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Art Conservators Take Up the Fight 
 

By PIA CATTON 
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Art conservator Suzanne Siano observes the damage done to art works sent to her 
studio on West 27th Street in Chelsea 

 

Art conservation is not a glamour profession. But conservators have been swooping 

in as art-world superheroes since Hurricane Sandy devastated galleries and 

individual bodies of work. 

The past week has been crucial in the salvage effort. After the storm surge flooded 

storage units and studios in Zone A, many were inaccessible, leaving works to further 

deteriorate. When the water drained, art was removed and transferred to locations for 

drying—that is, if the owner or artist had access to a second location. Artist Cheryl 
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Stewart, who had five feet of water in her back yard Red Hook studio, moved her 

sculptures, made of a variant of papier mâché, into the main house and adjoining 

outdoor space. 
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Cheryl Stewart's sculpture 'East' was destroyed by floodwaters and mold 

Once dry, a restoration plan can be devised. "Everything has to dry, but how it gets 

dry is crucial to how much mold you do or do not get," said Suzanne Siano, owner of 

Modern Art Conservation. "We can't even give estimates while it's wet." 

Last week, Ms. Siano was inundated with calls from galleries. "We're getting lists and 

images. There's a lot of decision-making now," she said. "For artists, we are advising 

on how to do it yourself, but more on salvage. We haven't gotten to the part where 

we're helping them repair. We're just getting the work to be stable." 

Professional services typically cost anywhere from $2,500 to $20,000, but can be far 

outside that range depending on the damage; a painting caked in mud is more 

expensive to repair than damage incurred from, say, falling off a wall. While galleries 
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may be able to absorb those fees as business costs or with insurance payouts, many 

artists—who typically do not insure their work—have so far been relying on 

information circulated by institutions such as the Museum of Modern Art and the 

American Institute for Conservation. 

If the cultural industry has a SWAT team for visual art, it is the AIC's Collections 

Emergency Response Team (AIC-CERT). In the storm's wake, it immediately 

deployed a rotation of eight volunteers to New York. The Washington, D.C.-based 

organization has 105 conservators in strategic locations across the country who can 

drive to sites if airports are closed due to disasters. As the breadth of Sandy's 

damage became clear, more than 80 local professionals volunteered through AIC-

CERT. Many more are showing up to offer help where it is needed around town. 
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Ms. Stewart in her Red Hook storage structure 
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"We are going to be hiring a local coordinator to match the volunteers with the 

needs," said AIC-CERT's organizer, Eric Pourchot. "It represents a huge amount of 

New York art work." 

"The scale is daunting," said professor Michele Marincola, chairwoman of New York 

University's Conservation Center, some of whose graduate-level students have 

jumped in to help. "This is not a mock-up or a drill or lab experiment." 

In Greenpoint, Brooklyn, artist Rachel Beach's studio flooded almost to the ceiling, 

tossing around her wooden sculptures, furniture and idea-filled sketch books. Before 

meeting with AIC-CERT volunteers on Thursday, she had already emptied and 

bleached her 700-square-foot space. 

"One of the conservator tips has been to put things in the freezer," she said. "I have 

15 years of sketch books, and they're all in the freezer. There's no room for ice. So 

no boozy drinks." 

Ms. Beach's future creativity is also hampered by the damage to her collection of 

equipment. "Saws and tools, anything that has a motor or moving parts, were 

corroded by salt water," she said. "If I could do again, I would get insurance. But 

would it even cover this?" 

Damaged equipment, computers and electronic art has been a major issue for 

Eyebeam, the Chelsea-based center for art and technology. Its lower-level archive 

flooded with a mixture of water, cleaning chemicals and sewage, causing an 

estimated $200,000 to $250,000 worth of damage. Although some equipment can be 

replaced, the more difficult issue is saving artworks made on media such as VHS 

tapes, zip discs, DVDs or CD-ROMS, which could be erased completely. 

"We are facing a lot of salty water that accelerates corrosion and speeds up chemical 

reactions that will not benefit electronic media," said NYU visiting professor Christine 

Frohnert. 
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The first step at Eyebeam was disinfecting up to 700 pieces of media with distilled 

water and isopropyl alcohol. The effort involved a team of 50 artists, Eyebeam alums 

and volunteers from MoMA, Anthology Film Archives, NYU and the consulting firm 

AudioVisual Preservation Solutions. 

The next step will be managing the inventory and seeing what is intact; living artists 

may have a back-up or original. "I don't think we fully know what's in the collection," 

said Jonathan Minard, a resident artist at Eyebeam who has been organizing and 

documenting the clean-up effort. 

Also badly hit was the archive of the Martha Graham Dance Company in the 

basement of Westbeth, the residential home for artists in Chelsea. About 12 feet of 

water rushed into the space, which also houses the studios of artists who live above, 

submerging costumes and set designs that go back to the 1920s. "I didn't even 

realize how much stuff we had," said artistic director Janet Eilber. "We have 

costumes with Paul Taylor's name in them," 

Volunteer conservators from AIC-CERT and the Fashion Institute of Technology have 

been advising on textiles. The company's set designs, many by sculptor Isamu 

Noguchi, have been sent to a facility in Yonkers where they are drying. 

For the community of New York conservators, especially those working in modern 

and contemporary visual art, the crush is overwhelming because there are no one-

size-fits-all solutions. "Everything is individual to an art work," Ms. Siano said. 

Even before the storm, the industry had plenty of work. How to deal with the influx of 

art and the need for manpower is an open question. "There are only so many trained 

conservators," Ms. Siano said. "There is a push to do it quickly." 

That's not only because damage could worsen if it's not treated; Art Basel Miami 

Beach starts on Dec. 6. 


