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INVESTIGATION AND CONSERVATION OF A l'.EDIEVAL DAGGER 

Haureen A Robson 

2 January 1979 

This report deRcrihPs thP e xaminat ion Rnd conservation of a medieval 
dagger exhibited at the 'I'o\<Jer of London . 

Dagger, Medieval, composite materials (platinG, iron, copper alloy) 
Photo~raphs, radiograph, laboratory r eport . 
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THE INFORMATION IN THIS REPORT IS PROVIDED ON THE UNDERS'l'ANDING 'l'HAT ITS AUTHOR 

WILL BE CONSULTED IF THE INFOR!1i\TION IS TO BE EOI'l'E D FOR ANY FURTHER PUBLICA'I'ION. 

SUCH CONSULTATION SHOULD ALSO INCLU DE PROVISION OF PROOFS FOR CHECKING AT ALL 

STAGES IRRESPECTIVE Qli' v/HETHER ALERATIONS HAVE BEEN ~1A DE 1'0 THE ORIGINAL TEXT. 
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A MEDIEVAL DAGGER AHL, 77627G EXCAVATIONS NO X._+30 
CHElMSFORD ESSEX 

Introduction 

The dagger consists of two metal components; a decorative copper alloy hilt and an 
iron blade. It was taken from Pxhi bi tion at the 'roV~er of London due to aocelarated · 
.corrosion of the iron blade. Outbreaks of active salts were in evidence on the blade, 
causing severe lamination and deterioration of the iron structure which was reduced, 
at a touch, to po.,dery frae;ments. 

A photographic record was made to establish its shape prior to treatment. 

Exploratory investip;ation with the aid of a binocular microscope "as undertaken on 
the decorative copper alloy hilt to reveal possiblP inlay/outlay decoration. 

Exploratory investication 

The hilt wan inspecte•l under a binocular microsconc. There was a well preservecl 
copper alloy patina o•1er most of the hilt surfaces, mid/dark r•reen in colour, with 
a few worn areas, brmm in colour on the nommel.. The undersi ·'e of the latter area 
was pierced with hole~> of three, arranr;ed in a dec01·ative manner. The pommel, 
shaft and plate of the hilt were all d<;corated Hith !incised line (fip; 1 ). There 
was no evidence of remains of an orr;anic Gcabhard on the iron blade. 

Cleaning and conservation . 

The hilt was firstly mtabbed successfully with moi sl;ened cotton wool buds dipped 
in a mixture of acetelbe and >thi te spiri. t in Hater, •·:lth a clrop of deterr,ent added -· 
to reduce the surface tension. Thi.G treatment removed all surface dirt and reveal
ed white mPtAl rlecorAtion remainin:~ in some areAr;. It war; ohservect, with the aid 
of a bin6cular microscope that thf> .Unciserl lineR of the hilt plate were filled with 
a brown, compacted bubbly deposit, similar in fact to a cleaner such as "Brasso" 
which may have at sam~ stage been used in previous attempts to clean the obj<ect. 
This desposi t was removed by picki nr~ l·ti th a sharpcn.od needle held in a pin-vice 
and also a hand-hold vibrotool. 

, 'rhe hilt was passerl on to a colleague Justine Bn;rl ey, for r;pecialist examination 
of the white metal nreas (Appendix 'I). The iron blFtde •tas carefully handled to 
prevent further didntegration and the laminates, brushed free of surface salts 
with a glass bristle brush and rPadhered in their correct relative positions with 
HMO cellulose nitrate adhesive. For a stronr;er bon:l bet.,een two sections of the 
blade cove;<:, Super Epoxy adhesive '"as used and abraded lirchtly to give a matt 
finish. 

Stabilisation 

It was considered essential to stabilise the composite da1;ger. This presented 
a problem as it is not generally advisable to subject copper alloy to the intensive 
washing trNttmr>nt of iron to remove active chleridcr;. : ' 

· . .·· ' (Water may ac<d~rate corrosion of copper alloy metals). It was therefore 
decided that the copper alloy hilt should, firstly, he stabilised with 3~ 5olu+ion of 
Benzotrto.rble in industrial methyhtterl spirits. The Hlt and plate were immersed 
in the above solution under vacuum, until all bubbles ceasPd, r.emoved and allowed 
to dry. 

It was then lacquered twice with Ineralac containine; santo<t.el, a matting agent. 
The separated hilt section 11i th n0mmel was not immersed as the hollow interior has 
remains of replacPd w~od a smnple of '"hich has been tak<m for identification. (Appen
dix II). This area HBS painted \•tith th<> same solution and placed undf'r vacuum. The 

treatment contimt0d as describec1 ahove. 



The iron dar;ger Has then Hashed free of soluble salts by suspending the blade in a 
tank connected to a detonised Hater supply forminc a continuous cycle of washing 
(Fig 2). The washinr~ treatment took eirht days Hhen thref' consecutive co~ti vity 
readings matched that of the orip:tinal distilled ,.,ater (1). 'rhe blade was then removed .. 
and allowed to dry. It was finally immersed in moll.en microcrystaline wax(cosmolloid 
80H) until all bubbles had ceased. Excess wax wa>; removecl with the aid of an 
industrial air blower. The h10 r;ections of the hi 1 t were joined with a spot of 
Super EpUxy adhesive, care being taken not to contaminate the renlaced wood remains. 

Display Requirements 

The daf(ger must continue to be housed in a dry atmoPphere. For this purpose it is 
recommended that it is exhibited in a showcase which is suitably adapted to house 
trays of silica gel - a self indicatinp: drying ar;ent which under moist conditions 
changes colour from blue to pink. It can be readily reconditioned by heating in 
an oven until it regains its orir:inal deep blue colour. 'rhis cycle of reheatinr. 
can be repeated. 

Periodic checks must be made on the state of the dagger and any further signs 
of deterioration reported immediatPly. 

M A ROBSON 
Conservation Officer 

2 Jan 1979 
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APPENDIX I 

Chelmsford Essex 

Dagger AML 77627( 

The white metal remains could not be analysed by Xray fluorescence using the 
laboratory milliprobe because of the objects shape. Chemical tests on the very 
thin surface coating 11ere found to be inconclusive. Ner;ative evidence for silver 
may suggest that the >~hi te metal is tin but no positive results 11ere obtained. 
The white metal is probably mainly tin or silver and appears on the raised areas 
of the design. The white metal seam may possibly he a solrler or a brazing metal 
which was used to make the join. The hilt plate showed thP base metal (yellow 
in colour) 11here the design harl cut rlown through the white metal platinr;. 

Justine Bayley !l January 1')79 

APPENDIX II 

Chelmsford Essex 

Dagger AML 776276 

APPENDIX II I 

List of ficures 

Fig 1 
Fig 2 

Sketch of surface detail as found on the hilt section 
Sketch to show the continuous cycle of Hashing treatment 

APPENDIX IV 

List of plates 

Plate 1 
Plate 2 

Dar;tjer before conservation 
Dat:ger after conservation 
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ANCIENT MONU1lENTS LABO!MTORY 
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