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The dissertation presents the professional knowledge gathered through 25 years
of professional experience and continuous research in the field of the conservation of
wall-paintings recovered from archaeological sites. The paper would like to point out
that the works of art recovered from archaeological excavations constitute a significant
part of our cultural heritage and that their preservation, their professional handling and
the training of professionals in the related fields are extremely important tasks. The
conservation of excavated wall-paintings is still not part of the training of
conservators, just as it was not part of it when I was a student. Therefore, it was not
easy to accumulate the necessary knowledge, which I did chiefly in an autodidactic
manner. Based on my considerable experience gained both in Hungary and abroad, I
believe that this field must be incorporated into the conservator training curriculum.
All the more so as the quality of the finds from excavations and the quality of the
accumulated expertise in Hungary are acknowledged abroad, and it would be a shame
to let them go waste.
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Experience from recent years showed me that there was hardly any research in
this field of conservation. When I study the literature or consult colleagues it feels like
going back to the past: skilful craftsmen pass their knowledge on to each other. The
thorough, deep and highly professional scientific work that is already a routine in
other fields of conservation and the serious publications appear to be missing here.
The dissertation may show that I have made an attempt to change that. I
contacted the best Hungarian experts and research institutes when I planned the
conservation methods and when I examined the materials to use and the finds to be
conserved. My team and I always used the most modern methods for the
examinations. The knowledge thus gathered made it possible to formulate theses the
majority of which are completely new even to the international literature. Please find
the theses below.
1. The “in situ” conservation of wall paintings surviving on the walls is still impossible
today. The excavated fragments must be transferred to a museum or covered with
earth again as soon as possible. Today, the decision on the future destiny of the finds
is the responsibility of the archaeologist, primarily. The conservator has the duty to
draw the archaeologist’s attention to the fact that if they insist on the preservation of
the finds in their original place, even in spite of the enormous costs that will incur, the
fragments will face certain destruction.
2. The use of water is harmful at any stage during the conservation-restoration process,
even if the consequences do not arise at once. Methods involving the use of no or very
little water must be developed. My research has successfully proven that it is possible
to avoid the use of water. The direction in which the research should be continued is
also taking shape.
3. The presence of good conductors of heat or materials with high specific heat capacity
in the new supports leads to thermal condensation and thus to salt damage. The use of
metals and other materials with high specific heat capacity must be reduced by all
means. Ideally, their use should be avoided completely.
4. The pore system of a painted plaster applied to a closed system support is only open
towards the painted surface, and so moisture can carry the damaging salts one way
only, to the surface. Therefore, symmetric, hydrophilic and porous systems must be
developed that are open at the back. Successful examples exist, in the case of the
Mithraeum and in that of certain models, for example.
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5. The non-traditional approach in the treatment of salts must be pursued and new
methods need to be developed. The extraction of salts from the wall is not a realistic
aim. Their quantity may be reduced but never sufficiently. The efforts should focus on
avoiding the concentration of salts on the surface. Other solutions may include
passivation, directing the moisture towards the back of the support and the dispersal of
the salts within the system.
6. In order to achieve the aim described above, it is necessary to develop active systems
in the long term. In an active system, with the help of built-in sensors and a control
unit, the fresco would respond actively to changes in the environment and bring itself
to a condition which allows it best to avoid suffering any damage. That would be a
true 21st century solution. Though it may sound slightly Utopian, I am planning to
build the first such system in the near future.
7. Being light is not as important for a structure as the literature emphasises it. The
frescoes should be able to be disassembled into pieces that two persons can safely
handle. A simple and safe construction needs to be planned. Storage and transportation
are best carried out in individually designed cases. Light structures incline
conservators to build a structure from extremely large panels, and that leads to
difficulties when moving the structure, as the pieces may be too large to go through
windows and doors, it may be difficult to handle, move, disassemble and assemble
them, and their transportation may require special vehicles.
8. The structure of the cementing plaster should be similar to the structure of the original
plaster. The structure of the fresco and the new support together should be similar to
that of the real wall.
9. The internationally used reconstruction method that makes use of a glass table is
incorrect, because it leads to the creation of a perfectly even surface that never existed
in reality. The method involves assembling the fragments face down on a glass table.
The process is monitored with the help of mirrors and light sources built in the table.
Frescoes assembled this way will display unnecessary deformations. The original
surface of the frescoes had never been perfectly even, and if we level them out by
force, geometric distortions and adjustment problems will appear beyond their losing
their original distinctive features. The original structure of the surface needs to be
preserved. And that can only be assured if the fragments are assembled face up.
10. The conservation process should consist of the fewest possible phases. Facing and
rotation should be avoided as they involve potential danger.
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11. It should be possible to cut up and change the support subsequently to its completion.
Accurate assembly should be ensured with the use of an adjustable structure. The
sizing of the parts ought to make it possible for no more than two persons to assemble
the structure carrying the fragments. The development of the simplest technology for
assembling and dismantling the support structure can solve the problem of moving the
wall-painting. This was the approach we used during the conservation of the
Mithraeum in Óbuda, Hungary. The idea worked perfectly. Had we not created the
structure according to the above described principles, we could not have transported
the frescoes to Lyon to exhibit them there. And this approach is completely in line
with the modern requirement that the plaster on the back of the fragments must not be
wasted. Previously, one of the justifications given for wasting was that the fresco
needs to be made lighter, so that it may be moved and transported easily. Though at
certain places wasting is still done automatically, internationally, the requirement to
preserve the plaster in its full thickness is becoming the established norm.
12. The aesthetic reconstruction of the original work of art must not go beyond the making
of the fresco agreeable to look at. It is not acceptable to paint a “complementary
reconstruction” of the missing parts of the figurative fresco. The larger
reconstructions, which help interpret the work of art, should be made in a digital form,
using photographs taken of the work of art, in the form of models or even in the form
of full-size copies1.
13. The conservator must bear the lion’s share of the research necessary for the
reconstruction of the figurative paintings, as the art historian or the archaeologist do
not understand what type of analogies the reconstruction demands. They have the
notion that for the reconstruction of a specific iconographic type they have to look for
an analogy among the similar iconographic types, but that is incorrect. The truth is that
the compositions were compiled of figure types and “postures”. Therefore, the analogy
for a figure may be found in the depiction of a completely different theme. (For
example, the key of the depiction of Ilia in the Mars and Ilia fresco in Tata was found
in a fresco representing Ariadne in Naxos, where Ariadne was depicted almost
identically to Ilia in Tata.)

Furthermore, this phenomenon is entirely genre-

1

The Museum of Fribourg exhibits a full-size reconstruction of the painted garden facade of a Roman building
excavated in Vallon, Switzerland. The original fragments are displayed beside the reconstruction in a sand bed.
Fuchs, (1996): pp. 30-38
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independent. The analogy for the completion of a fresco may well be found on the
frame of a mirror or on a tombstone.
14. I considered it important to use Hungarian inventions in the development process. I
experimented with 3P resins for a long time, but they have not proven useful for us,
yet, so the dissertation does not mention them at all. The ground glass foam of Geofil
Kft. on the other hand, produced excellent results. The material has proven its merits
in practice as well as in research and models, and I see further exciting possibilities for
its use. In certain fields it shows better qualities than many expensive materials
available only from abroad and at the same time it is remarkably cheaper than those. It
is time to introduce this material to the general conservation practice.
I consider some of the theses described above as proven, while I intend to continue
research into some others because I do believe that I am on the right track.
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