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ώώ Large non-ferrous objects will probably 
need bespoke packing. Be aware that 
large, thin-walled or lead objects may be 
at risk of slumping without support. 

Labelling and Marking

�Most non-ferrous metals can be given 
surface marking.  

ώώ �Undertake a documentation check to 
ensure that the information is correct 
before remains are marked.

ώώ Ensure that marking is clear and legible. 
ώώ �Use a layer of Paraloid B72, then ink, 

then a layer of Paraloid B72 to seal. 
ώώ �Label bags or boxes or use archive labels 

attached with cotton tape or archival 
string for severely corroded objects. 

Environmental data

ώώ Temperature: 10–25°C.
ώώ �Humidity: 35–55%.
ώώ Illuminance: 300 lux maximum.
ώώ �UV Radiation: 0–10 microwatts per lumen 

ideal. 75 microwatts per lumen maximum.

Silver finger ring  © Bristol Culture

Glossary

Copper alloy: metal alloy principally of copper 
with one or more non-ferrous metals. Bronze 
(tin) and brass (zinc) are types of copper alloy.

Galvanic (bimetallic) corrosion: electro
chemical process where one metal corrodes 
preferentially when in contact with another.

Non-ferrous: metals, including alloys, that 
do not contain iron in appreciable amounts. 
In archaeological collections, commonly 
copper, lead, silver, gold and zinc. 

Storage

Ideally, non-ferrous metals should be 
x-rayed before storage. 

ώώ �Vapours released by wood can damage 
all metals, some more than others. Lead 
is particularly susceptible to corrosion 
due to acetic acid in woods such as 
oak. Silver and copper objects, metal 
embroidery threads, sequins and silver 
photographic images tarnish as a result 
of sulphur gases, released by wool. 

ώώ �Store copper alloys in well-sealed 
containers as they are susceptible to 
corrosion by ammonia, acids, strong 
alkalis, chlorides, and sulphide gases. 

ώώ �Store small metal objects in bags and 
boxes (polyethylene or polypropylene). 
Silica gel should be used to reduce 
humidity inside a box or bag.

ώώ �Store fragile or complex objects 
(e.g. Roman brooches) in crystal boxes 
with sculpted Plastazote support. 
Tyvek layers can help with lifting a 
fragile item in and out of its support. 

Metals (non-ferrous)
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Metals (non-ferrous)

Indicators of decay

ώώ Silver: splitting, cracking, tarnishing.
ώώ Copper alloys: light green, powdery. 

deposits (known as ‘bronze disease’).
ώώ Lead: white powdery deposits.

  
Where you Will come across 
non-ferrous metals

ώώ �In archaeological objects of all periods.
ώώ In archaeological excavation archives.
ώώ In architectural features.

 
Handling

ώώ �Use nitrile gloves. 
ώώ Highly polished metals are particularly 

sensitive to the oils and salts in skin. 
ώώ Be aware that many pure metals and 

some alloys are soft and can be easily 
scratched or dented. Remove jewellery 
before handling (and beware of dangling 
ID passes.). 

ώώ Wear an appropriate facemask if powdery 
corrosion products are present.  

Lead baling seal  © Bristol Culture

Look out for

ώώ �Objects that have been made with multiple 
metals (alloys) or have metal inlays are 
composite objects and can be susceptible 
to galvanic corrosion.

ώώ Be aware that metal corrosion products 
can preserve or mineralise materials 
such as textiles or wood. Handle 
with care as these can be fragile and 
ephemeral. 

Health and Safety

ώώ Corrosion products can be toxic, in 
particular those present on lead, silver 
and copper alloys.

ώώ Conservation lacquers and coatings 
(e.g. Incralac) can contain Benzotriazole 
(BTA), a potential carcinogen. 

ώώ Use nitrile gloves and wear facemasks 
when needed.

Anglo Saxon saucer brooches  © Museums Worcestershire
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Sources of further information 

Baxter, K., Boyle, G. and Creighton, L. (2018) Guidance for the Rationalisation of Museum 
Archaeology Collections. Society for Museum Archaeology

Brown, D.H. (2011a) Archaeological Archives – A Guide to Best Practice in Creation, 
Compilation, Transfer and Curation (Second Edition). Archaeological Archives Forum (AAF)

Collections Trust (2009) Labelling and Marking Museum Objects. 

Cronyn, J. M. (1990) The Elements of Archaeological Conservation. London: Routledge 

Historic England (2006) Guidelines on the X-radiography of Archaeological Metalwork. 
Swindon: Historic England 

Institute of Conservation (ICON) (2011) Care and Conservation of Archaeological Materials. 

Rimmer, M., Thickett, D., Watkinson, D. and Ganiaris, H. (2013) Guidelines for the Storage and 
Display of Archaeological Metalwork. Swindon, English Heritage

Selwyn, L. (2004) Metals and Corrosion: A Handbook for the Conservation Professional. 
Ottawa: Canadian Conservation Institute 

YAT Conservation Department (2005) Dry Box: Safe Storage for Metal Finds. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1n2WFUjzeJhm4W5dmkTc0ycMl76ywF5PV/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1n2WFUjzeJhm4W5dmkTc0ycMl76ywF5PV/view
http://archives.archaeologyuk.org/aaf_archaeological_archives_2011.pdf
http://archives.archaeologyuk.org/aaf_archaeological_archives_2011.pdf
https://326gtd123dbk1xdkdm489u1q-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Labelling_and_Marking_booklet.pdf
https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/x-radiography-of-archaeological-metalwork/
https://icon.org.uk/system/files/documents/care_and_conservation_of_archaeological_materials.pdf
https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/siteassets/home/learn/conservation/collections-advice--guidance/guidelines-for-the-storage-and-display-of-archaeological-metalwork.pdf
https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/siteassets/home/learn/conservation/collections-advice--guidance/guidelines-for-the-storage-and-display-of-archaeological-metalwork.pdf
https://finds.org.uk/documents/file/drybox-leaflet.pdf
http://socmusarch.org.uk/
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/
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