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STABILIZATION OF RH IN EXHIBITION CASES:
HYGROMETRIC HALF-TIME

GARRY THOMSON

Abstract—A formula is derived with experimental support for predicting the RH changes
inside an unsealed exhibition case containing a buffer such as silica gel. It is shown that a well-
constructed case containing about 20 kg silica gel per cubic metre of case volume should
constrain seasonal humidity variation within reasonable limits and in some climates make air
conditioning unnecessary. However the formula proposed requires full-scale practical tests
before adoption.

1. INTRODUCTION

It is very likely that the complete air conditioning of a museum to a high degree of RH
(Relative Humidity) stability can do more for preservation than any other factor. Yet
there is an uneasy feeling that a system developed in the energy-wasting days which are
already behind us may not be the best for the future, and of course has never been even
possible for the poorer museums.

But almost all museums use exhibition cases of some kind. Could we not banish the massive,
noisy and costly machinery that is involved in air conditioning, and use instead a simple,
cheap and maintenance-free control of the atmosphere within museum exhibition cases?
The purpose of this article is to take a step in this direction by covering some necessary
theoretical and experimental groundwork, making use of foundations already laid [1-4].

2. EXPONENTIAL DECAY AND HALF-TIME

2.1. Exponential Decay

The third part of this paper, from which a simple formula is derived, is necessarily mathe-
matical. But the general tenor of the argument can be made clear without mathematics.
Many processes of change in nature work according to a simple rule, that of exponential
decay, which can be understood as follows.

When we make a cup of coffee we start with water at 100°C, so the coffee starts out of
equilibrium with its surroundings because its temperature is 100° and its equilibrium
temperature (that of its surroundings) is, say, 20°C. Its rate of cooling, as Newton first
recognized, will now be proportional to that difference in temperature. That is to say its
rate of cooling will start by being proportional to (100 — 20), so that we could say the rate
at time zero = k(100 — 20) degrees per minute. We need not actually determine k unless
we specifically want to. The point is that the coffee will continue to cool at a rate proportional
to the difference between its temperature and the temperature of its surroundings. At 50°,
for example, its rate of cooling will be k(50 — 20) degrees per minute, a considerably
slower rate. When its temperature has reached 21° its rate of cooling will be k(21 — 20)
degrees per minute, which is an 80th of its initial rate.

How long will it take to cool to equilibrium, which is at 20°? A mathematician would
say ‘never!’, but this is, of course, never true in real life. The room temperature is itself
fluctuating, and if it drops a little below 20° it gives the cup a chance to cool a little faster,
and soon cup and room will be fluctuating within the same relatively narrow temperature
range. The important fact to note is that the time taken to reach room temperature or
equilibrium cannot be accurately determined, and if we do attempt to determine such a
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figure by using a thermometer which only reads to 1 degree so that 201 looks like 20 we
will even then never get the same figure twice.

This is a situation typical of exponential decay. We might persist, however, intuitively
realizing that some measure of the time involved in cooling would be useful. And indeed
this is so. What we do is to measure the time taken to reach half way. The starting tempera-
ture is 1007, the equilibrium temperature is 20°, and the half-way temperature is the average
of these two: 60°. We therefore measure the time taken to cool from 100° to 60°, and we
call this the half-time.

A particularly useful property of the half-time is that we can start taking our measurement
any time we like. Time zero need not be at 100°, Suppose we cool from 100° to 60° and
find that this takes 5 minutes, making the half-time 5 minutes. We can immediately check
this measurement by making our new time zero at 60° and timing the cooling to the new
half way point, (60 + 20) = 40°, We will find that the cooling from 60° to 40° also takes
5 minutes although this is a fall of only 20° as opposed to the first reading over 40°,
Similarly the time for cooling from 40° to (40 + 20) = 30° is also 5 minutes, and so on.
The half-time will always be 5 minutes for this particular cup of coffee.

The best-known example of half-time measurement is radioactive decay. A radioactive
atom is matter in disequilibrium. It reaches equilibrium by disintegrating into stable atoms.
Whether it does this within the next second or next year is a matter of chance. Because of
these constantly occurring disintegrations a mass of radioactive material is never pure, so
that we can never get an absolute time zero from which to start measuring its rate of decay.
This is of no consequence, however, because the decay is exponential: its rate (number of
disintegrations per second) is proportional to the number of radioactive atoms in the
material, which is itself a direct measure of the amount of departure from equilibrium,
just as much as the excess temperature of the coffee was. To measure the half-time, here
usually called the half-life, of a radioactive element, we count the number of disintegrations
per second at the start, at a time designated zero, and wait until the disintegration rate has
dropped to half the rate at time zero. In practice there isa mathematical device for calculating
half-time from any two count-rates and the time between them (see p. 96).

Our third example of exponential decay directly concerns the matter in hand: RH in an
exhibition case.

If we could ensure by cheap and simple means, and without using machinery, that the RH
in an exhibition case remained within a safe range right through a winter heating period
or right through a tropical monsoon period, we could at a stroke make an important
advance in conservation.

The purpose of this article is to show that an understanding of what might be called the
hygrometric half-time of the exhibition case and its contents is a necessary step to the
solution of this problem.

2.2, The Hygrometric Half-time of an Exhibition Case

An exhibition case holds water in the air within the case, in the contents of the case and in
the materials used in making the case. To simplify our thinking let us consider a case,
either made of metal or lined with a moisture-barrier. We then need only consider the
water in the case air and in its contents.

The case is not sealed in any special way.

Now experience has shown us that if we place objects carefully seasoned to 55 % RH in the
case, close its lid and then proceed to subject it day after day to a much lower external RH,
as during winter heating, the RH in the case will drift lower and lower, and the moisture-
content of its carefully-seasoned contents will fall in consequence, though more slowly than
if not protected by the case.

The reason for this is, of course, that the case does not constitute a complete barrier for air
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and moisture. Air and water vapour can exchange in this way by three mechanisms:
temperature change, pressure change and simple diffusion. Padfield, in an important article
that covers a great deal of ground [2], has shown clearly that both temperature and pressure
changes in museum conditions are relatively unimportant. The important cause of RH
change within a case is diffusion of air, mainly through cracks in the unsealed case, but
also through wood and even certain plastics used for glazing.

But, whatever the mechanism, the change in RH is one of exponential decay, and can
therefore be characterized by a half-time. We measure the RH inside the case at time zero,
and the room RH, which must be considered constant for simplicity (though a varying
room RH can also be dealt with). Then the hygrometric half-time for the case with its
contents is the time taken to reach the half-way RH state: }(case RH at time zero + room
RH).

This hygrometric half-time will depend on two chief factors: (1) the air leakage rate of the
case measured, say, as number of air changes per day, and (2) the buffering material in the
case.

In this context a buffering material is any material which contains exchangeable water,
that is to say any material which contains more water at high RH than at low. Wood,
natural textiles, paper and silica gel are all buffering materials.

If there is absolutely no buffering material in the case—a rare situation—then its half-time
will be precisely the time taken for half an air change, since a mixture of half outside and
half inside air gives an RH halfway between the two. When we realize that even a well-fitting
case might undergo one air change per day we see that this is a hopeless situation, and so
buffering becomes very important.

Our primary objective might now be defined as follows: to make a case which does not
require any elaborate sealing or unusual technology, and which contains enough buffering
material to keep its contents safe through the dangerous part of the year.

We cannot hope for absolutely constant RH, since the buffering system cannot reverse a
trend in RH, it can only slow it down. Taking 55% RH as the starting level, a winter
heating RH of 309, and a monsoon RH of 809, the half-way RHs would be 42-5% and
67-5 %, respectively. If we could accept these as the danger levels, then the half-time of case
and contents is likely to be roughly the same as the danger period. Looking ahead (Figs.
2-4) it appears that a half-time of 150 days or about half a year would keep RH variation
without about + 8%, while buffering all sharp changes. This should cover many situations,
and is enough to clarify our objective for the moment: a half-time of about half a year.
However it should be realized that, if our system is really going to work unattended year
in and year out, smoothing out seasonal differences, it will find its own average RH, which
may be different to the RH we chose at the beginning, and will in fact be the average indoor
RH of the room in which the case stands. If this is too low, then some crude winter humidi-
fication of the room may become necessary, merely to bring up the annual average, and
conversely for humid climates.

2.3. Extending the Half-time of a Case to 150 Days

There are two main things we can do to extend the half-time of a case: firstly we can reduce
its leakage rate as far as possible, and secondly we can add buffer. (The use of stabilizing
salts is a further possibility not discussed here since it poses certain maintenance problems.)
To seal a case hermetically is more difficult than most people imagine, and makes it very
difficult of access. But it is reasonable to expect a well-made case with snugly-fitting un-
warped closure and a moisture-barrier to any wooden sides, to have a leakage rate of not
more than one air change per day [2] (e.g. Case 2 of Fig. 6).

To estimate the amount of silica gel needed we must make use of the formula derived in
Section 3:

Studies in Conservation, 22 (1977), 85-102



88 Garry Thomson

N, = 4 MB (approximately)
N, is the number of air changes to the half-way stage. With one air change per day, N, =
half-time in days. If we are aiming at half a year, N, = 150,
B is the amount of buffer in the case, measured as the dry weight of buffer in kilograms
per cubic metre of case volume.
M characterizes the moisture-holding properties of the buffer, and can be called its ‘specific
moisture reservoir’. If one kilogram of the buffer loses M grams of water when the RH
falls by 1%, or vice versa, then its specific moisture reservoir is M.
Table 4 shows that M for silica gel is dependent on RH. In the middle of the range, M = 2.
Therefore 150 = 4 x 2 x B, and B = about 20 kg silica gel per cubic metre.
We therefore need 20 kg of silica gel per cubic metre for a case which undergoes one air
change per day, if it is to have a half-time of about 150 days. This is a not unreasonable
amount, as Figure 6 shows. Of course any wood in the case, including the wood of the
exhibits, will contribute to the buffering, but we can regard this as a bonus contribution to
stability and retain our 20 kg/m? of silica gel.
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46 % Washington, Ottawa and London. Constructed
from [5], averaging monthly figures for
morning and afternoon RH, allowing for
winter heating to 20°C, and summer cooling
in Washington (June-Sept.) and Ottawa
(June-Aug.) which reduces summer RH to
around 65%. A little adventitious moisture
gain in winter is also allowed for. These
curves are not intended to be anything more
A . than models with which to test the closed-case
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Washington 19 21 27 38 52 61 67 65 56 41 28 20 % RH
Ottawa 10 10 16 27 46 62 66 59 45 32 20 13 %RH
London 31 30 31 37 53 62 63 67 62 48 37 32 %RH
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2.4. Stabilized Annual RH Cycle in a Closed Case

It seems we now have the means of predicting the RH change in a case containing buffer
when placed in a room of different but steady RH. Put another way, if a case has come to
equilibrium with a steady room RH, and then this room RH changes suddenly to a new
one, we can predict the lag in RH change within the case.

But in real life the RH in a non-air-conditioned room is not likely either to be steady or to
change abruptly to a new steady value, but rather to be the result of all kinds of fluctuations
in the weather and heating, both short-term (hourly and daily) and long-term (seasonal).
For a reasonably well-fitting case we can ignore the short-term fluctuations, but the seasonal
drift remains. That is to say a case with a half-time near one day will be affected by daily
fluctuations, but if the case has a half-time of over one month but less than one year it is
the seasonal fluctuations which will be our concern.

Let us take three cities as examples to work on: Washington as a city which requires both
extensive winter heating and summer cooling, Ottawa to represent extremely low winter
indoor RH, and London with a milder, semi-maritime temperate climate. The indoor RH
curves representing these cities (Fig. 1) have allowed for winter heating to 20°C.
Concerning summer cooling, at the risk of over-simplification, one can assert from the
standard hygrometric relations that the room RH resulting from use of a simple cooler
will not be too far away from 65% except in dry climates, whatever the outdoor RH. Thus
a city in the humid tropics such as Singapore, with outdoor RH in the 70s and 80s through-
out the year might expect a cooled RH of 659 during exhibition opening hours, rising to
70 or 807 during the night, and yielding an average of over 70 9.

The curves of Figure. 1 are not intended to be accurate predictors, but rather to be models
with which to test the behaviour of our exhibition case.

The next step is to plot, with the help of the equations developed in the mathematical
section (p. 93), the course of the RH within the case for various values of the half-time. If
the annual fluctuations of case RH can be reduced to a safe value then we have solved the
problem of RH stability.

TABLE 1
SIMPLIFIED OUTLINE OF ALGORITHM FOR FIGURES 2-4

—i Input case RH atstart and room RH for first month,

v
Calculate drift in case RH during first month,

v ¢

Input RH for the next month and calculate drift.
Repeat for remainder of vear.

'

Calculate case RH for first month of second year, and repeat
whole annual procedure until the same cycle is repeated.

Y
Graph results. ]
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Although computer simulation is no substitute for practical experiment it can be a most
useful preliminary, giving us, if we work correctly, an impression in a few minutes of what
takes years. The curves in Figures 2-4 are such simulations, using an algorithm for
calculating the effect of room RH on case RH on a monthly basis, and graphing the results
only after a sufficient number of annual cycles have been performed to reach a steady-state
condition (Table 1).

From inspection of these sample annual cycles and others, it appears that, to keep fluctua-
tions in RH within +10%, a reasonable aim for such a simple system in rather difficult
conditions, we need a half-time of 150 days, or about half a year.

The effect of heating the case to a temperature different to that of the room, as by sunlight

or strong spotlight, has not been taken into account. Good conservation should ensure
that this does not happen to any marked extent.
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Fic. 2 Annual RH cycles in room and case. Room cycles are from Figure 1 (solid line). Case
cycles are calculated (broken line).

Case
Average Max Min (%, RH)
Washington (half-time 100 days) 41 30 32
(half-time 150 days) 41 47 34
Ottawa (half-time 150 days) 33 40 26
London (half-time 150 days) 46 51 40
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100% e 1009 — —
OTTAWA ] LONDON
g0 - with winter humidification ] 80 + with winter humidification
t0o35% RH to45% RH
60
40
20 ¢ 1 20 F
0 P— i : . : 1 " . f . 0 2 L z L L § . L L L i
Jan Jul Jan Jan Jul Jan

F1G. 3 The effect of some room humidification during winter.
Ottawa humidification to 35 %, giving case RH 43 + 4 o
London humidification to 45 %, giving case RH 52 + 39,
Half-times 150 days.

But there remains the problem that the average annual RH which the case settles down to—
which is the average annual room RH—may be quite unsuitable (e.g. Washington about
407, Ottawa about 33%, London about 46 %, and probably over 709% in Singapore and
the humid tropics). The closed but non-sealed case which we have been examining will
cycle its RH gently through the seasons without further attention. However, although at
the start of the operation the exhibits in the case were stabilized to 559 or some other
chosen value, they will, as it were, lose all memory of this original value and settle down
to a cycle the average RH of which will be that of the room, though with very much smaller
fluctuations. The buffer literally only buffers against change, that is, slows it down and
reduces it, but cannot positively force an RH higher or lower than the room average. This,
of course, is rather disturbing news.

It 1s suggested that, to counteract the extreme dryness of winter heating, even from the
human point of view, some humidification is desirable, but not necessarily to the high levels
advocated in conservation (50-55%). For example, winter room humidification to 35%
in Ottawa or 459 in London would raise the annual average case RH to 43 % and 519
respectively (Fig. 3). These averages might well be acceptable, especially since the fluctuation

1009, - — : TREvEN
NEW DELHI
80 L 1

s

FiGc. 4 The closed case with buffer in New
Delhi (half-time 150 days).
Room RH (solid) 47 + 229%.
' Case RH (broken) 47 + 49%.
Jan Jul Jan  faif-time 150 days.

Studies in Conservation, 22 (1977), 85-102



92 CGarry Thomson

would be no more than +49%.

However, in the humid tropics, the problem is not easily solved. Here the characteristic is
steady, not seasonal, dangerous RH, high in this case. Furthermore ventilation is a good
prophylactic against mould-growth, and in a closed case the air is still.

On the other hand, in tropical inland areas with a wet season the closed case could prevent

high monsoon RH from reaching the contents just as effectively as in cold climates it
prevents excessive dryness (Fig. 4).

2.5. Towards a Practical Selution

This article only tackles half the problem. The rest lies in practical work and testing. The
course that might be taken can be suggested.

1. Case Construction. There need be no onerous restrictions on design. The case itself
should not be moisture-permeable. If of glass or metal this is no problem, but a wooden
case should have, perhaps as an interlining, an effective moisture-barrier layer, such as
metal foil, aluminized plastic foil, or polyvinylidene chloride film (Saran). This would be
hidden from view by the case lining. Closures should fit very snugly. Fastenings should not
distort, so opening up gaps elsewhere. Gaskets may be necessary in some cases.

2. Buffering. For RH conditions above 509 silica gel offers little advantage over wood, its
M-value being about the same, but at lower RH values silica gel is the best buffer, and is in
addition totally chemically inactive and fireproof. The silica gel should be used in paper
or cloth bags, as regularly supplied for drying purposes. It should not, of course, be used in
its dry form, but conditioned to the humidity required. This occurs without interference
if the bags are kept in the right RH for some weeks. The buffer will need to be hidden from
view, but at the same time free circulation of air between buffer and exhibits is essential.
About 20 kg silica gel per cubic metre of case volume is suggested as a start.

3. In every exhibition case there should be an RH meter visible from outside the case. The
simplest non-adjustable paper dial hygrometers cost very little. They should all be checked
at yearly intervals against a wet-and-dry-bulb instrument, and if readings are more than
about 37, out of true, they should be thrown away and replaced.

4. The next task is to find the hygrometric half-time of the case. This requires that it be
placed, closed and complete with buffer and RH meter, in a fairly steady RH which is
sufficiently different to that within the case to cause a change in a reasonable time. After a
change of not less than 5%, and preferably 109, has occurred in the case, the half-time
can be calculated using the multiplying factors in Table 2. We are aiming at 150 days, and
if the half-time is less than this improvements will have to be made in the case, or more
silica gel will have to be added.

5. Supervision and Record-keeping. When a case is first fitted out for experiment, it should
be checked at first daily, then weekly and ultimately monthly if all goes well. The first few
days are particularly critical because there may be buffering material among the contents
with an unexpected moisture-content which will throw the RH out as soon as the case is
closed.

2.6. A Summary of the Argument

— The RH in a case containing buffer will decay exponentially towards the room RH.

— The rate of this process can be characterized by a ‘hygrometric half-time’, t,, being the
time taken to reach a point half-way between the case RH at start and the room RH.

Studies in Conservarion, 22 (1977), 85-102



Stabilization of RH in exhibition cases: hygromertric half-time 93

— If the half-time is measured in number of air changes, N, . rather than units of time, then

it can be shown that
N; = (approximately) 4 MB

quantity of buffer in kg/m?®

‘specific moisture reservoir’, or the rise in moisture content of the buffer

in g/kg fora 1% rise in RH.

— Due to the lag in RH change within the case, its RH fluctuations are smaller than those
in the room, and can be reduced to less than + 10 %, even in the worst situations, if the
half-time is at least 150 days.

— A carefully-made case might undergo about one air change per day. In such a case
ty = N,, so that t, = approx. 4 MB.

— Table 4 shows that M for silica gel is at least 2 in the middle of the range. Putting M = 2
and t; = 150 days for a case with one air change or less a day, in the formula t; = 4 MB:

150 =4 x 2 x B
so that B = about 20 kg silica gel per cubic metre of case volume for effective stabilization.

— Once things have settled down, the average annual case RH will be that of the room.
Indoors in temperate zones this is usually too low for good conservation, and therefore a
moderate amount of room humidification will still be required.

— Countries in the wet tropics, where the RH is constantly in the mould-growth range
(over 65-70 %) should not use buffered closed cases.

— On the other hand, tropical countries subject to seasonal monsoons (e.g. New Delhi)
might find that the buffered closed case offered steady RH near to the required level.

— There should be a hygrometer in every closed case, visible from the outside.

— In favourable situations the closed case could give stable RH at a good conservation level
without any maintenance and at low cost. But further experiment is necessary.

where B
and M

3. MATHEMATICAL AND EXPERIMENTAL SECTION

List of symbols used:

time

room RH at time t

case RH at time t

original case RH (t = 0)

rate constant of exponential decay

‘hygroscopic half-time’ of case + contents

moisture content of air (g/m?)

moisture content of buffer (g/kg)

dry weight of buffer in case (kg)

‘specific moisture reservoir’ of buffer
(moisture gain in g/kg for a 1 % RH rise)

number of air changes

half-time measured in air changes

number of air changes per day

[ 1 |

277 ZWmMOLr~00m-"

v
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3.1. The Exponential Decay of RH Difference Between Case and Room
At any time t the RH in the case will be approaching the room RH at a rate proportional to the
difference in RH between room and case. Expressed mathematically,

dc .
- F=kC-R )

Note the negative sign for the rate, indicating that the gradient of the curve is negative when
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(C — R) is positive, or vice versa. Thus the formula reads correctly whether the room RH is high

or low.
dC
[t - [

Rearranging for integration:
The definite integral, where C = C, when t = 0, becomes:

C - R
loge =—=x = —kt - o (i)
C - R
— gkt
or R e S 1))
At half-time, t,, | — " = Jogel.
Mkt ey 108 = l0Red
Therefore ty = — %logg} = 0:693/k v o kAV)

k is the general constant in equations of exponential decay, often called the rate constant of the
process. In our exhibition case k will clearly be related to the leakage rate and to the amount and
effectiveness of the buffer. We must now determine this relation.

3.2. Effect of Air Leakage and Buffer on the Half-time of the Case

We consider an exhibition case of one cubic metre volume with, for simplicity, a moisture barrier
but no special sealing. In other words the case leaks, but the material of the case takes no part in
the buffering. For buffering we add a known guantity, B kg, of silica gel or other buffering material.
We are interested in following the amount of moisture in the air of the case, and this we will
measure in g/m?3, G, in preference to RH. But the two are linearly related because we shall hold the
temperature constant. Because the process is slow, the moisture in the air will always be in equili-
brium with the moisture in the buffer.

Our system works to reduce RH change in the case whether the room air is too damp or too dry.

Gr
= moisture content of
room air
) = muoisture content of
Ge case air

Gc’ =

- i = same after one air
s ia |
’_/ change

" ’ EandE’ = gmoisture in
g/m ! b
aSukiith | silica gel before and
I ” : after one air change.
in air ;

|

|

|

|

|

1 1

E E’
g moisture in Silica Gel

Fig. 5 Equilibrium curve for moisture in case air and silica gel (not drawn to equal axes).
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