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Basic Preservation of Metal Artifacts 

All metal except gold is susceptible to oxidation or corrosion. Prevention of corrosion or oxidation 
is the primary goal in caring for metal artifacts. Most corrosion is caused by moisture, although 
certain chemicals can also play a role. The oils and acids that occur naturally on skin can be very 
damaging to metal artifacts. One of the simplest ways to help preserve your artifacts is to store 
them in a relatively dry environment. Typically, metal artifacts should be stored in living areas, 
which are much dryer then sheds garages or basements. Attics are generally too hot for most 
artifacts. 

 If you are unsure what to do, seek professional guidance. 
 Do not attempt to clean or polish metal artifacts without seeking professional advice. 
 Do not handle metal artifacts with bare hands; gloves should be used. 
 Generally speaking, commercially available dip-type tarnish removers should be avoided. 
 The use of spray-on lacquer or similar coatings is seldom advisable. 
 Although some oxidation or corrosion may be damaging to an artifact, they may also add 

to the value. Restoring an artifact to its original condition is not always the prudent course 
of action. 

Iron and Steel 

This is one of the most common metals and is commonly found in firearms, bayonets and 
swords. Steel and iron, especially those having a bright polish, are very susceptible to rust. The 
fine polish of a sword blade can easily be permanently marred by touching the blade with bare 
hands. Always handle metal artifacts with clean cotton gloves. Steel artifacts may be preserved 
by keeping them oiled with light oil, such as 3-in-One. Additionally, the metal parts may be 
protected with a coating of wax, such as SC Johnson Paste Wax. Care should be taken to coat all 
areas; you may wish to consult a gunsmith to help with disassembly of weapons. 

Painted Metal Artifacts 

Painted metal artifacts require limited special precautions. Generally the paint will protect the 
artifact. The painted surface should be protected from being scratched. Care should be taken 
during storage or display to protect these items from being scratched or chipped. 

Copper, Brass, Silver 

These metals are relatively stable. Their oxidation provides a stable coating that protects the 
metal. These metals generally should not be cleaned or polished without consulting a 
professional. Silver items that have been polished can be stored in Pacific Silver Cloth to reduce 
tarnishing. 

 

 

 


