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Focus: Cleaning Interior Stone

by Kim Lovejoy

The facade gommage process involves
gently cleaning masonry by projecting very

fine powders with low-pressure compressed

air. These particles remain in the airflow,
slowly diminishing the dirt layer with a
rubbing action, unlike the direct, high-force
impact of sand in blast methods that
damage surfaces.

At the Church of St. Mary the Virgin, test cleaning
patch after one pass of nozzle; a second pass
further cleaned the stone. The process did not
remove water and floor polish stains, but
lightened them.

tone features and sculptural
elements add beauty and a feeling
of permanence to the interiors of
many houses of worship. But
they can be tricky to clean!

Over decades, the stone become soiled
from the accumulation of dirt, smoke,
human touch, and mops brushing column
bases. When a congregation thinks about
cleaning interior stone surfaces —
typically at the end of a multi-year
restoration program — they should turn
to architectural conservators to develop
recommendations.

“Use the gentlest cleaning method that
works in order to avoid damage to the
stone,” advises Mary Jablonski of
Jablonski/Berkowitz Conservation, New
York, NY. “You’d be surprised at how
much cleaning can be accomplished by
using a little water and a sponge or soft
bristle brush.” Mild non-ionic detergent
can be added to water if needed. Poul-
tices of clay-based compounds, custom-
mixed to draw out rust, oils, or other

stains, can be applied over small or large
surfaces, Ms. Jablonski adds.

Popular exterior masonry cleaning
methods that use a great deal of water,
such as water-misting and chemical
applications involving extensive rinsing
with spray hoses, are usually unsuitable
for interior use. The humidity generated
and the difficulty of 100 percent contain-
ment of water or chemical run-off, can
possibly damage woodwork and artwork
that cannot be completely protected.

Dry cleaning is an alternative which
avoids water and chemicals entirely. The
use of very fine powders projected by
low-pressure compressed air was first
developed by fine arts conservators. A
French company, Thomann-Hanry, Inc.,
adapted the method for large-scale
application on buildings. Fagade
gommage (pronounced go-mahy), is their
trade name for this patented process.
Since it only offered by Thomann-Hanry,
itis impossible to obtain competitive
bids, but the price can be compared with
other methods of cleaning. The system is
safe for removing dirt and pollution
deposits from exterior and interior
surfaces of natural stone, brick, cast
stone, concrete aggregate, stucco, and
certain painted surfaces,
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Case Study

At the Church of St. Mary the Virgin
in New York City (Napoleon Le Brun
& Sons, 1895), a six-year restoration
culminated with sprucing up the
grimy interior. J. Lawrence Jones &
Associates, building conservators for
the entire restoration, investigated
methods for cleaning limestone-clad
columns, as well as an ornate lime-
stone crypt and marble fonts. Mr.
Jones determined that water-mist or
water-and-chemical methods were too
risky to use on the interior. Steel
columns within the stone could rust if
water leaked through joints; and it
seemed impossible to protect interior
elements from moisture.

Test patches were performed by
Thomann-Hanry using the fagade
gommage method. Results were
satisfactory and the cleaning pro-
ceeded. Thomann-Hanry erected
scaffolding and plastic enclosures
around columns, and covered
polychromed figures and furnishings
with multiple layers of plastic.
Cleaning was effective on very soiled
elements like the column capitals,
ornate limestone crypt, and marble
fonts, revealing vibrant light-colored
stone,” says Mr. Jones.

“The only drawback was cleanup of
the used powder and dirt,” Mr. Jones
reports. Thomann-Hanry lacks a
vacuum retrieval system capable of
enclosing objects like columns. After
cleaning stone surfaces, technicians
used compressed air to blow off
debris. Each day debris was shoveled
out from the temporary column
enclosure and swept up from adjoining
floors to be carted off. The church
dusted the space before worship
services. At the end of the project, a
clean-up was done by the church’s
maintenance company and volunteers.

Says Mr. Jones: “In the future, I would
consider using a filtered vacuum
system with a plastic tent around
scaffolding to reduce dust escaping
from enclosures. However, we were
pleased with the low cost of stone
cleaning (about $1,000 per column),
and the church cleaned up the dust
itself at less expense than setting

up a vacuum containment system.”




