
 

 

 

RESTORATION OF THE SCULPTURES OF THE GAM DEPOSIT 

 

The GAM - Galleria d’Arte Moderna deposits host a large number of marble, bronze and gypsum sculptures 

dated from the XIX century. Their current state of conservation is not constant, as some sculpture are only 

affected by soiling and deposits, whereas others suffer from more serious decays mainly due to a lack of 

maintenance in the past. This is the case, in particular, of the gypsum artefacts whose artistic value has only 

been properly recognized in the last decades. A similar not constant state of conservation also characterizes 

the marble statues, having therefore different levels of soiling. Those more recently exposed in the museum 

have rather clean surfaces, while others show extensive carbon and soil deposits, and percolation resulting 

from periods of outdoor exposition.  

The main conservation issues of the gypsum statues are related to surface deterioration phenomena, such as 

the progressive stratification of soil dust and carbon deposits with a variable penetration depth within the 

substrate, and to structural decay. The presence of wide lacunas and missing part from faces and limbs of the 

statues is a major conservative problem. These sculptures appear generally blackened, with white scratches 

due to abrasions or recent cracking. The inner and empty parts of the sculptures are filled by supporting 

materials, like wood, steel or even bones, which may cause an additional degradation of the gypsum by 

chemical reaction in humid conditions. 

 

 

CLEANING INTERVENTION 

 

The cleaning operations on gypsum artworks require a special attention due to the inherent characteristics of 

this material: structural fragility, hygroscopic behaviour, porosity, colour and presence of internal supporting 

structures. The intervention should therefore be very respectful of the substrate without causing any further 

alteration. Deposit removal by mild mechanical brushing is generally not completely effective, and the 

geometric complexity of some of the artworks, as for the presence of sheltered areas decorative details, 

makes it difficult to reach all the hidden surfaces. All cleaning methods possibly resulting in the deeper 

penetration of the superficial soiling or in mechanical damage of the surface, are not suitable. It has also to 

be considered that the mechanical cohesion of gypsum is reduced in the presence of water.  

The agar gel cleaning method has been developed starting from 2007 in this museum by Aconerre and it 

allows a very selective intervention on gypsum, which can be properly tailored according to the diverse and 

specific conservation issues. The cleaning procedure consists in applying the agar gel onto the surface, 

exploiting the peculiar viscosity and water-retention properties to reduce the water penetration within the 

material. Besides acting like a traditional poultice, the agar gel can solubilise and drain the deposits, which 

are ultimately embedded in the outermost layer of the gel in contact with the surface to be cleaned. When the 

gel solidifies, a transparent film is formed, and it can be easily removed after some minutes. An additional 

advantage is the absence of any gel residue, so that there is no need for further water cleaning of the sculpted 

surface. Thus, the agar gel cleaning is a progressive method capable to absorb the deposit on the gypsum, 

starting from the most external layer, and it allows the selection of the final cleaning level. 

Any evidence of previous interventions or cleaning operations, which may have left traces on the surface due 

to the use of unsuitable tools, is preserved, as well as all the chromatic integrations and sealing. Residual 

dark area due to a particular deposit accumulation can be removed by repeating the gel application. 

Besides gypsum, this method is also suitable for marbles. In this case, the solubilised deposit is partially 

absorbed by the gel, and the remaining traces can be easily removed from the marble surface by means of a 

humid sponge. When the water alone is not completely effective, it is possible to enhance gel action, without 

substantially modifying its properties, by adding surfactants or chelating agents, which promote the 

dissolution of low soluble salts. 

This cleaning procedure with agar gel does not need any special equipment. Moreover, agar is natural 

substance derived from seaweed, which is commonly employed in food preparation. It is therefore totally 

safe and completely non non-toxic, and it can be used in the museum, even in presence of visitors. 

 

The diagnostic support of the conservative operations is provided by the MaMeCH Laboratory - Materials 

and Methods for Cultural Heritage of Politecnico di Milano - http://midar.chem.polimi.it/  
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