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Cleaning Grueby Tile Panels Using Sustainable Methods 

The Grueby tiles are made of coarse tempered, high-fired ceramic.  The glazes 

range from high gloss black to matt blue-black, low gloss yellows, oranges, light 

blues, pink, and white.  All glazes and fired surfaces are stable and in good condi-

tion. However, black dirt and grime covered the tiles and the white grout, signifi-

cantly altering the pavement appearance, muting and substantially darkening the 

bright color palate and the white grout (seen in original installation photo above). 

Because the tile surfaces are stable, high-fired and glazed, they could be cleaned 

with nylon brushes, bristle brushes and steam. Most of the dirt and grime was re-

moved with methylcellulose poultices applied for 20 minutes, removed with 

steam, stiff brushes and sponges. More tenacious dirt was removed with a focused 

jet of steam that solubilized soil and grime, cleaning the surfaces without damag-

ing the glaze. Only in the last cleaning phase was acetone on cotton wool com-

bined with steam used to selectively clean areas that remained discolored from 

dirt and to remove masking tape/residue that was not water soluble. Without 

steam, acetone was ineffective.  

Steam allowed for minimal use of water, and enhanced the solvent cleaning 

power, reducing the amount and strength of solvents required to remove the dirt 

and grime. 

Instead of using large 

amounts of cotton wool 

or paper towel, reusable 

bristle and nylon brushes 

and sponges were used 

for most surface clean-

ing, minimizing waste.  

A range of solvents, 

poultices and gels were 

tested and found not as 

effective in removing the 

dirt and grime as the 

steam.  The steam al-

lowed for cleaning with 

non-toxic agents, better 

for the conservatorsô 

health, the building oc-

cupants, and for the en-

vironment..  

Materials Chosen To Clean the Tile Panels 

listed  in order of use 

 

Material  Result 
  

MSDS Health Rating  Environmental  Considerations 

Bristol Brush Removed loose material NA NA 

Saugwunder Suction Block Sponge Further removed grime and dirt. NA Reusable, ñbiodegradableò 

Steam Easily and quickly dislodged and dissolved dirt  and 

grime.  Helped to remove masking tape. 

  

NA Used about 3 liters of water per panel 

Requires electricity to run. 

Hydrogen Peroxide Applied to the surface with steam . Not a carcinogen to hu-

mans. Concentrations 

over _____ caustic to 

skin, eyes, respiratory 

system 

Health 3 MSDS 

Released in large quantities can be corrosive to plant, animal and aquatic environments. De-

composes to oxygen. Products of degredation are less toxic than the product itself. 

Reactivity 1 MSDS 

Acetone Removed white paint drips.   Applied with cotton 

swabs along with steam to remove excess dirt and 

grime as the final cleaning. 

MSDS 1-2 rating 

Toxin to humans 

Eco-toxicity in water.  Long term degredation products may arise 

Methyl cellulose Applied as a poultice without any additional clean-

ing agents.  Removed with nail brushes, sponges and 

steam.    

Not listed as hazardous 

under CWA, CAA, 

OSHA 

Decomposes to carbon monoxide, carbon dioxide. 

Methyl cellulose with 10% hydrogen 

peroxide and 3% ammonia 

Applied as a poultice and removed with nail 

brushes, sponges and steam.  Equally effective as the 

methyl cellulose with out added cleaning agents, so 

most of the panels were cleaned with out the added 

agents.  

Not listed as hazardous 

under CWA, CAA, 

OSHA 

See above. 

In the fall of 2008, 11 central panels (each 2 feet high by 6 feet wide) and 12 side panels (each 2 feet high by 8 inches wide), made of  glazed ceramic 

tiles,  were cleaned and stabilized. The panels were manufactured by the William Grueby Fiance Company in Boston, MA in 1923 for installation above 

doorways and interior windows in the main lobby of The Heckscher Foundation for Children in New York City. The central panels depict children in al-

legorical scenes and each side panel shows a single pine tree on a hill.  Gruebyôs factory would have transposed the artistôs original sketches onto ceramic 

panels that were cut into tiles, glazed, fired, and assembled.  The ceramic factory burned down shortly after this work was complete, destroying all reci-

pes and methodology documents.  

 

Each central, allegorical panel is approximately 2 feet high by 6 feet wide.   

Each side, pine panel is 2 feet high by 8 inches wide. 

 

The panels and tiles were  stable, though they were covered with dark dirt and grime, drips of white paint and some areas of whitish accretion.  All of the 

panels had been edged with 1ò masking tape, applied to the face of the panels approximately a year before conservation treatment.  The tape adhesive mi-

grated into the tile surface, discoloring the tile edges.   

 

The former Heckscher orphanage now houses El Museo del Barrio, 3 day care centers, the NYC Department of Parks, and a magnet school.  Given the 

building occupancy and the size of the panels, it was necessary to avoid using excessive toxic solvents to remove the dirt, grime and masking tape adhe-

sive.  The treatment requirements and a general interest in conservatorsô health and environmental awareness, led to the decision to use as many sustain-

able cleaning agents as possible, reuse materials, and minimize waste. 

Dusting brushes, stencil 

brushes, used toothbrushes 

and nail brushes, scrub 

brushes 

Saugwunder Suction 

Block Sponge, natural 

sponges, makeup sponges 

all were washed and re-

Wagner Steam Cleaner,  re-

quired approximately  

3liters of water to clean 

Panel 1B  with two pine tree side panels 

(1A&C)  Before Treatment 

Panel 1B After Treatment 

 

After Treatment  

 

Reusable Cleaning Tools 

Treatment Methods 

Condition 


