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CONSERVING TITANIC’S ARTIFACTS

It is important to remember that the artifacts on display in Titanic: The Artifact Exhibit were not recovered from the ocean floor looking polished and perfected. The original conservation program was sponsored and undertaken by Electricite de France (EDF) and talented conservators from LP3 Conservation in France. The process required countless hours caring for each artifact, removing bacteria, salt and incrustations, which had built up while the objects rested on the ocean floor.  By entering into a formal agreement, Eastern Michigan University and RMS Titanic, Inc. have formed a meaningful partnership in the conservation of the artifacts.  Eastern Michigan University, Michigan, also assisted in the conservation process of the Collection. RMS Titanic, Inc. now has a fully established secure storage and conservation facility for the Titanic Artifact Collection working with a highly qualified team of conservators.

Conservators follow a strict and careful process to remove rust and salt deposits from each recovered artifact. The conservation treatment begins immediately once the artifact is exposed to the air, and undergoes an immediate stabilization process, which includes the following procedures:

•
Once removed from the water, the artifact is cleaned with a soft brush and placed in a foam-lined tube of water. It then awaits arrival to the conservation laboratory.

•
At the lab the artifact is washed repeatedly in de-ionized water to leach out contaminating surface salts. Metal objects are placed in a desalination bath and undergo the first steps of electrolysis. A metal cage covers the object, connects to an electrical current, which removes the negative ions and salt from the artifact.

•
Conservationists have recently begun to use the electric currents to also remove salts from paper, leather and wood. These materials are treated with chemical agents and fungicides to remove rust and fungus from the artifact.

•
Artifacts made of wood and leather then begin to dry, and receive injections of polyethylene glycol (PEG- a water-soluble wax) to fill the capillaries in the artifact previously filled by the water and detritus.

•
Artifacts made of paper are first freeze-dried to remove all the water, then treated to protect against mold and subsequently conserved for exhibition.

•
All recovered artifacts are carefully maintained in an environment of controlled temperature and humidity and kept away from sunlight.
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