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n the past, conservation practice focused on repair rather than

addressing the causes of deterioration. Consequently, some
conditions such as flaking and plaster detachment of the wall
paintings—both previously treated in the 1970s—recurred
causing progressive deterioration and loss.

As a result, research and testing of appropriate conservation
materials and treatments became a large part of the project.
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Research and Testing
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Conservation interventions followed the principles of minimal intervention, compatibility,
and retreatability and were based on knowledge of the causes and mechanisms of
deterioration. Treatment materials were selected and formulated and then rigorously
tested to evaluate their performance.
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Testing of grout mixtures was undertaken in Cave 85 at
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More than 80 different grout mixtures were tested in the
laboratory before a material was selected to reattach areas
of painted plaster.

plaster panels to the conglomerate.
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Each area was carefully examined before treatment.
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Flaking paint was readhered with a 1-2% gelatin solution injected
with a syringe.
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The adhesive grout formulated for Cave 85 included local washed
clay, glass microspheres (Scotchlite K1°), crushed pumice, whipped
egg white and distilled water.

the base of walls (in unpainted areas) by adhering modern
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Injection of the grout mixture behind the painted plaster was done
using syringes and catheter tubes.
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All areas were documented before and after treatment.
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The paint flakes were then gently pressed back into place using

a wooden tool (shown) or a soft silk covered ball.
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Conservation work in progress on the east wall of the main chamber.
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Large areas of painted plaster were injected with the grout mixture
throughout the cave.
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Immediately after grouting an absorbent press was applied and
kept in place as the grout dried. This key step reduced soluble salts

mobilized by water in the grout which would crystallize on the sur-
face of the wall painting.

Conservation
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Treatment Implementation
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Principal remedial treatments in Cave 85 included grouting—the reattachment of
separated plaster from the rock conglomerate with an adhesive grout—and fixing
of flaking paint with a gelatin solution. Improving the techniques and materials
for conserving wall paintings on earthen plasters was a major aim of the project.
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The west ceiling slope after conservation treatment. Areas of loss were not repainted and new plastering was kept to a
minimum in order to avoid the addition of water (from the wet plaster) which could redistribute soluble salts within the
painted plaster. Instead, plaster repairs from earlier conservation work were left in place and recent areas of loss (such as

the area of collapse from 1996) were left unfilled with the conglomerate exposed.
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