Fulcher, K 2014 Survey on Material Used to Fill Wooden Objects During Conservation. Journal of
Open Archaeology Data, 3: e2, DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.5334/joad.ad

DATA PAPER

Survey on Material Used to Fill Wooden Objects During
Conservation
Kate Fulcher1
1

PhD student, University College London, London, United Kingdom

The data here described are the results of a survey sent to conservators to discover the range of materials being using to fill gaps in wooden objects, and to assess how popular hydroxypropyl cellulose and paper
pulp were in regards to this. The survey was created using Survey Monkey, a free online survey tool. The
complete dataset is available from UCL Discovery in Excel and CSV format. It is hoped that these survey
results can be used by conservators to inform their work on wooden objects and inspire experimental work
that will demonstrate the suitability of different materials for the purpose of filling wood.
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(1) Overview
Context

The survey was conducted in April/May 2012. The purpose of this survey was to find out what range of materials
conservators were using to fill wood, and to assess how
popular hydroxypropyl cellulose and paper pulp were
in regards to this. It formed part of a larger, experimental, study into the use of cellulose-based materials to fill
wooden objects in conservation. Compensating for loss
in objects has a long history, and most likely pre-history.
The reasons for loss compensation, or “filling”, are usually
structural or aesthetic. If the object’s stability is threatened by the material loss, or the understanding or interpretation of the object is difficult, the gap may be filled;
different material properties for the fill may be required
for differing circumstances. By filling the loss, the object is
more able to fulfil its intended use (at the time of repair),
which can vary from being a cooking utensil, to holding religious significance, to representing a culture in a
museum.
The conservation professional bodies give guidelines on
the use of materials for filling losses. ICON [1] uses the
ECCO [2] guidelines and codes of ethics, Article 9 of which
states that:
“The Conservator-Restorer shall strive to use only
products, materials and procedures which, according to the current level of knowledge, will not harm
the cultural heritage, the environment or people.
The action itself and the materials used should
not interfere, if at all possible, with any future examination, treatment or analysis. They should also
be compatible with the materials of the cultural

heritage and be as easily and completely reversible
as possible.”
The American Institute for Conservation of Historic and
Artistic Works (AIC) [3] guidelines deal more specifically
with loss compensation, and have similar intent:
“The conservation professional must strive to select
methods and materials that, to the best of current
knowledge, do not adversely affect cultural property or its future examination, scientific investigation, treatment, or function.”
Thus, loss compensation must be reversible, detectable,
and be easily differentiated from the original material [3].
Reversibility is often mentioned in conservation ethics
[4], and listed as a desirable property of fill materials [5,
6]. The concept is that materials applied to objects during
conservation treatments should be removable at a later
date. Many treatments, including consolidation, are irreversible to some degree [7], and attempts have been made
to redefine reversibility as “re-treatability” [8, 9], but the
principle of reversibility is still widely used [10]. This survey employed the term “retreatability” as a more realistic
goal, but the desire for treatment reversibility stated in the
literature on gap fillers is an expression of the same goal.
The materials used for filling wood have been wide ranging, some perhaps more suitable than others, and have historically included “plaster, concrete, bitumen, newspaper,
toilet tissue, Plastic Wood, Polyfilla, epoxy resin, polyester
resin/fibreglass, motorcar body filler, linseed oil putty, sawdust mixed with various resins, gesso, and various woods”
[11]. Conservators decide on the materials to use for a fill
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in a particular circumstance by judging which may be compatible with the materials of which the object is composed
and the environment in which it is to be kept [12]. It was
in order to understand which materials are currently used
in the conservation of wooden objects, and to try to understand the reasons why, that this survey was undertaken.
(2) Methods
Steps

The lists of materials used in the survey were drawn up by
reviewing the available literature and questioning practicing conservators and teachers of conservation.
Sampling strategy

The survey was distributed by email, using the ConsDistList
as well as publically available emails of conservators working in institutions, and emails of conservators known to
the author and her supervisor (mainly in the UK). The
ConsDistList has over 10,000 subscribers in 94 countries,
but because it is maintained by the American Institute for
Conservation there was likely a bias towards American
and English-speaking conservators. The survey was filled
in by 99 respondents. 31% described themselves as working in professional private practice, and 63% as working
in an institution.
Quality control

N/A

Constraints

The survey was deliberately kept short in order to encourage respondents to complete it. Thus it was impossible to
list every material that might be used in every combination, but optional text comment boxes were provided to
allow respondents to give details of other materials used.
(3) Dataset description
Object name

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Survey responses wood fills.xlsx
Intro.csv
Summary.csv
Q1.csv
Q2.csv
Q3.csv
Q4.csv
Chart data.csv

Data type

Primary data and processed data.
Format names and versions

Excel and CSV both available (CSV in 7 files).
Creation dates

Original data created May 2012.
Dataset creator

Kate Fulcher

Fulcher

Language

English
License

Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.
Repository location

UCL Discovery: http://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/1416824/.
Publication date

19 May 2014

(4) Reuse potential
The survey was used by the author to inform experimental
work that focussed on the suitability of cellulose based
materials (specifically hydroxypropyl cellulose and paper
pulp) to fill wooden objects for conservation. It is hoped
that this work can be built on and expanded to look at
other materials, and that this survey will provide the basis
for choosing which materials to investigate.
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