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Zusammenfassung

Der Modernismus des 20ten Jahrhunderts 
und die fortgesetzte Tradition des 21ten 
Jahrhunderts in einer Zeit des immer schnel-
leren technologischen Fortschritts haben 
Veränderungen in einer Art und Weise zur 
Folge, wo alles möglich erscheint bezogen 
auf die genutzten Materialtechnologien in-
nerhalb des Feldes der modernen Bilder. 
Die “Frau in Weiß” ist ein Bild von Gabrijel 
Stupica, das Teil seiner Reihe „die Bräute“ 

ist. Es wurde in der Tempera Papiertechnik 
um 1975 erstellt. Die Farboberfläche ist brö-
ckelig und blättert ab, der Träger ist emp-
findlich gegenüber Feuchteeintrag sowie 
faltig und an bestimmten Stellen abgerissen. 
Wenn der Künstler gegen die etablierten 
Regeln oder Standards der Kunsttechno-
logien ist, dann müssen diese Prozedu-
ren auch vom Restaurator akzeptiert wer-
den und er muss das Kunstwerk in einem 
professionellen und angemessenen Weg 
restaurieren.
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Introduction

At the start of 2019, the Book and Paper 
Conservation Centre of the Archives 
of the Republic of Slovenia in collab-

oration with the Moderna galerija/Museum 
of Modern Art in Ljubljana restored a severe-
ly damaged painting by Gabrijel Stupica, ti-
tled Žena v belem/Woman in White (97 × 62 
cm). Owned by a private collector, the paint-
ing is one of the sketches Stupica made for 
his series Neveste/The Brides, around 1975, 
using tempera on tracing paper. The paint-
ing is double-sided; on recto there is an im-
age of a woman, and on verso, a drawing in 
pencil (Fig. 1). 

Outline of the problem

In modern art, the material most often con-
veys the artistic idea and is, as such, techno-
logically interesting, making preservation of 
the material structure an essential element 
that complements the whole. 

Stupica’s work of art is a typical open 
work – the artistic technology co-defines 
the significance of the artwork, posing the 
question of how the artist was even able to 
achieve a certain complex visual effect, op-
tical impression, technological perfection, 
material play, or figurative composition. 
Stupica followed his unique inner creative 
purpose and managed to accomplish it to a 
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certain degree. The painting discussed here 
shows no visible stages of development: 
what we see is the final image condensing 
the painter’s intentions. 

The drawing/sketch “moves” over the 
tracing paper, which is used as the support 
and which exposes various time sections in 
the creative process. By doing so, it offers 
us an insight into a particular stage of the 
creative process and in what follows that 
stage, when the artist paints over surfaces 
already painted on, enriching them with a 
brushstroke, leaving unpainted areas (the 
bouquet is not painted or collaged), disin-
tegrating them in various ways and over-
painting them, all of which indicates his 
artistic idiom. 

Inappropriate past storage has led to 
considerable damage to the paper support, 
leaving it torn, warped, and wrinkled. The 
stiffness and mechanical sensitivity of the 
paper support is also the reason for its nu-
merous cracks, wrinkles and fold marks, 
long tears, and missing parts. Due to com-
plex mechanical and chemical damage, the 
conservation treatment was challenging 
and made further complicated by poorly 
preserved layers of degradable paint. 

To achieve translucence in paper, fi-
bres in cellulose pulp are mechanically 

disintegrated (defibrillated), or the pulp is 
chemically treated. Tracing paper made by 
disintegrating fibres is mechanically more 
durable than that produced with chemical 
treatment, since the latter accelerates the 
degradation of cellulose fibres and makes 
paper more fragile and brittle.1 Tracing pa-
per has many subtypes that all share a sen-
sitivity to humidity, especially water, which 
causes permanent deformation – warping.2 

Flattening warped surfaces and repair-
ing tears and missing parts are the most chal-
lenging processes of conserving and restor-
ing tracing paper, because they require hu-
midity, which, however, has to be minimal to 
prevent additional warping. The diversity of 
tracing papers makes their restoration quite 
complex, which is why we always conduct 
preliminary testing of the support to estab-
lish the behaviour and compatibility of the 
materials that are to be used in the conser-
vation treatment to strengthen the support 
and to replace its missing parts. In our case, 
Japanese paper was used for repairing the 

1 C. Laroque, ’Transparent papers: a technological outline 
and conservation review’, in: IIC Reviews in conserva-
tion, (2000), 21-31. 

2 V. FlaMM, C. HoFMann, S. DobrussKin et al., ‘Conservation 
of tracing papers’, in: ICOM-CC ( 9th triennial meeting, 
preprints, Dresden 1990: ICOM committee, 1990, Los 
Angeles 1990), vol. 2, 463-467.

Fig. 1: Painting before conservation treatment
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tears and filling in the missing areas on ac-
count of its semi-translucence and strength. 

Assessing the condition of The Woman 
in White 

The examination of the painting before the 
restoration treatment revealed that analyses 
of the binder and the paint layers were re-
quired due to the complex painting technol-
ogy and the poor condition of the painting. 
We decided to take four samples; two from 
the front (black and white paint layers) and 
two from the back (white and yellow stains). 
The samples were analysed using gas chro-
matography coupled with mass spectrome-
try (GC-MS), FTIR and Raman spectroscopy 
(RS). Based on the obtained FTIR spectra, 
two pigments were identified: carbon black 
and zinc white. The analysis of the binder 
with RS showed the presence of oil and a 
protein component, which indicates the us-
age of tempera with the addition of oil. Ad-
ditionally, GC-MS analysis of the fatty acid 
composition of the binder showed the pres-
ence of linseed oil and egg. The results of 
the analyses conducted on the samples con-
firmed our hypothesis about the materials 
used and helped us decide which materials 
to use during the conservation procedure to 
strengthen the paper support and replace 
the missing parts (Fig. 2).

Working procedures

Having completed our examination, we es-
tablished that the painting was not a com-
plete whole, either from the aesthetic or from 
the technological points of view. In our case, 
the traditional method of saving this artwork 
was the most suitable one. Using a soft brush, 
we cleaned both sides of our object carefully 
so as not to cause any additional damage. We 
deliberately left all the stains and paint layers 
created by the artist or occurring later on, as 
they are part of the work’s history. The next 
step was flattening the numerous wrinkles 

and fold marks, which was our biggest chal-
lenge in restoring the artwork. Damage of this 
kind is usually repaired by first humidifying 
wrinkles and then flattening them. Tracing 
paper, however, is quite sensitive to humid-
ity and, when coming in touch with it, tends 
to react by developing permanent deforma-
tions (warping). The wrinkles in our painting 
were carefully humidified bit by bit, using a 
highly absorbent Kanebo® sponge, which 
helped control the amount of humidity used. 
The humidified parts were then flattened un-
der weights. In paper conservation, Japanese 
paper with long and firm fibres is used. Due 
to the nature of the damage in our object 
(very long tears) we used Japanese paper in 
which fibres run in one direction only. Strips 
of Japanese paper were placed perpendicu-
larly on a tear, thus “suturing” it. In places 
where the tears were pasted together, the 
support was flattened due to local interven-
tion (being left under weights). Although this 
suggested a possibility for saving (flattening) 
the entire paper support, such a procedure 
would be highly risky due to the fragility of 
the paint layers (attempting to flatten the 
whole painting by leaving it under weights 
could lead to additional flaking of paint lay-
ers), which is why we decided against flatten-
ing the entire painting. The aesthetic aspect 
of the strip-pasted tears on the artwork is 
questionable at present, since only the past-
ed sections are now flattened, while the sur-
rounding areas are quite warped. The sup-
port received the first shock when the layer 
of tempera (containing water) was originally 

Fig. 2: Sampling of the detached paint layers
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applied, causing the paper to warp. Through 
the years, the material became fragile and in-
appropriate storage only caused its further 
deterioration. 

When adding the missing parts, we 
consistently followed the principle of mini-
mum intervention and added Japanese pa-
per in such a way as to preserve the origi-
nal shape of the artwork; the painting is 
roughly in the shape of a trapeze, and its 
edges are not straight. 

Retouching was done using QoR Water-
color combined with Aquazol® 50, which is 
a stable system against light-induced ageing 
(e.g., colour changes), forms a strong and 
flexible paint film, and has a low health haz-
ard. With these materials, we achieve visual 
match of the added materials with original 
ones. In the agreement with results of FTIR 
analyses, the following pigments were used: 
carbon black, zinc and titan white (Kremer). 
This selection of colour technique enables 
us to produce the desired aesthetic effect. 

By using watercolours and matching the 
brushstroke to the original, we managed to 
approximate the original chromatically and 
in terms of texture (Fig. 3). 

Conclusion

Most of all, however, conservators were chal-
lenged to clearly identify and grasp the in-
ner rhythm of Stupica’s creative mood and 
orientation, and recognize the technical and 
subject clues, which are neither causal nor 
rational, but instead follow the innovative 
whims of the artist’s thought. Perhaps nowa-
days conservators are turning into modern 
analysts of artistic procedure in order to be 
able to “reproduce” in restoration creative 
techniques that are quite singular and par-
ticular only to the painter who produced the 
painting in a way not to copy or duplicate 
any already established procedures. When-
ever an artist breaks conventional rules and 
standards of artistic techniques, a conserva-
tor also needs to accept such an approach in 
order to expertly save a damaged work of art.
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Fig. 3: Painting after conservation treatment
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