to surface penetration, the Armagh impressions appear to have been restored 

virtually to their original state.  A few examples retain the odd, minute black pinprick, 



noticeable under magnification, though these may be impurities dating from the time of 

making. 

 

Next Steps 

 

The recommendation is to proceed by the same method to clean all the remaining 

drawers of the upper cabinet (the white set), in order to achieve one entirely cleaned set 

before proceeding to the coloured collections, which are believed to be of the ‘sulphur’ 

variety and may, therefore, require a slightly different method.  

 

N.B. It would make little sense to clean the impressions but not the insides of the 

drawers. Indeed, the logical order is to clean the drawers first, as dislodged material 

could be transferred onto the impressions during that process.  

 

The procedure for cleaning the insides of the drawers (not the contents) should be to: 

 

1. Vacuum-clean* all loose particles from bottoms and sides.  

2. Brush surfaces lightly. 

3. Vacuum-clean again. 

4. Go over the drawer surfaces with Smoke Sponges (vulcanised natural rubber) 

and/or GroomStick to pick up impurities. (Smoke sponges have a tendency to 

‘shed’ but GroomStick does not). 

5. Vacuum-clean again.  

 

* A low-suction, micro vacuum cleaner of the type used for computer keyboards may be 

sufficient. Alternatively, and for more effect, micro accessories are obtainable that attach 

to mains-powered vacuum cleaners. 

 

         TW. 01/08/2016. 

 


