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Displaying bark cloth 
 
The main problem with bark cloth is that because of its non woven structure, traditional sewing techniques used 
for the display of woven textiles cannot generally be used. A needle will pierce the non woven substrate and 
damage the structure. Pressure mounting is also not recommended as this technique exerts tremendous force 
on the artefact and in tropical conditions creates favourable conditions for mould growth. 
 
So what techniques can you use? Several techniques are possible depending upon the size and strength of the 
piece and the length of the period of display, 
 

1) the bark cloth can be draped over a rod 
2) the bark cloth can be clamped along the top edge 
3) the bark cloth can be draped over a sloping board with the aid of a soft pile of fabric for additional grip. 

 
As with all objects basic preventative measures are required such as displaying the object out of direct sunlight, 
or placing a spacer or barrier layer between the object and the wall to prevent the formation of condensation 
and/or the direct transfer of harmful acid vapours. The selection of suitable archival or inert materials for direct 
contact with the bark cloth is also necessary.  
 
The three techniques are described below but remember that all timber used in case and support construction 
needs to be sanded and sealed with an acrylic emulsion varnish or paint. 
 

1) Rod suspension 
 
The first option is straightforward but remember that the support rod should be slightly longer than the width of 
the textile. The rod should be covered with a fabric sleeve for further protection and grip. Hang the rod first and 
the barkcloth can then be draped across the rod across the mid point of the cloth. 
 

2) Clamping  
 
The main risk with this technique is the uneven distribution of pressure and the flattening or compression of the 
clamped regions. A strip of padding should be placed along the front and the back of the top edge of the bark 
cloth to lessen the risk of this happening and again also to provide additional grip to prevent the textile from 
slipping. Over these pads are placed strips of wood. The textile, pads and wood are secured by clamps along 
the top edge and this unit is hung on the display wall. The padding is made of a strip of polyester wadding 
covered in a washed cotton cloth, the same length as the textile and 2-3cm in width. The lengths of timber 
should be light in weight and cut slightly longer than the textile (see below) 
 

3) Sloping Board 
 
This technique is best for smaller pieces of barkcloth. The piece is laid out flat in a show case on an angle of no 
greater than 30 degrees. The stand should also be covered in a fabric lining to provide additional protection and 
grip to the barkcloth. 
 
It should also be said that these techniques can be used for the display of flat textiles. 
 
Information and images for this article have been sourced from a UNESCO publication entitled “A Practical 
Manual for the Storage and Display of Textiles (for Museums in South-East Asia)” with the permission of the 
author, Ruth Norton. 
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Mats and bark cloth: to roll or not to roll? 
 
 
There is a tradition in a number of Pacific countries, and certainly in Fiji, of folding bark cloth and woven mats 
when not in use. These are then sometimes stored under a mattress and slept on. I have not been able to 
determine the origin, not the cultural significance behind this practice, however in terms of physical preservation 
this practice can compromise the long term preservation of the objects. 
 
This practice may have originated when bedding materials were more commonly layers of mats and bark cloth 
rather than a foam mattress. This practice is damaging in a number of ways, primarily in that hard creases will 
form, particularly under the weight of a sleeping body and it is along these crease lines that the mat will weaken 
and eventually break. 
 
As you have probably found yourselves, the underside of a mattress has poor ventilation and high relative 
humidity and this particular storage environment can result in high mould growth and also accelerate the 
deterioration of the object. These original storage practices however should not be discarded without 
consideration of their origins. Why did these practices start and what meanings do they have to the people that 
practice them? 
 
How should mats and bark cloth be stored? 
 
Rolling is the best method for storage. Ideally each piece should be rolled and wrapped in archival materials or 
alternately, a freshly laundered and dried sheet can be used to cover the rolls. They are best stored in a well 
ventilated area, off the floor and should be aired and inspected every 6 months or so for problems with mould or 
insects. If evidence of either is encountered then appropriate action should be taken. 
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Mould and pests 
 
Pests and mould lead to deterioration in temperate climates but are much more difficult to control in tropical 
climates.  The combination of heat and humidity promotes rapid pest and mould activity. Other conditions for 
growth include dark areas with little air flow, which is fairly typical of museum storage areas. 
  
Mould and insects are present everywhere so we can never hope to completely eliminate them from our homes 
and museum collections, however we can control their activities by a number of methods. 
  
We are all aware of the type of damage that can occur as a result of infestation with mould and insects, but how 
can we treat them? The most important preventive measure for control is to make regular inspections of your 
objects and the surrounding areas and to keep these clean and free of dust. Inspections should be made of all 
materials coming into the museum, including new acquisitions and loans, objects returning from loan and any 
materials coming into the museum for sale in the shop.  Ideally a separate sealed room should be kept for 
storage and treatment of these materials to prevent the transfer of any mould or bugs to the remainder of the 
collection. 
  
Remember to look after your staff and your own safety first and then your objects. Mould in particular is harmful 
to your health so remember to take safety precautions. Ideally you should be wearing a dust mask, safety 
glasses and gloves. These may be able to be purchased at a chemist and/or hardware stores. If these items 
are not available, it is preferable to work in a well ventilated space, for example, outside on a sunny day is best.  
  
To treat mould you will need to dry out the mould first by placing the object outside on a dry sunny day. This will 
not kill the mould, only dry it out. I know sunny days can be rare during the wet season, but the risk of staining 
is reduced and removal is easier if the mould is dry. When dry the object should be brushed with a paintbrush to 
remove any excess. Ideally a dedicated vacuum cleaner should be used to suck up the mould, but this is not 
entirely necessary if the brushing is done outside in a well ventilated area. Remember to brush away from 
yourself and take note of the direction of the breeze - we want the mould to move away from you, not towards 
you. 
 
A method for treating wet mould is to apply a mixture of either water and ethanol (30:70), or water and industrial 
methylated spirits (30:70). You must first test the mix on the object in an inconspicuous area on a cotton swab 
(cotton wool on a toothpick) to make sure it does not alter the surface by permanent staining or removing 
colour. If this does occur you should not proceed any further with this treatment on this object. If the test has no 
negative effect, moisten a swab stick with this solvent mixture - don't make it too wet as this make cause the 
mould to spread further! Gently wipe the mould away but try not to rub it further into the object surface. Swabs 
should be changed regularly and also any brushes used in wet or dry cleaning, should be cleaned in the solvent 
mix to kill any remaining mould spores.  
 
Other Methods of Pest Control 
 
Continuing on a pest control theme, one can divide this into three main categories: 
 

1) Physical controls 
2) Environmental controls 
3) Chemical controls 

 
Aspects of all of these three have been mentioned in previous issues, however they are all worth restating. 
 
Physical control 
 
Methods include: sealing any gaps in the building, particularly potential entry points for insects as well as 
putting screens over vents, windows and doors. Another option is to ensure good seals around showcase 
doors. Some of you will be able to buy dust seals for your showcases, however another option is to stick down 
velvet ribbon around the door frame of your showcases, to limit the entry of both dust and insects.  
 
You will still need to make regular inspections to identify any problems. At the Fiji Museum we had a number of 
showcases, which were so well sealed by the manufacturer that we ended up with a moisture and mould 
problems within. No insects could get into the showcase but the mould problem for us was more difficult to 
control. If you decide to use dust seals on your showcases you will also need to make sure that the objects 
within are free from infestation to start with otherwise you will create a very attractive micro-environment for 
infestation within.  
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At the Fiji Museum we had a problem in the Conservation Laboratory with geckoes. Security lights were left on 
outside the building at night, which attracted insects and these in turn attracted geckoes. Whilst the geckoes 
were helping to eliminate some of the insects they were also leaving a lot of droppings in areas near the lighted 
area. The problem would have been lessened if the windows and building were better sealed, however as the 
building was old and had numerous entry points for these ‘pests’ it was impossible to seal the area completely. 
What we ended up doing was to cover any objects left in this area with a dust cloth to prevent staining and 
damage. We also needed to clean and monitor this area more regularly than others. 
 
Environmental control 

 
This refers to conditions of both the human and insect environment. The most obvious of these factors is that of 
temperature and humidity. Insects will thrive in warm moist environments, however they do not survive in 
extremes of either heat or cold. For this reason freezing is being used today to control insects in a museum 
environment. Work with very high temperatures to control insect infestation is also being done. Particular 
material types do not suit these temperature based treatments, particularly objects that are temperature 
sensitive, such as those with resinous components, or objects that have been repaired with adhesives. 
 
Oxygen deprivation is also being used to kill insects infesting objects in museum collections. In this treatment, 

infested objects are sealed in airtight plastic bags and an oxygen scavenger such as Ageless is used. The 

Ageless acts by using up all the oxygen in the bag, depriving any insects of the oxygen needed for them to 
survive. After a period of time, depending upon the temperature and the size of the object, the insects will die. 
 
Insects prefer a dark, still environment, therefore, a room which is well ventilated and well lit will be much less 
attractive an environment for infestation. This of course will need to be balanced with the needs of the individual 
objects. For instance, light sensitive materials such as paper and textiles, should not be stored in constantly 
well lit areas. Alternatively, fragile pigmented surfaces should not be stored directly under a fan. Unfortunately 
there is no single right answer for every museum!  
 
For those of you unfamiliar with these techniques of control, do not attempt to try any of these techniques 
without further instruction. Please contact PIMA for more specific information. 
 
Finally good housekeeping will assist in the control of insect infestations. Exhibition and storage areas should 
be kept free of food, dirt, dust and rubbish. If left unchecked this provides an excellent attractant and food 
source for insects. The exterior of the building should be kept clear of vegetation and rubbish as well. A sealed 
quarantine area should be established for infested objects or for any new objects entering the museum, 
including shop merchandise, any materials used to decorate the museum building or materials used for craft 
demonstrations within the building. Cleaners and staff should be trained to alert conservation staff if and when 
insects are found. Eating, drinking and smoking within the museum building should not be allowed, nor should 
pot plants or cut flowers be displayed in the museum building. In office spaces, eating should be limited to 
specific areas and these areas should be cleaned after each use. 
 
The best way to understand and identify the pest problems in your institution is to conduct regular inspections of 
all areas. A close inspection and thorough cleaning of your collection areas should be undertaken to 
differentiate between old and new infestations. There are many simple ways to do this. A good way to identify 
what pests you may have is to use insect traps. These are often constructed from a piece of cardboard and 
double sided sticky tape. When an insect walks across the sticky surface, it becomes trapped. This method 
means you can keep a track of the type and volume of insects passing through a particular area. Once you 
have identified what and where your problems are occurring, action can be taken to address the specific 
problems associated with the pests and locations. 
 
Chemical Control 

 
Chemical options include the use of insect bombs and insects growth regulators (IGR’s). These work on the 
basis of interrupting the growth cycles of insects. At different stages in their life cycle, insects are more 
damaging to objects. When insects are unable to reach maturity their ability to reproduce is limited. IGR’s are 
not likely to be available commercially, except when included in pest “bombs”. Bombs are often insect specific, 
for example you can get ones for cockroaches, fleas or dust mites. However you must take care to follow all 
safety instructions. These chemicals have adverse affects on some types of objects so should again be used 
with caution and not with regularity. 
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Pheremones can be used with sticky traps, if you have access to them. These act as baits or attractants to 
particular types of insects. However this needs to be regularly monitored otherwise they just become a major 
attractant. 
 
A commonly used fumigant for pest eradication, Methyl Bromide was banned from use internationally from 2000 
to reduce the affect of green house gases on the environment. However as a suitable alternative for commercial 
use has not yet been developed, the date on the ban has been extended to 2010. Be aware that some pest 
control companies in the Pacific may be using chemicals that are no longer in use in countries with more strict 
safety controls, so you will need to be aware of safety concerns. 
 
 
Pest Control Companies 
 
Integrated Pest Management (IPM) or Good Housekeeping aims to prevent infestation from occurring in the first 
place. Whether you have a current infestation problem or not you need to get professional advice on how to 
deal with any pest problems and prevent future attacks from occurring. 
 
For some countries in the Pacific the opportunities for professional pest control advice are limited. There may 
be no companies operating at all and if this is the case you still have a few options; you can either contact your 
customs department at the nearest airport or shipping port to find out what sorts of fumigation options are 
available; or alternatively you can contact PIMA for advice. 
 
If you have the luxury of one or several pest control companies being available to you, you will need to consider 
a number of factors: 

• Cost  

• The company’s care and sensitivity towards your collections, including cultural significance, security, 
theft and risk of physical damage. 

• Their recommended program of ongoing maintenance 

• Their ability to make recommendations to improve the current site, in the short and long term. 
Suggestions for improvements to the physical space may include putting fly screens on windows or 
sealing gaps in the building, or lifting objects up off the floor. 

• Their willingness to be on call to address problems or questions if and when they arise 

• Their willingness to work outside of museum opening hours to minimise visitor and staff impact 

• Their willingness to fumigate individual objects which may be infested. 

• Their safety precautions. They should be able to provide you with Material Safety Data Sheets for all 
chemicals they use. 

• The written documentation they are able to provide of the work they have done at your site 
 
The chemicals used by such companies can be divided into two broad categories, residual or non residual. The 
residual variety remains on the surface of the object. The non residual is only remains present while the 
environment remains sealed and the chemicals disappear a few days after the space has been opened up. 
Both have advantages and disadvantages, but when dealing with objects, the non residual chemical treatments 
are generally the better option. Ideally you don’t want the surface of your objects coated with chemicals, but if 
you have an object on display in an unsealed area, which is prone to infestation by insects, then residual 
chemicals may be your best option. Residual chemicals are often more toxic to both pests and people. 
 
We had this problem at the Fiji Museum with a drua, a large Fijian boat we had on display in an open area of 
the museum. This boat had been previously badly infested with borers, which were now inactive however the 
woven sails in particular were regularly subject to wasps building their mud nests in the folds. The wasps were 
not eating the boat or the sails, however the nests were causing soiling and staining and leaving residue and 
the nests to attract further insects. We treated this problem with a residual chemical. 
 
 

 
 


