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Preserving the Past:

A Comprehensive Guide to the Storage, Maintenance, and Protection of Archaeological
and Natural History Collections

"The care of our shared heritage is a trust we hold for future
generations; it is through our diligent preservation of the past
that we unlock the potential for a deeper understanding of
our world and ourselves.” - Unknown
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1.1 The Role of Archaeology and Natural History Collections

Archaeological and natural history collections serve as important resources that help us
understand human history, past cultures, societies, and the natural world. These collections
offer a wealth of knowledge that spans across various fields, including anthropology, history,
paleontology, and biology. They are vital for researchers, educators, and the public, providing
opportunities for learning, research, and appreciation of our shared heritage.

1.2 The Value of Preservation

The preservation of archaeological and natural history collections is critical for ensuring that
these invaluable resources remain available for future generations. Proper preservation
techniques protect items from deterioration and damage, allowing them to be studied,
exhibited, and appreciated for years to come. Moreover, the preserved artifacts and specimens
act as tangible links to our past, helping us to understand the evolution of human societies
and the environment, thus informing our present and future actions.

2.1 Ideal Storage Conditions

Ideal storage conditions play a crucial role in the long-term preservation of artifacts and
specimens. Factors such as temperature, relative humidity, light, and air quality should be
controlled and monitored to prevent damage. Ideally, storage temperature should be
maintained between 65-70°F (18-21°C), while relative humidity should be kept between 45-
55%. Adequate lighting with limited exposure to ultraviolet (UV) radiation is also essential.

2.2 Humidity and Temperature Control

Proper humidity and temperature control can be achieved through the use of heating,
ventilation, and air conditioning (HVAC) systems. These systems should be maintained and
calibrated regularly to ensure that they function optimally. Dehumidifiers, humidifiers, and air
purifiers can also be employed to maintain the desired conditions.

2.3 Pest Management

Effective pest management is crucial for protecting collections from damage caused by insects
and rodents. Integrated Pest Management (IPM) approaches should be implemented, which



combine prevention, monitoring, and targeted interventions to minimize the use of potentially
harmful chemicals.

2.4 Shelving, Cabinets, and Storage Materials

Proper storage materials are essential for preserving collections. Items should be stored using
archival-quality materials, such as acid-free boxes, tissue paper, and padding. Shelving and
cabinets should be sturdy, adjustable, and made from materials that do not emit harmful
substances, such as powder-coated steel or sealed wood.

2.5 Specialized Storage Solutions

Some artifacts and specimens may require specialized storage solutions, such as custom
mounts, padded supports, or climate-controlled cabinets. These solutions should be tailored
to the specific needs of the items, taking into account their material composition and fragility.

3.1 Proper Handling Techniques

Proper handling techniques are crucial for minimizing the risk of damage to items during
transportation, examination, or display. Handlers should wear gloves, support items
adequately, and avoid touching delicate surfaces. Training and guidelines should be provided
to all staff members who handle collections.

3.2 Packing Materials and Methods

High-quality packing materials and methods should be used to protect items during
transportation or storage. This may include using acid-free tissue paper, bubble wrap, foam
padding, and custom crates designed to secure and protect fragile items.

3.3 Transportation Considerations

The transportation of archaeological and natural history collections should be carefully

planned and executed. This includes selecting appropriate shipping methods, vehicles, and
carriers, as well as obtaining necessary permits and documentation.

4.1 Cleaning Techniques for Archaeological Artifacts



Cleaning archaeological artifacts requires a delicate touch and specialized knowledge.
Techniques such as dry brushing, air scribing, and the use of solvents should be employed

4.2 Cleaning Techniques for Natural History Specimens

Cleaning natural history specimens involves various techniques, depending on the type of
specimen and its specific requirements. For example, delicate fossils may need air abrasive
cleaning, while taxidermy specimens could require gentle vacuuming or brushing. Always
consult with experts or refer to established guidelines before attempting to clean any
specimens.

4.3 Long-Term Maintenance Strategies

Regular inspection and monitoring of collections are essential to ensure their long-term
preservation. This includes checking for signs of deterioration or damage, such as cracks,
discoloration, or pest activity. Preventative maintenance measures, such as maintaining stable
environmental conditions, proper handling, and employing appropriate storage materials,
should be consistently implemented.

5.1 Record-Keeping Best Practices

Maintaining accurate and up-to-date records is crucial for the effective management and
preservation of collections. Records should include details about each item's provenance,
condition, conservation history, and location within the storage facility. Both physical and
digital records should be kept, with multiple backups to protect against data loss.

5.2 Digital and Physical Archives

Developing a comprehensive digital archive can help streamline access to information and
promote collaboration among researchers and institutions. Physical archives should also be
maintained, using acid-free materials and appropriate storage solutions to preserve paper
documents, photographs, and other records.

5.3 Preventive Conservation

Preventive conservation involves implementing measures to reduce the risk of damage or
deterioration to collections, such as controlling environmental factors, employing proper



storage and handling techniques, and conducting regular inspections. Preventive conservation
practices should be integrated into the overall collection management strategy.

6.1 Developing a Disaster Plan

A well-developed disaster plan is essential for protecting collections in the event of
emergencies such as fires, floods, or earthquakes. The plan should outline procedures for
evacuating staff and visitors, securing and recovering items, and coordinating with emergency
responders. Regular training and drills should be conducted to ensure that all staff members
are familiar with the plan.

6.2 Responding to Emergencies

Quick and appropriate responses to emergencies are vital for minimizing damage to
collections. Staff should be trained to recognize the signs of an emergency, initiate the
disaster plan, and communicate effectively with other staff members and emergency
responders. Adequate supplies and equipment, such as fire extinguishers and first-aid kits,
should be readily available on-site.

6.3 Recovery and Restoration Efforts

Following a disaster, recovery and restoration efforts should be initiated as soon as possible to
minimize damage to collections. This may include stabilizing affected items, conducting
damage assessments, and coordinating with conservation experts to restore items to their
pre-disaster condition.

7.1 Ownership and Stewardship

Museums and institutions have a responsibility to ensure the proper ownership and
stewardship of their collections. This includes acquiring items through legal and ethical means,
maintaining accurate records of ownership, and adhering to national and international laws
and regulations.

7.2 Cultural Sensitivity and Repatriation

Institutions must be sensitive to the cultural significance of items in their collections and
engage with source communities when appropriate. This may involve repatriating items to
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their country of origin or working with indigenous communities to ensure the respectful
display and interpretation of cultural artifacts.

7.3 Conservation Ethics

Conservation efforts should adhere to established ethical guidelines, such as the American
Institute for Conservation's Code of Ethics and Guidelines for Practice. This includes preserving
the integrity of items, minimizing invasive interventions, and using reversible treatments
whenever possible.

The content of this document is intended for informational purposes only and should
not be considered professional advice. The authors and publishers of this document
make no representation or warranty, expressed or implied, as to the accuracy or
completeness of the information contained in this guide. The authors and publishers
shall not be liable for any damages, including but not limited to direct, indirect, special,
or consequential damages arising out of or in connection with the use or reliance on the
information contained in this document. It is the responsibility of the reader to seek
professional advice and to exercise caution and discretion in the use of any information
contained in this document. The authors and publishers of this document disclaim any
responsibility for any harm or damage that may result from the use or reliance on the
information contained in this guide.



