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THE RESEARCH JOURNEY

This thesis is the result of years of research aimed at answering the following question: how can

transparent plastics be restored?

The first time | posed this question to myself was in 2003, about 20 years ago, while working on
my Master's thesis at the Istituto Centrale per il Restauro (ICR) in Rome, Italy, which focused on
the conservation of plastics and included three case studies. One of these was proposed by my
external advisor, Marina Pugliese, who was then the conservator at the Padiglione di Arte
Contemporanea (now Museo del Novecento Collection) in Milan, Italy: a damaged transparent

plastic sculpture titled Giraffa Artificiale.

This monumental sculpture representing a giraffe, approximately 3 meters tall, was created by
the Italian artist Gino Marotta in the 1970s by assembling and bonding pieces of transparent
pink poly(methyl methacrylate) (PMMA), a plastic commonly known as acrylic or by its trade
names such as Perspex, Plexiglas, or Lucite. The sculpture had been seriously damaged during
transport and exhibited numerous issues that compromised its material integrity and
transparency, including three broken elements (a paw and two tails), chips, scratches, abrasions,
and missing parts. Additionally, there were various forms of degradation or defects in the

bonded joints, the origins of which were unclear.

The sculpture was kept in storage because there was uncertainty about which materials and
methods could be used for its restoration, as the conservation literature on treatments for this
material was very limited. The problems were diverse and complex, and | could not address them
all within the timeframe of my Master’s thesis. Therefore, with the support of my main
supervisors, conservator Wilma Basilissi and polymer scientist Giancarlo Sidoti, | focused on
conducting preliminary research to evaluate potential adhesives for the broken parts. The results
of this study highlighted the difficulties in finding a suitable adhesive and showed that more in-

depth research was needed.

During my Master’s thesis, | discovered a deep passion for applied research as well as for plastics.
| was fascinated by the “constructive” and “instructive” exchange between conservators and
scientists throughout the investigation process and by the fact that the conservation of these
modern materials, compared to more traditional ones, still felt like a "blank page" waiting to be

written.

These passions and interests eventually led me to work as a conservator and researcher at the

research center Instituut Collectie Nederland (ICN), now the Cultural Heritage Agency of the
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Netherlands (RCE), where | had the privilege of working with one of the leading conservation
research scientists in the emerging field of plastics conservation and conservation science Thea
van Oosten. Collaborating with Thea provided me with the opportunity to learn from her while

examining a wide range of plastic artworks and objects across various types of collections.

During my time at the ICN and later the RCE with Thea, we surveyed numerous artworks made
from transparent plastics that exhibited conservation issues, including two untitled pieces (dated
1993) in polyester resin by artist Mathilde ter Heijne, both part of the art collection of the Océ
Company in Venlo, the Netherlands. The curator from Océ (now Canon Production Printing),
Claudine Hellweg, brought these works to the RCE to present the conservation challenges and
seek our advice on possible repairs. The works were broken, scratched, and several fragments

were missing.

In 2008, Claudine left the work with us at the RCE for further study, officially marking the
beginning of my research into the conservation of transparent plastics, supported by my RCE
colleagues. This initial phase was crucial in developing an approach to studying these
transparent materials and establishing a methodological framework for research and treatment.
Given that the conservation of broken glass also involves the challenge of restoring transparency,
we explored whether the principles and techniques used in glass conservation could be applied
to plastics. During this phase, | received valuable guidance from various glass conservation

experts, including Norman Tennent from the University of Amsterdam.

After this first phase, the research approach and methodological framework became more
systematic. From 2013 onwards, the research was further carried out at the Getty Conservation
Institute, where | currently work, in collaboration with the RCE and the University of Amsterdam
and it ultimately culminated in 2023 with the treatment of Giraffa Artificiale, in which | applied

the insights gained through the research conducted since 2009.

Therefore, this doctoral thesis compiles years of research, presented here as a collection of peer-
reviewed articles published in scientific journals and conference proceedings. It begins with the
first article on the subject published in 2009, which focuses on the works from Océ, and
concludes with the final paper on the treatment of Giraffa Artificiale, intended as a practical
guide for conservators, illustrating how we applied our research findings in the conservation of

transparent plastics.

Thus, this research has come full circle: it began with my initial question about the complex

conservation challenges of transparent plastics posed while examining Giraffa Artificiale, and
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concluded 20 years later with the restoration of the piece, when | could finally put the

methodological approach and research findings into practice.
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