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The Cleaning of Mural Paintings and
Painted Plasters

Paul M. Schwartzbaum

The effective cleaning of mural paintings can be an extremely demanding procedure.
It is not only the selection of an effective reagent but it must be applied in the correct
technique—that is, in a way that avoids to the maximum any damage either through
abrasion or chemical attack.
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Cleaning Procedures

Generally, all cleaning reagents are potentially dangerous in that original components
may be partially or wholly soluble in the reagent selected. Whenever possible, cleaning
should be undertaken through a protective layer of a long-fiber tissue paper of the
Japanese or wet strength type.

Consolidation and Cleaning

In every case, cleaning should precede any consolidation or application of a fixative,
mainly because the consolidant will fix the surface accumulation as well as the pigment
layer, and thus make the cleaning more difficult and in some cases impossible. The
organic resin enveloping the pigment layer is quite nonpolar and therefore tends to repel
and inhibit the aqueouse cleaning agent.

The Use of Compresses

When the ideal situation is encountered the compress is applied for the appropriate
period of time and when removed all the soiled surface accumulations can be absorbed
into the pulp.

Cleaning Agents

Water: One should clean with distilled water as a principal cleaning reagent in
most cases, and always use it as final rinse to remove the residues of other water-soluble
cleaning compounds.

Weak Basic Solutions: Many of the types of surface accumulations on mural pain-
tings or decorative plasters can be effectively and quickly swollen and removed in
solutions of mild alkaline salts such as carbonates or bicarbonates of ammonium or
sodium.

Solvents: For the effective cleaning, the criteria of high boiling point and therefore
less tendency to be absorbed into the plaster are preferred. The solvent, almost always,
must be applied in a compress and covered with a polyethylene sheet or aluminium foil
to decrease the speed of evaporation.

Alkalis and Acids: In general the use of alkalis and acids should be religiously
avoided in the cleaning of painted plasters. In the event that the use of acids is unavoi-
dable, only dilute concentrations of the weakest volatile organic acids should be employed
(e. g. formates and acetates) which are a potential cause of damage.

Abrasive and Dry Cleaning Methods

Some conservators today employ a special silicon based sponge, Wishod Sponge,
which was originally developed for cleaning tapestries. This sponge is very soft and has
little cohesion; therefore, as it is passed over the surface of a painted plaster the surface
of the sponge falls away.

Removal of Salts

Soluble salts: Many of the efforescences seen on the surface of painted plasters are
soluble. Two to four repetitions of the compress normally suffice for removal of the
efflorescences.

Insoluble salts: Very often, an insoluble layer of calcium carbonate recrystallizes on
the surface. Traditionally, such insoluble accumulations have been removed mechanically.
Prof. Paolo and Mrs. Laura Mora developed the AB 57 for the removal of calcium carbon-

ate incrustations., The ingredients can be made into a paste by adding carboxymethyl
cellulose or can be mixed with cellulose pulp and then left in contact with painting’s
surface for the necessary time,



