
Less of You, More of My Ancestors
Conservation Treatment and Digitization of Polynesian Barkcloth

Approach to conservation treatment was guided by: 

The causes of deterioration 
are rooted in the barkcloth’s history extending 
from the time of manufacture and processes involved 
to use as functional objects and environmental 
conditions of previous storage. 

The dyes, pigments, resins, gums, paints, and 
oils used to decorate and finish the barkcloth can 
become faded and brittle over time. As a result, 
the media begins to flake. Consequently, the cloth 
below the colored area also becomes brittle and 
stiff—breaking, tearing along folds, or separating 
along the grain—all leading to loss.

(Shown to the left: tightly folded and brittle barkcloth 
resulting in deep creases and undulations)

In 2016, the Cornell University Library’s (CUL) Conservation Lab treated a collection 
of barkcloth from the Cornell Costume and Textile Collection (CCTC) in preparation 
for digitization. The barkcloth collection consisted of 12 pieces of varying dimension 
and condition, with origins throughout Polynesia.

Challenges
• Oversized dimensions required setting up on the floor 
with the camera above on a motorized column.

• Multiple shots were needed to capture the full barkcloth

• This process involved partial unrolling, repositioning 
under the camera, and re-rolling to access the next section 
of barkcloth.

Storage 
Balancing the ideal with the realistic to safeguard 
from further deterioration or damage

Treatment 
Providing the appropriate level of treatment without 
compromising the historic integrity was guided by 
these succinctly stated words offered by a colleague: 
“Less of you, more of my ancestors.”

Treatment aimed to address:

• Conditions impeding quality image capture—
undulations incurred from rolled and folded 
storage

• Conditions preventing safe handling and 
transport, both during image capture and in 
future use—flaking dyes, areas of brittleness 
and loss, large tears, shredded cloth 

Treatment provided the barkcloth strength to 
withstand being rolled and unrolled multiple 
times during transport, during imaging, for 
final storage, and future use

To the left are images of treatment steps for one 
piece of barkcloth within the CCTC collection.

Technology
A Phase One IQ3 100-megapixel digital back and Digital Transitions DT RCam was used to 
capture a high quality RAW image. Setup for each image required calibration and focus 
of the camera and time to reposition the cloth. A live view on the computer software 
helped capture the cloth in sections. The camera is able to capture 1 meter per shot. 
The largest piece of barkcloth required 15 shots per side (left). A composite image is 
produced through Photoshop (right).

More information about this project can be found in the  AIC Book and Paper Group Annual 36 (2017):136-149.

Surface cleaning: (top) Traditional cleaning 
methods (a sponge or brush directly applied to 
the surface) proved too abrasive for the more 
fragile areas. Surface soil was reduced prior to 
humidification by vacuuming with a Nilfisk HEPA 
vacuum through a screen.

Humidification: (bottom) Felted Gore-Tex 
(sprayed with filtered water) was used to 
relax and reshape the pieces of barkcloth. The 
oversized cloth shown above was humidified in 
sections—half of the item placed between the 
Gore-Tex, the other half kept rolled on a tube. 

Objective of digitization—To create a complete visual record of the barkcloth collection, and to add 
the collection to the CCTC’s online database

Objective of conservation treatment—To improve condition concerns impeding quality of image capture 
and safe handling, and to provide a long-term storage solution

Impact of digitization initiative—Expansion of the CCTC online catalog, improved condition of the 
barkcloth, updated storage solutions, improved access for use in instruction and research

Familiarity of raw material—To anticipate how the barkcloth will react in 
treatment, over time, and in different environmental conditions 

Awareness of historic and cultural significance—To recognize past and 
present value

Knowledge of manufacturing processes—To explain observable 
characteristics, identify qualities of historic and artifactual significance, 
possibly suggest a place of origin

Consultation with literature and colleagues—To identify treatment 
practices, offer options, and inform decisions 

Ideal—flat storage
• Within the CCTC collection, barkcloth that 
could fit in existing flat file map cases, were 
stored flat in 10 pt. archival paper folders.

Realistic—rolled storage
• Oversized pieces were rolled on a 4.5 inch 
archival tube padded with Ethafoam and a 
polyester film cover.

• The barkcloth was rolled face up with Hollytex 
interleaving. 

• An additional cover of polyester film was 
rolled around the tube to protect from dust 
and sealed with double-sided Velcro.

• A thumbnail image on the outside of the roll 
provided identification to limit unnecessary 
handling.

The humidified half was then dried between 
blotters and under light weight. Once dry, the 
process was repeated for the other half.

Stabilization: (Above Left) A vertical tear 
extending nearly the full length (2.3 meters) 
of the cloth. The dye layer surrounding this 
tear was extremely brittle and flaking. The 
cloth on either side of the tear was brittle, 
shredded and mangled. (Above right) Temporary, 
reversible bridge mends were placed on the 
recto to hold the cloth in position and ensure 
proper alignment before mending on the verso.

A toned Japanese tissue applied with wheat starch 
paste was used to stabilize tears and areas of loss. 
Wheat starch paste has the desired qualities of 
reversibility and strength. It is also most similar 
to the plant based adhesives, if any, that were 
used in the manufacture of barkcloth. Similarly, 
Japanese tissue is made from the paper mulberry, 
as was much of the barkcloth found throughout 
Polynesia. Its long fibers offer strength and a 
sympathetic texture to the cloth. (top) Recto, 
before and after treatment. (bottom) Verso, 
before and after treatment.   

Digitization


