
Collector’s Corner: A Workshop Series                                        Sponsored by: 
        Hammond-Harwood House 

 City of Bowie Museums 

 

Ceramic Cleaning and Care 
 

 

Vocabulary: 
Ceramics: Objects shaped from wet clay and 
fired in a kiln to harden. May be left plain or 
feature surface decoration of slip, glaze, paint, 
enamel, or gilt.  
 
Crazing: A fine network of cracks caused by 
the different degrees of expansion and 
contraction of the ceramic body and the glaze 
covering it 
 
Earthenware: One of the three types of 
ceramics, earthenware is fired at lower 
temperatures than the other two types 
(stoneware and porcelain), making it more 
porous than either. The clay body can be red, 
orange, brown, or white.  
 
Glaze: A layer of glass fused to the clay fabric. 
Composed of silica; fluxes such as sodium, 

potassium, calcium, and lead; and possibly 
colorants. May also be applied as decoration 
over previous layers of glazes. 
 
Stoneware: One of the three types of ceramics, 
stoneware is fired in the middle temperature 
range and is therefore semi-porous. The clay 
body can be white, gray, or brown.    
 
Porcelain: One of the three types of ceramics, 
porcelain is fired at the highest temperatures 
and is non-porous. The clay body is always 
vitreous, and ranges in appearance from 
opaque white to grey.  
 
Hallmarks: Stamped, incised, or painted marks 
used to indicate maker, shop, company, 
location, year or series of manufacture. 
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Ceramics Care: 
Handling & Moving: 

 Wash your hands and dry them thoroughly. ONLY wear petroleum-free nitrile gloves if the 
surface is unglazed, painted, or gilded.  

 Inspect the object for weaknesses, old breaks or repairs. Move pieces using both hands 
wrapped around the most stable part of a vessel. Arms or projecting pieces may be weak.   

 Handle and move parts of a piece (i.e. a vessel and its lid) separately.  
 When moving items a significant distance, use a padded polyethylene container or acid-free 

box. Separate small objects with acid-free tissue.   
 

Dusting:  
 Try to minimize the need to dust by storing ceramics in boxes, cases, or cabinets.  
 Ensure that the piece is standing on a stable surface and steady it with one hand while 

dusting with the other.  
 Take care not to wipe or rub the surface, especially if it has applied decoration. Gilding and 

paint are easily marred. 
Tools: 

o Lint-free non-scratching dusting cloths 

o Vacuum with HEPA filter and adjustable suction 

o Soft bristle brush 

 

Instructions: 
o Hold vacuum nozzle one inch from surface of the object and use the brush to direct the 

dust towards the nozzle.  
o If vacuum dusting is not an option, use the dust cloth to gently wipe dust, refolding the 

cloth as it becomes soiled.   
  

Wet Cleaning: 
 To be undertaken on an as needed basis only on objects with sound structure and surface.  
 Do not submerge ceramics in water. Colored food residue, soil, and rust stains can easily 

worsen or migrate. 
 Do not wet clean an object with a porous surface, gilding, paint, cracked glaze, or a stained 

substrate. Stains may look bad, but they are unlikely to cause greater harm. 
 

Tools: 
o Petroleum-free nitrile gloves  
o Distilled water 

o Cotton balls or swabs 
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Instructions: 
 Clean ceramics only if it is absolutely necessary.  
 Examine the object for signs of mechanical or structural instability, dents, or scratches. 

Proceed only if the glaze is intact, not crazed, and any surface decoration is stable and not 
water soluble. Test, if needed. 

 Remove residues by gently wiping the surface with a clean cotton ball dipped in cool, 
distilled water. Frequently replace the soiled cotton balls with clean ones. 

 Air dry.  

 

Conservation: 
Old repairs: 

 Visual inspection can often reveal old repairs and restoration such as staples, epoxy 
adhesives, metal staples/rivets, fillers, and paint.  

 Staples were once a standard method of repair for broken ceramics and were preferred for 
objects in continual use. The restorer drilled holes into the object, clipped the staples in 
place, and filled the remaining space. They are disfiguring, and also very difficult to remove 
and repair. Consider living with them unless they have come apart, are loose, or have caused 
further damage.   

 Ultraviolet light should reveal any well-hidden repairs.  
 Adhesives often shrink and become insoluble as they age. They are difficult to remove and 

should be left to a conservator.  
 

Modern repairs: 
 Repairs should be undertaken by a qualified conservator.  
 Do not use tape or home repair kits to stabilize cracked or broken pieces, even temporarily.  
 Wrap broken pieces separately in acid-free tissue paper, place small fragments in plastic bag, 

and transport in a padded container.  
 There are seldom, if ever, modern repairs that are also safe for serving food. After 

conservation, pieces should only be used for display. 

 
Storage & Display: 
Storage: 

 Store objects in sealed cabinets or containers to reduce the frequency of cleaning. 

 Line shelves or containers with polyethylene foam sheets. The smooth surface will not snag 
irregular or flaking surfaces. Do not use bubble wrap or batting.   

 Support objects that are not stable with foam or tissue.    

 Do not stack ceramics directly on top of each other. 

 Maintain a stable environment with as little fluctuation in temperature and humidity as 
possible. While ceramics are generally stable, extremes and fluctuations in temperature and 
relative humidity can exacerbate physical and chemical deterioration.   

 

Display: 

 Ensure that ceramics are placed on stable surfaces.  

 Avoid spring loaded metal plate hangers, as they put too much pressure on weak parts and 
easily scratch the surface. Use plastic or painted wood plate stands instead. 

 Do not display ceramics on exterior walls, in direct sunlight, or adjacent to heaters or 
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fireplaces.    

 Use Mylar to separate pieces from each other and from display surfaces that may be 
vulnerable to scratching.  

 For functional containers like vases and planters, consider using an interior insert so that 
water and soil are not in direct contact with the ceramic’s surface.  
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Sources for Supplies: 
Acid-free Boxes - www.hollingermetaledge.com 

Acid-free Tissue Paper - www.gaylord.com, The Container Store 
Brushes - art supply stores  
Cotton Swabs and Distilled Water - grocery or drug stores 

Dustcloths – www.universityproducts.com 

Petroleum-free Nitrile Gloves - www.labsafety.com, www.safewareinc.com 
Polethylene Foam – www.gaylord.com, www.universityproducts.com  
Polypropylene Containers - www.gaylord.com, www.universityproducts.com  
 

 
Questions? Contact:  
Samantha Dorsey        Allison Titman 
Museums Curator    Curator/Asst. Director 
City of Bowie Museums   Hammond-Harwood House 
12207 Tulip Grove Drive 19 Maryland Avenue 
Bowie, Maryland 20715 Annapolis, Maryland 21401 
sdorsey@cityofbowie.org Allison@hammondharwoodhouse.org 
301.809.3097 410.263.4683 x12 
 

http://www.labsafety.com/
http://www.safewareinc.com/

