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Papyrus and painting

A method of conserving mummy cartonnages

(Video – Testo trascritto da Kristina Nemsakova)

Papyrus cartonnages contain much interesting information about Egypt during the three centuries immediately preceding the Christian era, when it was under Greek rule. The waste papyrus which was used as the raw material for the cartonnages usually came from libraries and archives although it was sometimes also from private consumers of papyrus.

The papyri shed light on public and private lives of the Egyptians and Greeks. No one has been able to read them for over  2000 years. The papyri contain writing in Greek and ancient Egyptian, since the country was administratively bilingual. Up until now one of the problems confronting those conducting research in classical antiquity is how the writings concealed in mummy cartonnages can be exposed to view without destroying the pictures painted on the cartonnage surfaces. This film will present a method which allows the pictures to be transferred intact to a new base and the papyri to be extracted from the cartonnages.

The papyrus cartonnage which we have here is a piece of a footwear, a child slipper.

Archaeological excavations and storage have left the specimen in poor condition: it has been compacted, some of the painting has come loose and the sole has split. There are holes on the surface of the painting through which larvae and microorganisms have entered in order to pierce through the glue holding the cartonnage together. After the painting has been cleaned by removing the salt and sand which have become stuck to its surface, the parts which have come loose are fastened back into place.

Any damaged places are given a new protective plaster covering. Resin glue is used to fix and protect the painting. The painting is faced with a new cartonnage using Japanese paper and resin, a natural glue.

The protective cartonnage is formed using triangular pieces so it would precisely follow the shape of the object and rest flush against every part of the painting. At least three layers of paper are needed for the cartonnage.

While the cartonnage is being constructed tamp rags are used to soften the object from the inside. This allows the slipper to regain its original form. The soles are given additional cardboard supports. The new cartonnage is made more durable by addition of a layer of supporting fabric. Fabric was also often used in old papyrus cartonnages. An additional two layers of Japan paper are glued on. When the specimen has regained its original form and supporting cartonnage is prepared, it is allowed to dry thoroughly.

A mould of polyurethane form is applied to the dried cartonnage. The following day the mould has dried and work can continue. Since the specimen is small and already had a broken sole  a slit can be cut into the supporting cartonnage in order to facilitate the phases of the work that remain.

The specimen is submerged for 10 minutes in a water bath the temperature of which is 140 degree F(ahrenheit), 60°C(entigrade). The water penetrates through the old papyrus cartonnage and behind the painting softening the layer of gesso under the painting. The painting is not affected since the resin has already fixed the water-soluble colours. A scalpel is used to carefully remove the softened papyrus cartonnage from under the painting millimetre by millimetre. This results in the painting being transferred inversely to the supporting cartonnage. This exceedingly precise surgical operation has now been completed and the most impatient researchers have the opportunity to see before their very eyes texts written more than 2000 years ago. Both the old bone-based glue used as a binding agent in the papyrus cartonnage and the remaining fragments of the layer of gesso dissolve in a 195 degree F, 90°C water bath. After this, the job of separating the papyri from one another can begin. This phase of the work requires time, a cool nerve and a steady hand. The cartonnage usually has three layers of papyrus and over each sheet are two transverse layers of strips cut from the stem of the papyrus plant. Both sides of the sheet of papyrus often bear writing. The ink - which was made of soot, gum arabic and the juice of the papyrus plant used as an adhesive - cannot be allowed to dissolve or imprint itself on the wrong sheet.

When the papyri have been separated, the writing on them is already legible. This time it seems to be a daily account of the beer tax. We also obtain two very interesting pieces of information. The list was made betwen October and November, in the 23th year of the reign of the emperor Augustus. That is to say the year 8 B.C.

The cartonnage was thus made somewhat later, perhaps around the year of Christ´s birth. The next day the painting has already dried and its background can be fastened, that is to say it can be covered with resin glue.

A new cartonnage is constructed behind the painting out of Japan paper to replace the old papyrus cartonnage. The cartonnage is secured with fabric and then completed with two layers of Japan paper. The specimen is set aside to dry, or if there is no time to be lost a few shortcuts can be resorted too [blow dry]. The dried specimen is removed from the mould. Next the supporting cartonnage has to be removed from the painting. At first this causes no problems since resin glue dissolves in aceton. But the last layers adhere to one another tightly. The aceton has to be given more time to take effect. A cloth is saturated with the aceton and then wrapped around the specimen. The whole package is then put into a plastic bag. This bag must be strong and sturdy and its sides must have no advertisements since the aceton penetrating through the bag would transfer them onto the surface of the table. This method of conserving thus demonstrated itself to have an additional use in transferring advertisements from plastic bags without destroying them.

After 10 minutes the last pieces of Japan paper are carefully removed millimetre by millimetre. Finally the painting is once again visible and it will last for several centuries on its new background. 

«In the year 23, month of Hathyr from Asklas assigned by oikonomos to supervise the beer tax in the 5th district. The following are the daily beer taxes which were collected.

Day 1: 2000 drachmas

Day 2:  3750 d.

Day 3:   640 d.

Day 4:   630 d.

Day 5:  1150 d.
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