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Preserving the Masters
How the Art World Won Its Battle of New Orleans

by Jared Wade

Preserving the Masters

early two years ago, August 27
seemed like as good a Saturday as

any to enjoy some artwork in New
Orleans. The National Hurricane Center

had just recently projected that a strengthening
hurricane could be headed towards Louisiana,
and many had already opted to leave the city,
but the New Orleans Museum of Art (NOMA)
was open for business and numerous art lovers
stopped by to view masterworks of Pablo
Picasso, Edgar Degas or the popular Fabergé
eggs on display at the time.

Behind the scenes, however, NOMA was
preparing for the storm that had already
prompted mandatory evacuations in some
places on the Gulf Coast and would lead New
Orleans Mayor Ray Nagin to announce a city-
wide, voluntary evacuation that evening.

Museum deputy director Jacqueline Sullivan
was busy ensuring that the eight volunteers who
would be staying in the museum—and the other

30 family members who would join them—had
everything they needed to ride out the storm.
Groceries, water, toiletries and other provisions
were purchased, and trash cans were filled with
water. Certain sculptures, including Renoir’s
“Venus Victorious” were removed from the
museum’s five-acre Sculpture Garden and
brought inside for safe-keeping. Others were
secured with ropes. All the artwork, photo-
graphs and other items in basement storage
were raised off the ground at least six inches in
case of flooding. All the paintings and precious
works were removed from any galleries with sky-
lights of windows.

On Sunday, all but the eight staff members and
their families had abandoned the shuttered
museum, which sits in the generally low-lying
Lakeview section of the city, and found a place
to wait out the storm. Early that morning, Nagin
called for mandatory evacuations for the entire
city, warning that “We’re facing the storm most
of us have feared.” 
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into the museum. Yet, for all the work
Sullivan would perform above and
beyond the call of duty in the trench-
es in the coming weeks (“We called
her Jackie Rambo,” says Bullard), in
this instance, she had failed to bring
one crucial thing—the key to get in. 

Fortunately, one of the crafty NYPD
vets was able to pop the lock with a
credit card. “So much for our security
system,” says Bullard.

Sullivan was happily surprised by
the lack of damage. The Sculpture
Garden had been flooded and two
works had been damaged from the
winds, but each was later repaired and
worst harm the storm had done was
damage the roof, knock down trees
and ruin the landscaping. 

Inside, the generator that had been
powering the emergency lights, cli-
mate control and security system had
run out of fuel. But everything
remained as pristine as it had been
when Sullivan had evacuated a week
earlier, and the inside of the giant
stone building even remained fairly
cool, leaving the timeless works of art
adorning the walls in near-optimal
condition.

T he New Orleans Museum
of Art was blessed by its
fortunate location and

impenetrable, fortress-like exte-
rior. Countless other area resi-
dents, however, faced raging
floodwaters that were not only
washing away the hard-earned
money that they had invested in
homes, cars and other possessions,
but also threatened to forever erase
their priceless culture, art and her-
itage.

Enter Heather Becker, who in arriv-
ing with a commando team of art con-
servationists from Chicago, can be
considered one of the few first respon-
ders that arrived in New Orleans
quickly and adequately equipped
enough to handle the task at hand.

“We were taking a leap of faith by
going down there,” says Becker. “We
didn’t know whether we were going to
be able to get in. We didn’t know what

we were going to be able to do. We
just wanted to get down there to see if
we could help.”

Despite not actually getting any
client requests for the services of her
company, the Chicago Conservation
Center (CCC), Becker assembled a
crew of employees and drove south
knowing how many paintings, heir-
looms and relics could be lost. En
route, she sent out an e-mail to AXA
and other clients with exposures, and
it soon became evident there would be
plenty of art in need of restoration.

The only problem was finding it. 
With no lodging available anywhere

in city limits, Becker and her eight-
person crew had to set up a temporary
facility nearly two hours outside New

Orleans in McComb, Mississippi. But
getting to and from the city was mere-
ly inconvenient—getting into New
Orleans was the real challenge. 

The crew spent countless hours at
security checkpoints in the two
months they spent in New Orleans,
and each day when they arrived, they
were also required to maintain escorts
to guide them into the city and stay
within them all day long until they
had to pack up and be out of city lim-
its before the curfew at dusk.
Fortunately, the CCC crew was able to
borrow members from the same AXA-
hired, $15,000-a-day security force

that was protecting NOMA to travel
with them as they criss-crossed the
city looking for the hundreds of pri-
vate residences, institutions and office
buildings with collections in need of
rescue, including those belonging to
Tulane University, Hilton Hotels and
numerous NOMA trustees. 

“There was no one on the roads,”
says April Hann, vice president of
conservator relations at CCC. “We’d
be driving on the other side to avoid
debris. You’d see some National
Guard or Army officers, but that was
it. It was surreal.”

Throughout the city, the streets
were covered with trees, wreckage
and other debris, physically prevent-
ing the CCC team from getting into

the structures that housed the art.
Circumventing some of these barri-
ers, the team quickly realized, would
require a chainsaw. But finding one
proved easier said than done. “Who
would have thought chainsaws
would ever have been such a valuable
commodity?” says Becker. Team
member Walter Wilson finally
tracked one down near their tempo-
rary Mississippi facility, however, and
they were in business. 

The CCC crew was then able to
enter the buildings—many of which
required head-to-toe hazmat suits due

These before and after photos illustrate just how much damage
water can do to art—and how miraculous the recovery can be.
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By the time Katrina had passed
and the city’s levee system had
categorically failed, nearly all of

the Lakeview and Mid-City sections
around the museum were severely
flooded with up to eight feet of water.
Yet, NOMA, constructed on the only
elevated plateau in the area, sat in the
middle of it all like an island in a vast
lake, untouched by the rising waters.

“I don’t know if it was happen-
stance or good planning,” says NOMA
director John Bullard, “but we were
built on the Esplanade Ridge, so that
puts us above sea level.”

Because of the fortunate location
chosen during the museum’s 1911
construction, even the lowest base-

ments remained three inches above
sea level and stayed relatively dry. A
few inches of liquid seeped in due to
hydrostatic pressure pushing water
through hairline cracks in the con-
crete, but with all the works in storage
up off the floor, the water caused
almost no damage whatsoever and

was later able to be pumped out with-
out incident.

Simply avoiding the floodwaters,
however, did not ensure the safety of
NOMA’s collection, which contains
multiple works valued up to $30 mil-
lion and could fetch a combined $400
million pricetag in today’s market.
Given Katrina’s severity and the con-
tinual news reports of societal unrest,
the museum’s insurer AXA Art
Insurance and its CEO Christiane
Fischer grew increasingly concerned
about looters. “They said they would
spend whatever was necessary to pro-
tect the collection,” says Bullard, who
was vacationing on the coast of Maine
in Deer Isle when Katrina hit.

True to its promise, AXA quickly
hired a security force consisting of
retired NYPD officers and ex-military
personnel and sent them to New
Orleans, with Fischer issuing instruc-
tions to “protect whatever can be pro-
tected.” The cost was steep at $15,000
a day, but having lost  all communica-

tion with the employees inside and
relying only on local newspaper
reporters for any information regard-
ing the museum, the most important
thing was getting a team that could
protect the collection immediately.

Meanwhile, not only did museum
officials lose all contact with the
employees and family members who
had stayed behind the day after the
storm, but all 38 had been forced out
into the streets. FEMA officials had
arrived on Tuesday after the initial
levee breach to inform them that they
must evacuate, but each and every one
refused to leave. Thursday, however,
was a different story. “The National
Guard came and forced our employees
to leave at gunpoint,” says Bullard.

The employees were moved to a
staging area on Interstate 10, where
they would wait with few provisions
and little comfort for a bus to evacuate
them from the city. “They spent three
days on I-10 in the boiling heat,” says
Bullard. “They would have been much
better off at NOMA. It’s about the
safest place you could have been in all
of the city.”

So when the hired security force
showed up to the museum on
September 5 along with Jackie
Sullivan via helicopter and an airboat
skippered by a man from the
Everglades, they were met by only a
vacant building with a giant, locked
bronze door at the entrance. The good
news was that looters had not made it

“The National Guard came and forced our

employees to leave at gunpoint.” 

Floodwaters raged throughout Lakeview, yet
fortunate geography left NOMA on an island. 

Katrina’s winds damaged multiple sculptures in the museum’s Sculpture Garden.
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to toxic mold conditions—and pull
the artwork from the nearly five feet of
accumulated stagnant water that had
been festering for weeks. 

When the team finally did locate
the collections they were looking for,
they began cataloging everything.
Photos of the conditions within were
taken to document the state in which
each piece was found before every-
thing was carried outside to an ad hoc
table set-up. Here, the items were
labeled with any relevant information
that might help identify and catalog
the piece, including major structural
or cosmetic damage that would need
immediate triage.

For the first month, CCC main-
tained a constant, rotating crew of
seven people locating the works and
doing the triage. Given the conditions,
the long hours and the precision nec-
essary in the work, asking anyone to
stay on more than five or six consecu-
tive days was just not an option. “The
environment was so toxic,” says
Becker. “There were several days when
they had to be dressed fully in the
Tyvek suits—the boots, gloves, gog-
gles, respirators and the whole bit.
When it’s 95 degrees, you’re sweating
terribly inside all of that garb, and at
the same time you’re carrying
extremely valuable things.”

They roamed the area daily for two
months in two temperature- and cli-
mate-controlled trucks. In mid-
October, the crew was cut down to

four, but they remained on the job
until nearly Thanksgiving, never run-
ning out of artwork to locate.

“People heard very quickly that we
were down there,” says Becker. “We
would just start getting calls directly
from private people, institutions,
restoration companies, insurance
companies. Literally, it came in from
everywhere.”

Indeed, any original concerns over
whether CCC’s presence would be
useful were quickly put to rest. All
tolled, CCC recovered more than
2,600 items and was able to fully
restore 90% of the items taken back to
Chicago. At one point, they even ran
out of trucks to transport the art and
had to reach outside the restoration
industry to find a van that could prop-
erly regulate temperature and humidi-
ty conditions. By navigating around
this and many other “touch-and-go
moments,” CCC was proudly able to
operate the entire time it was in New
Orleans without having to turn away a
single shipment.

Initially, Becker and others at the
company had reservations about
heading to New Orleans for other rea-
sons. In an area so physically devastat-
ed and where so many people’s lives
had just been shattered, was devoting
so much effort to artwork even honor-
able? “There was a question at the
beginning that, because there were so
many lives that have been affected, is
it a mistake for us to be dealing with

art and things that are just objects?”
she says. “But we ended up finding
just a contrary response. People were
so gracious that [we] were coming in
and trying to help on a cultural and a
community level.”

Many of the calls CCC personnel
were fielding came from hopeful res-
idents who saw its phone number on
the side of its trucks as it drove
through the city. People with no
means to get out of the city or guar-
antee a safe place for any possessions

were reaching out to have their pre-
cious heirlooms and family antiques
taken out of the city until some sem-
blance of normalcy could return.
One man even physically stopped
one of the vans to beg the driver to
take his items.

“Honestly, we didn’t see any other
companies doing what we were doing
to the level that we were doing it,”
says Becker. In time, there were many
others from the restoration communi-
ty helping in the effort. CCC part-
nered with smaller local art restorers,
insurers, cultural institutions and had
many volunteers, including a large
number of Tulane University art stu-

New Orleans was full of badly damaged gilded furniture. Through detailed restoration, however, almost all was saved. 

“We’d never done anything

like this to this degree.”
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similar and the conditions were famil-
iar—though weeks spent in New
Orleans floodwater made many pieces
among the worst they had seen. The
main difficulty was simply the enor-
mity of it all.

“They had seen plenty of pieces of
art—whether it be furniture or paint-
ings or artifacts or photography—go
through what these things had gone
through,” says Becker. “They just had-
n’t seen thousands of them all at the
same time.”

Back down in New Orleans,
NOMA was not having as much
success. From a physical stand-

point, Katrina had largely spared the
museum. Director John Bullard hoped
to have the museum back open before
2006, but it was not able to open its
doors until about six months after the
storm in March 2006. Still, in post-
Katrina New Orleans that is no small
achievement. 

In all, it cost NOMA approximately
$6 million in clean-up and other costs
to recover fully. Considering all that
was at stake, that number could have
been much higher. Some of that fig-
ure was also recouped from govern-
ment funds, and the museum recent-
ly got a donation to repair its base-
ment floor and roof, which were both
damaged by Katrina.

But in dozens of other ways,
Katrina has taken a much deeper toll.

NOMA remains a city-run institu-
tion and this forced a lay-off of some
85% of staff. On October 6, just five
weeks after the levees broke, the
workforce had dropped from 90 to 15,
leaving some employees with more
than 20 years of experience out of
work. With a citywide financial crisis
and a shuttered museum, New
Orleans just could not validate leaving
many of the curators and other per-

sonnel on a taxpayer-funded payroll.
Obviously, this was the last thing

most of the newly unemployed work-
ers wanted to hear at a time like this,
and many were understandably put
off. NOMA’s curator of prints and
drawings Mike Piersol, who later
found an open position at a museum
in Jackson, Mississippi, realized
NOMA had no choice. “If there’s any-
one expendable, it’s got to be muse-
um people,” said Piersol in a USA
Today article. “I feared that, and it
came true.”

Two years later, Bullard has been
given the green light to re-hire some
employees. Over 30 people are now
back on the payroll and this number
will hopefully continue to increase as
the months go on. 

The larger problem is a lack of
attendance, however. With nearly
50% of the pre-Katrina population no
longer in New Orleans and a drastic
downturn in tourism, NOMA just is
not getting many visitors. For the 10
months it was open in 2006, the
museum saw about 60,000 visitors—
about 30% of the amount that would
be expected in a pre-Katrina year
without a blockbuster exhibition. 

For a time, free admission was
given to Louisiana residents, which
was offered both so those affected by
Katrina could enjoy some culture, and
to help keep some warm bodies in the
building. And after only opening on
weekends in the first four months
after reopening, the museum was also
able to stay open five days a week
starting in June 2006, when a high-
profile Ansel Adams photography
exhibit on loan from the Boston
Museum of Fine Art went of display. 

Bullard has found another positive
development in that the rest of the art
world has shown its support and
gone to great lengths to help get

NOMA back on its feet. Through
numerous fundraisers and by travel-
ing the country to meet with the
power brokers of the international art
world, Bullard has helped right the
balance sheet.

In the months following Katrina,
many have contributed support and
NOMA has been able to maintain high
membership numbers. 

Grants have also come in from
Andrew Mellon Foundation, the
Andy Warhol Foundation and the
Henry Luce Foundation, while others
have reached out in other ways. 

The French government helped
fast-track an important exhibit to
bring to NOMA earlier this year.
Called “Femme, Femme, Femme,” the
exhibit featured 83 masterworks
depicting the female by French
impressionists such as Degas, Manet
and Renoir, and was arranged in only
14 months, as opposed to what nor-
mally takes five years to organize.

The exhibition, which ran from
March 4 to June 3 of this year, quadru-
pled attendance over a four-month
span. This surge only brought the vis-
itor numbers up to average pre-
Katrina levels, however, falling well
short of the numbers an exhibit would
traditionally bring in. 

All of this support and publicity
have provided a nice boost. But the
ultimate fate of NOMA will always be
tied to the city of New Orleans. So far,
there just are not enough people in the
city to look at the museum’s art.

Until New Orleans starts attracting
a large tourist base again, traffic may
remain slow in the museum.

“Tourists are still reluctant to come
to New Orleans,” says Bullard. “We
were lucky to preserve our collections.
We just need our visitors back.” ■

Jared Wade is RM’s editor.
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dents that aided in the triage. 
Becker fully believes that they never

would have had as much success
without so much help. But in such a
time-sensitive business as art restora-
tion, the fact that CCC was on scene
so soon really was the difference
between preservation and total loss.
“It’s always been the timing that is the
most crucial to recovering the collec-
tions,” says Becker. “If you’re not
responding to this stuff, it falls apart
and decays to the point that it
becomes unrecoverable. And then,
there’s no going back.”

In all, 2,600 works of art had been
recovered from New Orleans, leav-
ing CCC with a warehouse back in

Chicago stocked fuller than either
Becker or Hann thought possible.
Now all they had to do was bring
everything back to life.

“We’d never done anything like this
to this degree,” says Becker. “There’s
nothing that’s compared to it.”

Because everything coming back
from New Orleans was so contaminat-
ed, CCC could not even use its pri-
mary laboratory and instead set up a
whole new site for storage.  Sensitive
environments were created where
each warped and structurally dam-
aged piece of mold- and grime-cov-
ered art was slowly brought back to its

preferred humidity and temperature
levels. Of course, furniture, paintings
and the countless other relics, photo-
graphs and works all required varying
and highly specific environmental
rates of change to coincide with their
individual compositions.

Once arriving at a workable state,
the next step—some of which had
already occurred in New Orleans—
was triage. “[This] means removing as
much mold as possible,” says Becker. 

Given that most of the items had
sat for weeks—if not months—in
murky floodwater or in the muggy
conditions it created, the rampant
spread of mold was everywhere.
Other odd items had collected in the
muck as well, such as feathers and, in
once case, a piece of a puzzle that was
wedged in behind a painting. 

Warping was another problem.
Much of the classic furniture expe-
rienced severe torquing and twist-
ing, leaving the wood and other
material badly out of its natural
position. Many of the frames and
stretchers that held the canvases for
paintings were badly damaged as
well. But by utilizing different brac-
ing, tying, flattening and stacking
methods, the conservationists were
able to control and counteract many
of these large structural flaws. 

All of these widespread surface

issues had to be removed, and only
then could the works be moved to
where the more delicate restoration
work could begin. “Once we got that
done,” says Becker, “we felt we could
move at a more normal, human
pace...But all the things up to that
point had to happen pretty quickly.”

Now, CCC’s chief conservators, all
of whom have anywhere from 20 to
35 years of experience, could get out
their fine-tooth combs and begin
using their precise cleaning method-
ologies. “You literally have to go to the
microscopic level,” says Becker.

With magnifying lenses and micro-
scopes they cleaned each and every
surface of the piece, scraping away all
the muck and grime that had collect-
ed in every crack, pore and rivet. Then
came the unique surface issues.
Paintings that have sat in water gener-
ally have cracking throughout the top
layers. This will cause them to flake
away from the binding material,
which is usually comprised of a gesso
or an oil-based ground layer that
holds the paint to the surface. Under a
microscope, the restorer will inject
conservation adhesives to secure the
paint layer back down.

Other items required completely
different treatments. “With a piece of
furniture that’s gilded, all of the gild-
ing probably washed away and the
plaster started to wash away, so
you’re down to the carved wood,”
says Becker.  “So you have to start
rebuilding the plaster and then redo
the gilding.”

Most of the works CCC conserva-
tionists see from disaster sites usually
come in with significant water or fire
damage. So the methodologies are

In all, it cost NOMA approximately $6 million to recover fully.

Considering all that was at stake, it could have been much higher.

To remove all the remnants of the rampant mold, grime and residue’s from paintings, 
the conservationists from Chicago had to literally go down to the microscopic level.


