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Abstract 
Presentation discusses issues of analysis and evaluation of restoration interventions in the aesthetic grasp.       
The phenomenological approach allows for widening the range of conservation understating which is generally 
focused on material factors further, for defining new objectives and scope of possible interventions; finally, this 
approach revives the proper place for an artefact material aspect.  
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
Within the enigmatic world of modern art finding the proper way to view ancient art is undoubtedly     
a unique skill. The modern recipient usually confines his reception to the evaluation of the content     
of the artwork and manners used by the artist to depict this content. Even if this attitude is based just 
on impression, one should note the need of common interaction with artwork, moreover – it's power   
of shaping the world.  
 
Modern art restoration and conservation as an independent scientific discipline has been a playground 
for confronting various attitudes and scientific methods. The dependence of various art restoration 
attitudes on scientific achievements seems to be apparent. The aim of art restoration is making             
a precious item last forever in time. So the question remains: Is technical perfection supported           
by examinations of the material of an item, its substance and issues altering it enough? In this case, 
what is supposed to make the material valuable? While identified with its material foundation a piece 
of artwork – as a physical thing – will remain an ordinary, dead item and prolonging its existence will 
call only for the knowledge of its substance and practical skills. In contemporary art restoration the 
material side of a historic work sometimes dominates the restoration project, neglecting the “overall” 
object recognition and especially its individual, characteristic function. The tendency of the “extreme” 
decisions aimed only at preservation of original substance, may result in aesthetically dead 
“conservation preparations”, which are incomprehensible and at best they may force the receiver to be 
activated by purely intellectual perception.  
 
The topic of aesthetics studies is an “intentional item”: “(…) and there are not its material constituents, 
mentioned only in ontic considerations. This marginal field of aesthetic has a crucial meaning for art 
restorers, for this is the place where material meets artwork as they condition each other (…).          
The most important part of an art restorer's work and his greatest responsibility is related directly with 
this field”[1]. Accepting cognitive and active attitude towards the restored artefact, along with noticing 
its numerous qualities and artistic–monumental–aesthetic structures, allow one to interpret the artefact 
functions and, consequently, to build an appropriate program for its restoration [2].  
 
2. THEORETICAL  BACKGROUND 
Defining “the physical foundation of a piece of artwork” is related to all the physical correlates          
in creating that work. Wood, gesso, paint layer; and everything that create its physical image. “The 
physical foundation” of a piece of artwork is not only what exists “under” the paint layer (which 
defines its aesthetic and artistic values) but the object as an entity. Every work of art has its material 
base, but that is not all there is to it. According to the phenomenology theory of artwork its essence 
lies in the intention of the item (“intentional item”) which in turn is based on the material item, and the 
intentional act of producing it by an artist and in receiver’s perception. Ingarden precisely 
distinguishes the three fundamental dimensions of a work of art existence: 1. Physical foundation of an 
artwork, which does not belong to it, however it provides its “objective” existence and influences –    
as a decisive factor – its identity; this foundation might be: wood, gesso, paint layer; 2. A work of art 
as it is, being an intentional item, dependant both from its creator and certain behaviors of a receiver;        
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3. Aesthetic substantiation, resulting from the entire process of experiencing an artwork within 
aesthetic attitude, which is based – among others – on supplementing the undefined parts and setting 
up a new subject of ownership [3]. Thus a piece of artwork is an intentional item, it is something 
different than its physical foundation and something more than only this. In respect to its ontic side 
artwork is always characterized by its layered structure. In the case of a painting there are four basic 
layers: 1. The layer of colour spots, 2. The layer of represented appearances, 3. The layer of schematic 
appearances and 4. The layer of visible items. Sometimes there is yet one more layer that may           
be distinguished, which is the 5. Layer of so–called literary subject [4]. 

 
Figure 1 – The scheme of aesthetic situation [5] 

 
Regarding the aesthetic point of view an art restorer can be involved in the structure of aesthetic 
situation [6]. When facing an artefact, an art restorer cannot consider the physical foundation of the 
artwork without relation to the values that have created its structure. Thus he is a receiver – in the 
result of an art work projection which is made upon the basis of suggestions acting through its 
elements and in result of supplementation of the so–called “undefined spots”, an art restorer creates his 
own aesthetic item (the “undefined spots” are existing within an artwork, as possibility of individual 
perception of the composition elements. An intentional item is in its nature ”not complete” as it is 
created by act of awareness. These “spots” are characteristic feature of every artwork. They are also 
feature of items depicted by an artwork. Not only because they are related to intentional counterparts 
of time and space, but mostly because no description is capable to provide and represent also called 
“moments” of an item as it is). At this point, professor Korpal turns her attention to the skill which      
is important in restoration, this is the ability to grasp the attractive elements of a piece of art, and 
defining whether they are “only the merit of the artwork's creator, or whether they result also from the 
factors related to an item's persistence in time, and its history. Every piece of art, persisting in time, 
becomes a historic item, for this reason new values appear – the monumental values, which slowly 
take it away from its creator”[6]. 
 
The following issues influence the structure and the progress of the aesthetic experience: the type       
of artwork, the personality and individual experience of receiver and the social culture of his society. 
This is why reconstruction of the past aesthetic situation and presumptive reconstruction of social and 
cultural conditions related to the circumstances around the creation of a piece of art are crucial factors 
of its recognition (the function of work of art interweaves with its origin).  
 
The results of restoration interventions, carried out  o s t e n s i b l y  only within the physical 
foundation of a work of art are directly transferred into reception of an intentional item. The restorer’s 
range of latitudes regarding his interventions within the layers of an intentional item are marked by his 
knowledge about it, his ethic (responsibility) and objectives of the intervention. At the moment          
of defining the program for restoration procedures, the art restorer becomes a mediator between the 
creator, item and receiver. Professor Korpal states four main (but not the only) variations of aesthetic 
situation of restored artefact: 
1.  “Despite destruction and partial loss of aesthetic values artwork saved its original content and form; 
2.  A work of art has deteriorated and it was subjected to alterations (of its content and form), however 
the loss of its artistic values may be partially reconstructed; 
3.  A work of art has significantly deteriorated and it was subjected to alterations (of its content and 
form) which justifies leaving it as it is;  
4.  A work of art was used as a support for new painting”[6]. 
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In each case the degree of restorer’s interference with physical foundation of a work varies, 
consequently the degree of interference with the layers of intentional item is also different. Following 
“theoretical background” analysis of the certain example will be an occasion for reflection on reasons 
for choosing different attitudes, which may be adopted by modern art restorer. 
 
3. CASE  STUDY 

 
 

Figure 2 – “The Mystical Marriage of Saint Catherine”. Bishop Gamrat Chapel, Wawel Castle, Kraków 
 
The above issue may be discussed in the case of the restoration of the easel painting depicting        
“The Mystical Marriage of Saint Catherine”. The panel comes from the altar of the Bishop Gamrat 
Chapel, Wawel Castle, Kraków. Sources do not mention the date of its execution, however it might be 
presumed that the painting was ordered in the time of the chapel's rebuilding in the middle of the      
17th century (1648–49?).  
 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                     
(a)                                                            (b)                                                      (c)                                                     
 
Figure 3 – “The Mystical Marriage…”: (a) the back of the object, (b) UV photo, (c) state of panel preservation  
 
The panel is made of five boards (four lime and one pine), it measures 195 cm x 153,5 cm x 4,5 cm. 
The painting is made in oil on emulsion ground. The general state of its preservation was very poor. 
The original painting layer was covered with a few layers of overpainting following the original 
scheme, the dents were filled with putties and the surface was altogether veiled with yellowed varnish. 
The panel was seriously deteriorated by wooden pests, and it was cracked along joint, the painting 
layer gave in under light pressure. The back was fastened to a wooden frame fixed in the panel with 
screws and nails. The frame also had two additional cross braces. The surface of the back was covered 
with a few layers of oil paint. The panel called for consolidation, and the poor state of the wood might 
had even justified its transfer onto new support.  
 
The authentic substance of a piece of art is as important as other values that have gradually shaped its 
structure. Materials used during creation by an artist inspire his imagination, their qualities must        
be taken into account from the very beginning. The substance, its structure, and the specific physical 
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qualities that constitute it become one of the aspects of perceiving a work of art (they are visible) –     
so they have crucial importance to the structure of an intentional item. Any material used for the 
creation of a certain form may have numerous meanings – some of them resulting from culture, others 
are natural, and still others artistic. Historic material is a credible testimony of historic authenticity; 
gives sense of some reference point. This is material in which clear and objective events of the past 
history are written down. Thus, the main guideline of the restoration was to preserve the original 
wooden support. 
 
In order to consolidate the deteriorated wooden structure, the layers of paint were removed from the 
rear along with the later additions. The picture layer was secured with Japan paper. Next the wooden 
frame and braces – supposedly placed to stabilize the whole – glued and screwed to the rear were 
dismantled. Then, the painting layer was once again secured with the second layer of facing made      
of gauze. Consolidation was carried with an acrylic resin Osolan KL (butyl polymethacrylate)            
in mixture with ethyl acetate (ready–made solvent) and xylene. Each board was consolidated for few 
hours in bath. An even consolidant distribution was provided by prolonging solvent evaporation – 
each board of the panel was placed in the tent along with cellulose wadding which was dampened with 
white spirit. The parts which were not hardened enough were additionally saturated by injection 
carried out with 15% Osolan KL, and repeated if necessary.  
 

 
 

Figure 4 – Acrylic resin injection 
 
In many fragments of the panel the wooden substrate was so heavily deteriorated that there were 
empty spaces causing the paint layer to cave in. In order to bring stability back the partial transfers     
of the outer layer of the panel (veneer) were made, and they revealed holes from the back which 
allowed for supplementing them with putty combined with sawdust. As the chosen parts of the face 
had been secured with Japan paper and gauze, in the corresponding spots of the rear, the outer layer    
of the panel was cut.  
 

 
                        (a)                                                               (b) 
 

Figure 5 – Partial transfers of the outer layer of the panel: (a) the back of the object, (b) the front of the object  
 

The revealed interior of the board was dusted – with the splinters and frass removed. First the pressure 
dents had been softened with xylene, than they were pushed out towards the painting's surface and 
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finally, flattened by locally inserted pressure. Large losses of the boards were filled with epoxy paste 
AXSON SC 258 and finished with thin coat of Osolan KL (25%) saw dust putty. The transfers of the 
outer layer of panel were fixed back in their places with saw dust putty. The original surface of the 
rear of the panel with its original tool marks was preserved.  
 
The boards were fastened together with butt joints (using 40% rabbit glue) and additionally fixed with 
birchwood tongues. Still, the panel needed additional mechanical stabilization. Thus, a special 
construction designed by Grzegorz Kostecki was mounted to the rear of the panel. It was made of ash 
braces fixed with special screws which provide longitudinal movements of the wood.  
 

 

 
Figure 6 – Mechanical stabilization of  the panel 

 
Every work of art – as an intentional object – cannot be discussed without its context. Since its 
creation, the panel has been located at the Chapel. It has (together with its mainly aesthetic function) 
also religious function: it was created for cult and has been used with this purpose. In this multi –
layered structure five layers may be distinguished: 1. The layer of colour spots: painted figures 2. The 
layer of represented appearances: realistic representations of the figures, 3.The Layer of schematic 
appearances: Virgin Mary with Child and St. Catherina of Alexandria, angels 4.The layer of visible 
items: The Child with His Mother appears in the dream of St Catherina, 5.The layer of the literary 
subject: the depicted scene was an important moment in the Life of St Catherina (born ca 307 AC), 
who according to historical sources experienced this mystic vision. 
 
The changes resulting from the flow of time and historic events do not interpose the original intention 
of panel interaction (the layer 4th and 5th were not altered), but they disturb and falsify the picture's 
perception (the 1st layer of colour spots was totally altered by overpainting and retouches; the 2nd layer 
still depicts figures, however – with alerted physiognomy; within the 3rd layer of schematic 
appearances there are only partial changes: faces of angels at the background were overpainted. On the 
basis of the work's recognition these alterations can be either removed or left – but in this case             
it would have been done in the result of a conscious decision. It should always be considered which 
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alterations are made on purpose and which are simply undesired effect of “time” or/and coincidental 
actions. Before making a decision to remove later additions it should also be investigated how the 
work of art is perceived by the social group to which it has been dedicated, or for which it became      
an important reference point or “landmark of identity”. For if the place of an altered artefact within 
culture has been adequately recognized, this may be regarded to be more important in value than 
original intention of its author. Though alterations of the discussed panel – resulting only from         
the earlier interventions and accidental reparations – decreased its artistic value (appearing in a work 
of art – and justified by its sole existence, its task is to become substrate on which aesthetic values are    
build [7]. This is why, in the described case, all later additions could had been removed – as the facing 
had been detached, the painting surface was cleaned: remains of consolidant and putties were taken 
away along with varnishes, retouches and coats of overpainting revealing the original picture layer.  
 
In the end, let us discuss the matter of “accessability” of the picture in respect to its cultural context. 
The “authentic life” of this painting took its part in the middle of 17th century. The manner of its 
presence within the social group which used to be its depositary has not shifted. Extracting moral        
or religious dilemmas from the pictured scene have always been possible by intellectual perception, 
this depiction has been present in Western Christianity and it has been linked with its tradition. In the 
case of receiver who is not aware of relations of the work of art with the world of values, and its 
references with religious or national identity, the cultural distance is diminished by turning his 
attention towards formal side of the painting. The material quality of the work becomes artistically 
active. The material used by the artist – as pre-existing element – gets aesthetic value, and this value   
is objective and realized. The material values gather momentum; the painter’s skill, harmonious 
composition, elegant set of colours start attracting.  
 
The presumption of the exceptional quality of works, and their certain magic, as historic artefacts,      
is   a weak point of art restoration science. Proper interpretation of the restored artefact and the choice 
of possible interventions calls for abilities of taking up subjects of various disciplines, along with 
technical skills and knowledge that allow for revealing and preserving values of an artefact. An art 
restorer must consciously plan and control works or he should be able to recognize fields which are 
beyond this control. Results of interventions – only ostensibly carried out within the “physical basis” 
of a historic artefact – always influence the reception of an “intentional item”. Every work has its 
specific identity, which lies in its material foundation. In order to read this identity properly, it seems 
justified to accept various points of view projected onto an a piece of artwork. 
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