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Landmarks of Democracy 

View of the main facade and plaza of the 
Supreme Court Building, Supreme Court of 
the United States (Photograph by Theodor 
Horydczak) 

Harry A. Butowsky 

During the summer of 1787, 55 
delegates from the young United 
States of America met in the State 
House of Philadelphia, the same 
building in which some of them 
had approved the Declaration of 
Independence 11 years before. 
Their inspired labors through four 
months of debate behind closed 
doors produced the U.S. Constitu­
tion, a document calculated " . . .to 
form a more perfect Union, establish 
Justice, insure domestic Tran­
quility, provide for the common 
defence, promote the general 
Welfare, and secure the Blessings of 
Liberty to ourselves and our 
Pos te r i ty . . . . " As the delegates left 
Philadelphia and the ratification 
process began, one delegate asked 
that future generations not consider 
it error-proof. Trench Cox, an early 
supporter of the Constitution wrote, 
"There is no spirit of arrogance in 
the new federal Constitution. When 
experience has taught us its 
mistakes, the people whom it 
preserves, absolutes all powerful, 
can reform and amend them." 

In the 200 years since 1787, the 
U.S. Constitution has proved the 
most successful blueprint tor popular 
sovereignty in human history. 
During these years, the United 
States has evolved from a small 
agricultural Nation of some five 
million people situated on the fringe 
of the Western World to an 
industrial giant of more than 240 
million people that is the center of 
the Western World. In these years, 
the Constitution has changed and 
evolved to meet new demands and 
conditions never foreseen by early 
supporters like Trench Cox. The 
National Historic Landmarks 
associated with these changes 
represent the preserved heritage of 
all Americans and form the basis for 
the recently completed U.S. 
Constitution National Historic 
Landmark Theme Study. 

(See related story, page 10) 

"The U.S. Constitution National Historic 
Landmark Theme Study" is available for 
purchase from GPO for $5.50. Stock 
Number: 024-005-01017-3. 

Conservation of Objects in the NPS 
John Demer 

" H i s t o r y ' s hosp i t a l " is h o w one 
journalist described Harpers Ferry 
Center . He was referring to the 
Conservat ion Division w h e r e con­
servators stabilize and restore 
m u s e u m objects. The Conservat ion 
Division performs three functions 
critical to park m u s e u m exhibits: 
object t rea tment , object moun t ing , 
and safe t ransport of objects to and 
from parks . Object t rea tment is the 
function most familiar to staff in 
parks and regions; object m o u n t i n g 

and t ranspor t are silent pa r tne rs 
that war ran t more at tent ion. 

The division treats from 1,200 to 
1,500 objects a year. The objects 
range in size, complexity, and 
value from an ea r thenware plate 
u sed for decorat ion by Bess and 
Harry T r u m a n to a paint ing of an 
historic figure on exhibit at Inde­
pendence National Historical Park. 
Regardless of value or historical 
association, every object receives 
equal respect and care. Treatment 

(continued on page 2) 

Gregory S. Byrne 

It is es t imated that there are 
about 25 million objects and speci­
m e n s in the m u s e u m collections of 
the N P S . The Conservat ion Divi­
sion is a un ique facility in offering 
specialized conservat ion assistance, 
wi th qualified conservators treating 
archeological and e thnographic 
materials, fine arts and decorative 
art objects, and historic materials of 
wide-ranging composi t ion. 

(continued on page 2) 



Objects in the NPS (continued from page 1) 

John Demer 

priority is determined by the ex­
hibits program and from requests 
by regional directors and park 
superintendents. Regional directors 
review the program with the 
Manager of the Harpers Ferry 
Center, and priorities are estab­
lished and revised as needed. 

Recent examples of objects treated 
include a leather portmanteau used 
by George Washington, pottery 
from Chaco Canyon, one of five 
Lincoln drafts of the Gettysburg 
Address, painted doors of the 
iconostasis from the Russian 
Bishop's House in Sitka, 2,000 
year-old effigies from Effigy 
Mounds, a desk used by Eugene 
O'Neill, brass musical instruments 
from Gettysburg, and flags flown at 
Fort Sumter on April 12, 1862. 

Functions 

After objects have been selected 
for exhibit or for a furnished 
historic structure, registrar Gary 
Moreland arranges for their trans­
port to Harpers Ferry for examina­
tion, treatment, and mounting. In 
some years, the registrar processes 
over 8,000 objects. He is assisted by 
a full-time assistant registrar, Nancy 
Hatcher; a museum photographer, 
Mike Wiltshire; and museum 
records clerk Joyce Myers, who 
manages the conservation treatment 
records. 

Transport includes detailed pack­
ing lists, transfers of property, 
custom packing, arrangements for 
shipment, unloading at Harpers 
Ferry, cross-checking packing lists 
and transfers, accessioning, storing 
objects, and photography. These 
tasks are done before a conservator 
even sees an object for treatment. 

Treatment begins with a visual 
examination sometimes supple­
mented by microscopic or chemical 
analysis. Next, a conservator 
prepares a treatment proposal for 
discussion with the park staff 
member responsible for collections. 
On approval, which may be done 
by phone, the conservator follows 
the treatment proposal in stabilizing 
or restoring the object. 

Before the object is returned to 
the park, a custom mount may be 

designed and constructed by 
mountmaker Cliff Funkhouser or 
Paul Webb. The mount supports an 
object from the strain of exhibition. 
It also protects it from damage due 
to vibration or mishandling. Mount-
making takes extraordinary skill 
and thorough knowledge of a vari­
ety of materials. 

New Ideas 

The staff has come up with ex­
citing innovations. For years, three 
parks shared a sampler sewn by 
Mary Fitzhugh in the late 1700s. 
The division made a full scale color 
photograph of the sampler, which, 
when framed, is almost indistin­
guishable from the original. We can 
thus better preserve the original by 
storing it while we exhibit the 
framed photograph. We interpret 
the reproduction as a photograph, 
and we tell visitors why. 

Treatments are reversible and 
inert. The staff has used a 
photograph of furniture inlay to 
repair a damaged piece of furniture 
and a photo of a portion of musk-
rat skin to use in a damaged banjo 
head. To the naked eye, the photo­
graphs are hard to tell from the 
original materials with which they 
have been integrated, but a 
specialist can later remove them 
when better treatments are 
developed. 

Flags used to be machine stitched 
between layers of silk. In time, the 
stress of machine stitching tore 
original fibers. Today, thanks to 
research by textiles conservator 
Fonda Thomsen, the Service hand 
stitches Stabiltex, a synthetic fabric 
with qualities like silk, to support a 
flag. When warranted, the staff 
returns a flag in a special, nearly-
airtight case, ensuring a flag's long-
term preservation. 

Park and regional staff praise the 
division's work except in one 
area—the length of time needed for 
treatment. To speed up turnaround, 
we will work on the highest prior­
ity objects first, and we will also 
develop more term and indefinite 
quantity contracts. By these and 
other means, the division will meet 
a critical need in park exhibits. 

The author is Chief of the Conservation 
Division at the Harpers Ferry Center. 

Gregory S. Byrne 

Laboratories 

Each laboratory within the divi­
sion represents a subject matter 
specialty or a materials specialty. 
Bart Rogers, an objects conservator 
with a specialty interest in metals, 
is also an expert on weapons and 
mechanisms such as clocks. The 
ethnographic laboratory, headed by 
Toby Raphael, treats various objects 
which are composed of organic 
materials, especially leather or other 
skin products. Objects conservator 
Greg Bryne works with ceramics 
and glass and often treats decora­
tive arts objects such as gilded 
pieces or ivory. Excavated materials 
conservator Dan Riss devotes the 
majority of his object treatment 
time to archeological specimens 
while also working on the treat­
ment of outdoor bronze sculpture. 
Fonda Thomsen is the division's 
textiles conservator. Fonda has 
developed a specialty expertise in 
treating historic flags. Furniture and 
wooden objects are treated by Alan 
Levitan and Ron Sheetz. Charles 
Shepherd divides his time between 
performing conservation treatments 
on a variety of metallic artifacts in 
the metals laboratory, and prepar­
ing natural history specimens for 
exhibit. Tom Carter, the division's 
paintings conservator, treats the 
Service's fine and decorative art 
collections, including works which 
are both historically and aestheti­
cally valuable. 

Conservation as a profession con­
tinues its development by adding 
specialty areas based upon collec­
tion needs. Although the Conserva­
tion Division closely mirrors the 
nature of our national collections, it 
does not have conservator positions 
which address the treatment of 
photographic collections, or an ex­
hibit's conservator to work on the 
specific problems of objects on 
exhibition. 

Park Assistance 

The division makes every effort to 
provide conservation support to the 
NPS through professional involve­
ment in the exhibit process at the 
Harpers Ferry Center, and through 

(continued on page 3) 
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Gregory S. Byrne 
(continued from previous page) 

direct support to the parks as a 
service center function. The divi­
sion works closely with regional 
curators in coordinating direct con­
servation assistance to the parks, 
especially in treatment of objects. 

Although treatment assistance is 
most often requested, treatment of 
park collections is cost effective 
when it fits into an overall plan for 
the park's collection. Collection 
management planning usually calls 
for a collection condition survey. 
The Conservation Division can pro­
vide collection condition surveys; 
make assessment of treatment 
needs; and give recommendations 
for object storage, all as aspects of 
collection management planning. 

The conservation staff also 
facilitates contracting by reviewing 
contract specifications, reviewing 
treatment proposals, and occa­
sionally advising the parks on 
sources of treatment services. On-
site conservation training is another 
way of providing direct support to 
the parks. It is important for park 
personnel to be updated in house­
keeping and preservation mainte­
nance procedures for their collec­
tion. The division is especially 
interested in assisting parks with 
short "how-to" courses for newly 
installed exhibits. Finally, the divi­
sion serves to channel professional 
conservation information into Ser­

vice museum programs in the 
rapidly changing conservation field 
through a centralized clearinghouse. 

Coordinator Program 

Assistance in the museum exhibit 
planning, design, and production 
process has been organized into a 
conservation coordinator program. 
The coordinator (a conservator 
assigned to an exhibit project for its 
duration) serves as the evaluator of 
the exhibit plan from a preservation 
viewpoint. This usually includes a 
review of the fundamentals such as 
building orientation, fabrication, 
HVAC system, and lighting design. 
As the plan develops, the conser­
vator helps with case location and 
mounting and sometimes treatment 
of objects. When necessary, the 
treatment of objects follows as the 
exhibit is produced and is the result 
of both a report of examination and 
an approved treatment proposal for 
each object. The conservator's 
report often authenticates an ob­
ject's composition and this informa­
tion can have a major impact on its 
exhibit potential. Although a report 
of examination is standard practice 
in the treatment process, objects 
can and do come into the labora­
tory for no other purpose than 
examination. Once the treatment 
process is complete, the conservator 
often helps with the installation of 
sensitive objects in a new exhibit. 
Other division activities include the 

development of conservation infor­
mation for use at the Center, in the 
parks, for publication, or for use in 
conservation training courses. 

The Conservation Division has 
come a long way over the years. 
The division concentrates on both 
the preventive and interventive 
aspects of conservation. While the 
conservators are available to assist 
parks with object treatment (espe­
cially emergencies), the process for 
obtaining treatment services has 
become more systematic. Unlike the 
old days when artifacts came 
directly from a park to await treat­
ment, the need for treatment serv­
ices now filters through the office 
of the regional curator, and treat­
ment service to the parks has now 
become a part of regional priority-
setting. The conservation coordi­
nator program further ensures the 
health and safety of objects on ex­
hibit by having a conservator follow 
the project from inception to com­
pletion. We anticipate applying the 
mechanics of this successful pro­
gram to the rehabilitation of old 
museum exhibits. 

Plans are underway to relocate 
the Conservation Division in a new 
building. An improved conservation 
facility will enable the division to 
better pursue its collections care 
goal of implementing the broad 
spectrum of conservation activities 
to insure the preservation of our 
national heritage. 

The author is Chief Conservator, Conserva­
tion Division. 

Museum Collections Conservation: 
An NPS History 

Ralph Lewis 

When Congress established the 
National Park Service in 1916, one 
clear purpose was to conserve 
natural and historic objects in the 
parks. The need for active object 
conservation already existed. In his 
first annual report to the Secretary 
of the Interior, Director Mather 
asked for $1,000 to preserve the 
totem poles in Sitka National Mon­
ument. He also reported construc­

tion of over a mile of fence to deter 
visitors from adding to the historic 
inscriptions at El Morro National 
Monument. 

At that time virtually no one had 
given scientific study to the prob­
lems of object conservation. No one 
had studied the anatomy of totem 
poles in terms of diseases that 
afflict them, for example. The NPS 
curators, like curators everywhere, 
had to depend on empirical knowl­
edge borrowed from various trades 

and on sheer manual skills. Thus, 
the money for Sitka went to the 
local custodian who chiseled out 
decayed wood, inserted pieces of 
new cedar, and gave the poles two 
good coats of paint. This treatment 
did not solve the problem, and 
after seven more years of similar 
treatment, the Service still had not 
succeeded in preserving the poles 
permanently. 

(continued on page 12) 
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Museum Technician Training 
Ed McManus 

Training has not always been 
recognized as necessary to collec­
tion maintenance in the National 
Park Service. At times the collec­
tion maintenance responsibility at 
a site is assigned as a collateral 
duty, and cultural resources often 
compete with natural resources for 
the same funding. For these and 
other reasons, the level of museum 
expertise which is found within the 
Service varies from park to park. 
Even those parks with important 
collections and professionally 
trained curators are sometimes defi­
cient when considering the daily 
hands-on activities of collection 
maintenance. 

The legislative foundation for the 
cultural resource maintenance func­
tion is in the Organic Act of 1916, 
and NPS-28 provides the guidelines 
necessary for accomplishing that 
function. How well this is done at 
each site depends on the sensitivity 
of park management to the resource. 
In certain instances, NPS collections 
seem static, consisting of historic 
structures and period furnishings. 
Usually there is not an active ac­
quisition program; curatorial 

research beyond the registration 
process is not necessary to park 
operations, and the house-keeping 
has traditionally been a mainte­
nance responsibility. In such in­
stances, other important aspects of 
collection maintenance such as en­
vironmental monitoring and proper 
museum storage are overlooked. 
Because the NPS collection is 
located in parks throughout the 
U.S. and its territories, its overall 
size and importance are not 
recognized when compared with 
other large museums and founda­
tions which are centrally located; 
therefore, funding and professional 
staffing needs can also be 
overlooked. 

Curriculum 

Former Regional Curator for the 
North Atlantic Region (NAR), Ed­
ward Kallop, was keenly aware of 
differing attitudes that existed 
within the NPS and the greater 
museum profession. While the 
Service did indeed recognize its 
responsibility to preserve and pro­
tect cultural resources, it did not 

necessarily consider itself to be in 
the museum business. One of Ed's 
many accomplishments before his 
retirement was the development of 
NAR's museum technician training 
curriculum. 

Until 1980, the existing NPS 
training program, Curatorial 
Methods, was devoted largely to 
NPS policy, regulations, forms, and 
procedures with some hands-on 
conservation treatment taught by 
conservators at the Harpers Ferry 
Center; and additional instructions 
for collections care could be found 
in Ralph Lewis' Manual for 
Museums. Ed Kallop envisioned a 
three-phase technical training pro­
gram which would correspond to 
GS-5, 7, and 9, and which would 
also complement, rather than dupli­
cate, the existing training program. 
The program would lead to certifi­
cation in a specific object or collec­
tion category. The first Phase I 
basic training course was conducted 
in 1981 at the Charlestown Navy 
Yard in Boston. During the ensuing 
years, course format and objectives 
changed in response to various 
needs and opportunities. To date, 
there have been four Phase I train­
ing sessions, two Phase II sessions, 
and one Phase III session. Phases II 
and III have not developed much 
beyond the initial concept. Phase I, 
however, has been very successful. 
It is a basic course which has ap­
plication outside as well as within 
the Service. 

During frequent visits to parks 
within the NAR, Ed Kallop would 
find situations which suggested 
that things were not quite right, 
such as light sensitive materials still 
on exhibit after many years; or con­
tract conservation procedures that 
permitted conservators and re­
storers to make major curatorial 
decisions on their own. Most 
frustrating were those few instances 
where objects had been sent away 
for major conservation treatment 
and reinstalled under the same envi­
ronmental conditions which caused 
the initial damage. In order to 
properly maintain the collections, it 

(continued on next page) 
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would be necessary to develop on-
site expertise at each park through­
out the Region. We now refer to 
this expertise as preventive conser­
vation, and it is usually the 
museum technician who admin­
isters it. 

Identifying the course material for 
Phase I was relatively easy. The 
fate of any collection is dependent 
upon its material composition and 
the environment in which it is ex­
hibited or stored. Conservators who 
were well versed in materials and 
environmental monitoring tech­
niques were selected as instructors. 
The course material is very techni­
cal and participants must master 
various concepts and the use of 
appropriate equipment. Training 
methods were given careful con­
sideration. There would be required 
reading assignments, tests, and a 
research paper. When the partici­
pants finished the 10-day course 
and returned to their parks, they 
would take with them a special 
sensitivity for the collection and the 
means to maintain it. 

Skills 

The technician is expected to 
know the relationship between rela­
tive humidity, absolute humidity, 
and temperature, and to monitor 
those conditions, as well as take 
corrective action. Visible and ultra­
violet light must be mastered in 
similar fashion. Conservators pro­
vide training in organic and in­
organic materials and how those 
materials respond to environmental 
factors. Because photography is 
important to both monitoring and 
cataloging, each participant is ex­
pected to learn basic use of a single 
lense reflex camera. The technician 
is also expected to know proper 
storage and exhibit techniques, and 
basic housekeeping. Most of the 
sites within the NAR are historic 
house museums and emphasis is 
naturally given to those kinds of 
collections. Phase I would be equally 
appropriate in other regions by 
stressing collection types and envi­
ronmental conditions unique to 
those regions. The principle text 
books are Museum Environment by 
Garry Thomson; Museum Collec­
tion Storage by Verner E. Johnson 
and Joanne C. Horgan; and Guide 

for Temporary Exhibitions by 
Lothar P. Witteborg. 

Parts of the NAR museum techni­
cian training curriculum have been 
incorporated into the Curatorial 
Methods course. Both courses have 
undergone several changes over the 
years. Unrealistic standards advis­
ing that collections be maintained 
between 45% and 55% relative 
humidity at 70° Fahrenheit have 
been abandoned. With few excep­
tions, such conditions are impossible 
to maintain either because historic 
structures provide a poor envelope 
or because of regional climatic dif­
ferences. Within the NPS, curators 
and conservators are beginning to 
recognize conditions as they really 
are. This new maturity is reflected 
in the training programs. We have 
also come to realize that the old 
training techniques left much to be 

desired. It is O.K. to get technical. 
Quizes not only challenge the par­
ticipant but also test the merit of 
the instructor and the training 
methods. Finally, the participants 
take away skills that enable them to 
accomplish things back at the park. 
The success of the cultural resource 
preservation program will be deter­
mined at the park level and by the 
day-to-day activities of the museum 
technician. It is becoming increas­
ingly clear throughout the Service 
that collection maintenance is an 
active, not passive, function; that 
there are certain skills and 
knowledges pertinent to that func­
tion; and that specialized training is 
necessary to execute that function. 

The author is Metals Conservator in the 
North Atlantic Regional Office. 
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Preserving Anthropological 
Collections 

Toby Raphael 

Anthropological collections play 
an integral role in telling the story 
of many national parks. Several 
parks were established specifically 
to interpret recent Native American 
culture and history; others are 
totally based on archeological evi­
dence and the study of excavated 
materials. The discipline of an­
thropology provides the theoretical 
framework for understanding arti­
facts which are, for the most part, 
manufactured by non-industrial 
societies. 

Categories 

The objects in anthropological col­
lections generally fall into two 
categories: ethnographic materials 
(collected from living ethnic groups) 
and archaeological material (col­
lected from excavation and surface 
finds). Together they constitute the 
material culture of a particular peo­
ple or time period. In the anthro­
pological perspective, each object is 
viewed as a tangible historical doc­
ument, a product of human neces­
sity and cultural tradition. The 
artifacts not only inform us about 
their makers, but also preserve 
(even if only in microscopic form) 
information regarding their manu­
facturing methods, function, use 
and value, and geographic location. 

The preservation of anthropo­
logical collections is of particular 
importance because, in the absence 
of written records, these materials 
are the main evidence we have for 
examining the structure and 
dynamics of past cultures. If we 
lose these collections, we lose the 
possibility of verifying our conclu­
sions, or restudying the evidence to 
come up with fresh hypotheses and 
explanations. Therefore, the NPS 
has identified these holdings as an 
irreplaceable cultural resource and 
has accepted the responsibility of 
permanently caring for and preserv­

ing these materials as part of its 
museum collections. 

Preservation of such diverse col­
lections, however, is not as easy as 
preserving other categories of 
museum objects. During the past 
50 years, advances in preservation 
technology have been primarily 
in the realm of the fine art mu­
seums. Only in the past 10 years or 
so have institutions with anthropo­
logical holdings been working more 
systematically toward upgrading 
their preservation techniques. The 
Service has attempted to keep up 
with this developing field through 
the efforts of its four conservators 
specializing in ethnographic or ar­
cheological artifacts—two at Harpers 
Ferry Center, one at the Western 
Archaeological and Conservation 
Center, and one in the North At­
lantic Region. The job of the 
conservation staff is to interpret the 
current trends and latest develop­
ments in the anthropological field 
for use by park and regional 
curatorial staff. 

Challenge 

Anthropological collections pre­
sent a challenge to both park 
curators and conservators. These 
objects are often fashioned from or 
contain materials close to their 
natural state, such as bird feathers, 
animal skin and fur, plant fiber, sea 
shells, and wood originally used 
green. Other objects are fabricated 
from materials that were processed 
in some way at the time of their 
manufacture, such as fired clay, 
spun wool, and chipped stone. 
These materials, however, deterio­
rate according to the "laws that 
govern all matter." Often, all we 
can do is create a benign environ­
ment in an effort to slow down the 
aging process. In addition, anthro­
pological collections have suffered 
greatly from sheer neglect because 
they had not been given the status 
of fine art collections. 

Anthropological artifacts present 
conservation problems that are 
somewhat different from those of 
art or even historical collections. 
Emphasis is not on the individual 
object but on large quantities of 
objects; artifacts are often fragmen­
tary, not whole. Collections are 
geared toward research rather than 
exhibition. Entire collections of arti­
facts may be subjected to laboratory 
technical analysis, so no change in 
their chemical composition or struc­
ture can be introduced by conser­
vation techniques that would in­
terfere with such analytical 
procedures. 

The preservation strategy most 
suited for these collections is one 
that is designed to preserve the 
largest number of objects possible, 
with the primary objective being to 
provide a protective environment. 
This is achieved through upgrading 
the collection's storage and display 
conditions by using uncrowded, 
dust-free shelving and specimen 
cabinets, stress-free mounting, and 
especially by creating a stable 
climate. When individualized labo­
ratory treatment is required, the 
goal is one of stabilization of the 
existing materials and retention of 
any ethnographic and archeological 
data. Often during laboratory treat­
ment, significant historical alteration 
and modifications are uncovered 
and documented. Restoration of an 
object's original features is not such 
a concern as it is within decorative 
art collections. 

Care 

The NPS has taken a first step in 
caring for its anthropological artifact 
collections. Considering the sensi­
tivity of the materials, the immense 
size of the Service's holdings and 
the relatively new and developing 
state of anthropological conserva­
tion, it will be some time before 
these collections can be considered 
safe and well protected. Curators 
and conservators throughout the 
Service have a difficult but extremely 
worthwhile task ahead of them. 

The author is Ethnological Materials 
Specialist in the Conservation Division. 
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Conservation of Furniture 
From Russia and Alaska 

Alan Levitan 
Conservators often get to examine 

artifacts more intimately during the 
course of treatment than does the 
public—or even curators in their 
normal work routine—and during 
treatment the secrets of these ob­
jects are revealed. Conservation 
laboratories like the facility at the 
Harpers Ferry Center provide 
analytical tools such as micro­
scopes, ultraviolet and infrared 
light sources, and x-ray equipment 
that help the conservator determine 
the object's condition and proper 
treatment, and in ferreting out 
curatorial information about the 
object. 

At the Furniture and Wooden 
Objects Laboratory we generally 
provide information concerning the 
kind of wood species, adhesive, 
finish, and techniques used in 
fabrication. We help date objects by 
identifying the type of hardware, 
nails and screws used in its con­
struction, and by the type of tool 
marks found on the wood surfaces. 

Two Cultures 

Over the past two years, the lab 
has devoted considerable time to 

Wall mirror. Break in glue line extends 
almost entirely across width of mirror 
below bottom rail. (Photo: Mike Wiltshire) 

the treatment of furnishings from 
the Russian Bishop's House in 
Sitka, Alaska. Working closely with 
the staff curators in the Historic 
Furnishings Division, we have un­
covered interesting information dur­
ing treatment. We examined and 
treated the collection as a whole, 
thereby comparing and relating in­
formation from one piece to the 
next. This was rewarding because 
little is known in this country about 
furniture produced in mid-19th-
century Russia or Russian-America. 

The furnishings treated in the lab 
were in the bishop's house be­
tween 1843 and 1853, when Bishop 
Innocent moved to Yakotsk. Some 
are personal furnishings while 
others are religious items from the 
private chapel built as part of the 
house. The objects fall into two 
broad style categories: sophisticated 
design and craftsmanship and 
much simpler, uneven craftsman­
ship. In 1849, about 35 pieces of 
furniture were purchased in St. 
Petersburg and shipped to Sitka to 
furnish the bishop's house. Ten of 
those pieces remained in the 
church's possession and were ulti­
mately brought to Harpers Ferry for 
treatment. The less sophisticated 
furnishings were made in Sitka of 
local woods. It is documented that 
the altar, lectern, bishop's throne 
and vestment cabinet were made in 
Sitka and put in place at the 
dedication of the house in 1843. 
There is an oral history that some 
of the furniture was actually made 
by Bishop Innocent himself. 

The Chairs 

Listed among the furniture pur­
chased in St. Petersburg were six 
mahogany armchairs, upholstered 
in velvet, and valued at ninety 
silver rubles for the set. Five of 
these original chairs, plus a 
reproduction made in 1901, came to 
the lab for treatment. The Empire-
style chairs have c-scroll arm sup­
ports, flared legs, and an uphol­
stered slip seat. At first glance the 
chairs appeared to be of typical 

(continued on page 8) 

From CCC Builders 
Ron Sheetz 

In 1933, Franklin D. Roosevelt 
asked Congress to appropriate 
funds for emergency conservation 
work, and the Civilian Conserva­
tion Corps was begun. Rather than 
establish a new Federal bureaucracy 
to administer the CCC, the Presi­
dent used the existing Departments 
of Interior, Agriculture, Labor and 
War, and named Robert Fechner to 
be Director of the CCC. 

Windsor chair produced by CCC employees 
at Colonial NHP 

Purpose 

The program's purpose was to 
provide employment and, at the 
same time, get much needed con­
servation work done in the national 
and state parks and forests. On 
April 17, 1933, in the Massanutten 
Mountains of the Shenandoah 
Valley of Virginia, 200 men camped 
in tents at what soon would be 
known as Camp Roosevelt, the first 
CCC camp. By the end of the 
CCC's 9-year existence, approx­
imately 3 million men were en­
rolled in over 4,000 camps located 
in every one of the 48 states and 

(continued on page 9) 
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From Russia and Alaska 
(continued from page 7) 

construction with the soiled sur­
faces, veneer losses, and reuphol-
stery one would expect from over a 
century of use. 

Removal of the most recent black 
oil cloth upholstery revealed 
another upholstery layer under­
neath. We found this unusual 
because generally when a piece is 
reupholstered the upholsterer 
removes the previous layer before 
tacking the new layer in place. We 
were further surprised to find an 
earlier floral upholstery under the 
second layer and then elated to 
discover the original gold, cut and 
void velvet upholstery still in place. 
This material matches that de­
scribed in the 1848 bill of sale. 
There are no tack holes under the 
gold velvet to indicate any previous 
upholstery layers. This velvet, 
which on most of the chair seats is 
in reasonably good condition, is 
among the oldest in-place uphol­
stery we have seen in the furniture 
lab. We surmise that it survived 
because, once having been shipped 
to Sitka, it was out of the realm of 
experienced upholsterers. The 
worker, not wanting to disturb the 
complex layering of webbing, stuff­
ing and muslin, would be more 
likely to just tack the new layer 
over the old and thus unwittingly 
preserve for us a rare example of 
mid-19th-century Russian 
upholstery. 

Substructure 

The wood chair structure also 
held surprises for us. In dis­
assembling some of the wobbly 
joints, we discovered that the wood 
substructure of the seat, which 
with the upholstered seat in place 
appears to be mortised into the 
chair side, as is normally the case, 
is actually dovetailed to side rails 
not visible with the seat in place. 
This unit, roughly square in shape, 
is doweled to the interior surface of 
the chair sides. When the dowel 
joint is disassembled, it leaves the 
two side units, each comprised of a 
seat rail, front flared leg, back post, 
arm and arm support, and a back 
and back splat. The side units, 
which are of mortise and tenon 
construction with mahogany veneer 

over visible surfaces, comprise a 
unit which stacks absolutely flat. 
The back and back splat whose 
ends fit into mortises in the back 
posts also nest well one against the 
other. The tenon ends of the back 
and back splat appear to have been 
finished prior to assembly. This is 
also unusual since glue adheres 
better to unfinished surfaces than 
to finished surfaces. We concluded 
that the armchairs were made in 
such a way that they could be 
shipped disassembled, requiring lit­
tle space. In all probability the 
original finish, a spirit varnish, was 
applied in St. Petersburg prior to 
final assembly. A mahogany table, 
also sent from St. Petersburg in 
1849, exhibits another construction 
technique probably dictated by the 
need to conserve space and 
decrease the likelihood of breakage 
during the long trip to Sitka. The 
base of the table is affixed to the 
pedestal by a large wooden nut 
which tightens onto a threaded pin 
protruding from the pedestal. The 
table and chairs could be assembled 
without tools, possible a precursor 
to today's mass furniture marketing 
techniques. 

Although many of the construc­
tion techniques used in the chairs 
revealed themselves in the dis­
assembly of the weakened joints 
between the substructure of the 
seat, the back, and the side units, 
the construction of the elements 
within the side units themselves 
was not readily discernible because 
veneer covered the joints of the 
secondary wood. We were able to 
guess at the construction by 
examining the veneer under raking 
light for stresses telegraphed 
through the veneer in the form of 
small splits or discontinuities in 
the surface. The secondary wood 
should be expected to show 
stresses because of differential 
shrinkage and expansion at areas of 
cross grain joinery such as where 
seat rail meets legs or arm post 
meets arm. The joinery at the front 
of each side element where the seat 
rail, front leg, and arm support all 
meet was particularly puzzeling 
and no hints were found from the 
examination of the veneer. 

We decided to x-ray the joinery 
of the arm chairs to provide ac­
curate construction drawings to 
curators who were planning to 

have reproduction side chairs made 
based on the style and workman­
ship of the set of arm chairs. The 
x-rays showed that the wide tenon 
of the front leg extended up 
through the open mortise or bridal 
joint of the seat rail and received 
the tenon of arm post in a roughly 
cut pocket at its upper extreme. 
This type of joint was unusual to 
all of us familiar with Western 
European and American furniture. 

Craftsmanship 

The level of craftsmanship on the 
chairs is quite good, so we were 
surprised to see in the x-ray the 
wide gaps between the sides of the 
mortise and the tenon. These joints 
were still tight in spite of the 
arduous trips from St. Petersburg 
to Sitka and from Sitka to Harpers 
Ferry. The apparent lack of concern 
about the snugness of fit suggests 
that the cabinetmaker had great 
confidence in his glue. The great 
majority of 18th- and 19th-century 
furniture treated by our lab was 
constructed using protein-based 
glues, derived from either animals 
or fish. The particular ingredients 
of the glue varied widely depend­
ing on the local availability of 
species. Generally, protein-based 
glues are readily soluable in water 
even centuries after initial applica­
tion, making disassembly of glue 
joints relatively easy for 20th-
century conservators. The glue 
used by the St. Petersburg cabinet­
makers had incredible holding 
power and resistance to water. It is 
possible that the strength of this 

(continued on page 15) 
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