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Abstract: Urban art in Italy is experiencing a remarkable evolution that has quickly modified urban
spaces, especially in suburban areas. More and more often, we are witnessing the birth of works
of art that have been commissioned by festivals, or institutional projects next to spontaneous street
artworks. These large projects, often defined as “urban renewal”, when carried out through a well-
thought-out design, can become real open-air museums. The proliferation of these creative and legal
projects has raised the question of whether street art should be preserved over time. The conservation,
or even restoration, of urban art has recently become a controversial topic in scientific debate. In
Italy, different associations of researchers are developing new methodologies for preserving street
artworks; everyone agrees on the importance of the implementation of good conservation practices.
The documentation of the existing condition of a work of art is the first step to start taking care of it.
In this article we introduce SCIMA (Scheda Conservativa Informatizzata Mural Art), a digitizing
conservation data report that is specific for mural art. The aim of SCIMA was to define the existing
condition of the work of art, starting with the socio-cultural and artistic importance, to describe its
environment, to define the materials used and its deterioration problems, to suggest conservative
interventions. It was born as an analogical tool (sheet) but we are working on digitizing it (database)
in order to maintain access to the data recorded for the future.

Keywords: mural art; preventive conservation; cultural heritage; dissemination; scientific glossary;
documentation

1. Introduction

The YOUR ART project [1], born from the collaboration between YOCOCU APS and
M.U. Ro, has conducted a study on urban artworks and public art that was carried out
by compiling a computerized data file about the main “biographical” details of artworks.
These details included various information: the location, techniques and materials used
by the artist, and data that allowed the recording and monitoring of the condition of the
artwork. The term “condition” refers to the state of the preservation of the artifact. The anal-
ysis of the physical appearance, the chemical properties of materials and the degradation of
products is essential for decision-making considering a future conservation intervention [2].
These elements define the Mural Art Conservation Data Recording (SCIMA).

The Italian art legal system sets a difference between generic artworks and artworks
of cultural interest under the Cultural Heritage Law. Artworks with specific characteristics
receive recognition for their inherent cultural value and are subject to special rules. In 2017,
the Cultural Heritage Law was subject to important reforms concerning the time threshold
beyond which an item can be deemed culturally important; this was changed from 50 to
70 years after an artwork’s creation, by a non-living artist. This means that recent urban
art is left out of the Italian legal protection of Cultural Heritage. Luckily, in Italy, several
urban art projects have been designed and carried out with the idea of permanence of the
artworks, through a careful choice of materials and methods with the aim of ensuring the
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durability of their authenticity [3,4]. The creation process itself determines the endurance
of the work; for this reason, the choice of location and wall, as well as the quality of paints
and other materials, is fundamental [5]. The base of this strategy is the collaboration among
curators, artists, and professionals in conservation of cultural heritage, citizenship, public
administrations, and private entities. This partnership can carry out long-term projects
which enable maintenance of artworks in the urban context not only as an artistic object, but
also as a reference point for the community. These artworks are born already with a social
desire for conservation, in a space outside of the controlled environment of the “Classic”
museum. This aspect represents a big challenge for the above-mentioned partnership: the
need to preserve urban artworks [6–10]. One of the first steps in this direction was the
development of a specific code of work ethics; conservation and restoration professionals
have tacitly adopted the one proposed by E.C.C.O. or the Ge-IIC code of ethics for the
performance of their work [Grupo de arte urbano (2016)-Marcal].

While many cities are aware that large urban murals change, and improve their
physiognomy, some of them are just beginning to understand the problems posed by their
conservation: the ephemeral existence of some artworks, vandalic anthropic actions, or a
lack of choice in the materials used. For example, in 2015, Vigo City Council joined this
trend with the aim of transforming an urban festival into an open-air museum within Vigo,
Ciudad de color [11]. Among the projects YOCOCU is working on, GRAArt is an Urban
Contemporary Art project that traces the history and mythology of Rome through works
of street art. GRAArt highlights the cultural and artistic fortune of the Eternal City and
evokes those stories in which Rome has been a protagonist over the centuries, with the aim
of healing the cultural rift that exists between the capital’s monumental historical center
and its outskirts. Painted in the peripheries of Rome, the murals of GRAArt are in fact
inextricably linked to the often little-considered or even the forgotten myths, legends and
anecdotes which deal with the memories and identity of those specific areas of the city,
of which these contemporary paintings are intended to become a symbol. Thanks to the
GRAArt project, which was commissioned by the Brand and Image Office, designed by
David Diavù Vecchiato and realized by the staff of M.U.Ro, ANAS—the Italian motorways
and highways corporation—motorists leaving its Grande Raccordo Anulare—the busiest
motorway in Italy—are now welcomed with wonderful large-scale works of art that
powerfully communicate the message, Welcome to Rome. The project currently consists of
17 pieces created by artists from all over the world. It is a virtuous example of collaboration
and a sharing of knowledge among artists, but also a collects different supports, paint
products and artistic techniques (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Selection of a part of GRAArt murals.

The GRAArt project [12] has been given the opportunity for a direct and prolonged
observation of the urban artworks from the design phase to their realization, including
their preservation aspects. The team of professionals believed it to be a rare opportunity to
collaborate in a team, shared their needs and knowledge, and discussed urban art conserva-
tion. Thanks to this experience they understood the importance of having a standardized
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lexicon to speak commonly on mural artworks. The first need that emerged was to realize
a system that records the materials used by the artists, the cultural and social data, and
the conservation state of artworks. The General Catalogue for the Cultural Heritage used
by ICCD [13], with 30 types of cataloguing sheets, is focused on the collection of docu-
mentation and scientific information on the artworks and is missing a specific lexicon for
urban art and the necessary data for preservation and protection interventions [14–16]. The
problem is that, in Italy, there are no a unique types of conservation data records for the
various cultural heritage fields. Although there are guidelines which come directly from
the Ministry of Cultural Heritage, the important institutes for conservation and restoration
(ICR, OPD), as well as the major museums and art galleries have their own types. In
regard to urban and street art, the two reference data records, which are useful but not
specific, are the conservation mural painting data records (ICR-OPD) and the contemporary
art data records (OAC-Opera d’Arte Contemporanea) from ICCD. To meet the urban art
cataloguing needs, YOCOCU APS, in collaboration with M.U. Ro, carried out SCIMA
(acronym for: Scheda conservativa informatizzata mural art), an innovative and efficient
data recording system. SCIMA consists of a digital sheet, which is capable of recording
the artistic, historical, anthropological, and environmental value of an artwork through a
conservative sheet. This challenge is even more difficult if, in addition to the difficulty of
managing data that comes from different professional skills, we add the need to use, and
therefore to define, a standard vocabulary that is accepted by all professionals involved
in urban art. This documentary activity should always be preceded by the indexing and
classification of specific information. The technical lexicon constitutes the starting point
for the design of a data system, digital or otherwise, such that graphic conventions would
be the formal result of the classification of the phenomena of degradation, along with a
description of execution techniques and the range of historical or current interventions.

Recently, in order to document the huge number of murals and graffiti present in the
territory, several projects were born. In Italy, the Google Arts & Culture and Inward, the
national observatory on urban creativity and a partner of the Google Cultural Institute since
2017, have collected images and data about artists for more 350 artworks [17]. In Rome, a
special office of the Sovrintendenza Capitolina, the body for the conservation of municipal
cultural heritage, opened a special office for urban art. The street art recognitions realized
by the City of Melbourne and the City of Adelaide represent an interesting experience for
visitors, with geo-referencing information which is useful to explore both the city and the
role of urban art for the community. The aim of these projects is creating a large online
“collection”, able to collect and catalog the street-art works present in the cities. Often,
these collections have been images, tour information, walking tours, and descriptions
of the artists, that have missed a systematic data recording design and the recording of
data useful for the urban art’s preservation [18]. The cataloging of mural artworks must
represent the operational exemplification of the concept of conservation. The collected data
have become the key tools for the knowledge, protection, and dissemination of artistic
heritage, by putting aside for a moment the problems of enhancement, which must, in
any case, be related to those of conservation. Some authors have already reflected on
the need to preserve urban art, such as Mata Delgado [19], Ciancabilla [20], Cadetti [21],
Luque Rodrigo [22], and Chatzidakis [23], who place the origin of this interest in the
UK, by indicating society as the trigger that has created specific working groups, such as
the Ge-IIC Urban Art Working Group. The project of YOCOCU APS, for the realization
of a Conservative computerized Survey for Mural Art (SCIMA), has been the result of
professionals sharing among other professionals involved in this field—from the artist to
the curator, from the conservation scientist to the restorer. This project has the ambition
not only to “photograph” the urban art and determine its role in the community, but also
to plan data-driven, conservative interventions, which is based the conservation state of
the artworks. The created data recording sheet was tested in the field (or better to say
in the streets) on the works of the project M.U. Ro and GRAArt. Case studies helped in
the refining of definitions and the systematization of information. Once the parameters
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of collection have been defined, a common mode to organize the whole information in
the texts, and subsequently in a graphic and photographic system, is required to facilitate
data cataloguing.

2. Materials and Methods

The importance of drawing up specific data recording (sheet) for different types of
works in the field of cultural heritage has already long been declared in the world of
restoration [24–30]. In contemporary art, such as in muralism, the variety of materials
and of execution techniques makes sheet planning difficult. On this basis, the goal was
to design a tool that documents the conservation status of the works of art in a detailed
and standardized way, to catalogue different and complex situations in a common and
clear language. In doing so, it would be possible to schedule consciously programmed
maintenance, and to plot a preventive conservation program for each opera. The proposed
model was to expand the field of cultural heritage through a closed-ended file type which
was specific to the works of mural art, that allowed a correct comparison of the data entered.
The model developed for the works of mural art was based primarily on the assessment
of the state of conservation of the asset, and the analysis of the conservative context in
which it was located. Data recording, description, and an analysis of conservation status
(as a whole of the conditions of the constituent materials at a precise moment in time)
is a preliminary action to any conservation and/or restoration work. The verification of
the “health” conditions of the works of art has been monitored through the drafting of
conservative files, which were merged into a usable and implementable database following
any modification to the conditions of conservation of the paintings. The main steps of the
work are defined as follows:

− Development of a computerized Conservation Survey for Mural Art (SCIMA) with
the elaboration of a specially designed path;

− Definition of a specific and shared lexicon;
− Definition of a specific lexicon explained through photographic documentation;
− Systematic detection of the “health” conditions of the works through the drafting

of conservation recording that will analyze all the different components: pictorial
layers, supports, environmental;

− Making of a photographic campaign with shots related to the work and significant details;
− Programming of a maintenance plan for the works;
− Planning approach in order to put preventative conservation into practice.

This constituted an essential instrument for the implementation of a plan for the
effective monitoring of the state of works, but was considered also suitable for management
purposes, as well as for the realization of in-depth studies on painting techniques and
their conservation problems. Moreover, a planning approach is one of the best, and
with no doubt a more effective, tool of preventive conservation. Preventive conservation
can be defined as any measure that prevents damage or reduces the potential for it. It
focuses on collections rather than individual objects, nontreatment rather than treatment,
and both indoor and outdoor environments. The preliminary step to plan an effective
conservation intervention was to study and to analyze a work of art and its conservation
status. With comprehensive, preventive conservation, the need for individual treatment
can, over time, be reduced to more manageable levels, putting personnel and financial
resources to more effective use. To guarantee a detailed analysis of the work and a common
vocabulary, a technical sheet which was characterized by closed sections was created.
SCIMA describes the work and the context, facilitating an objective conservation and
maintenance plan, as well as a preventive plot. Starting from a descriptive part of the
work, in which the execution techniques and the materials used by the artist are reported in
depth, with a significant framework of the conservation environment. The sheet continues
with the documentation of the conservation condition (the types of degradation and
deterioration products) and with a section devoted to conservation proposals (safety
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measures, restoration, maintenance, etc). SCIMA ends with a list of specific, related
documents (bibliographic, archive, graphic, scientific documentation, etc.) (Figure 2).

Figure 2. SCIMA digitizing conservation data report specific for mural art.

SCIMA is composed of six sections, each divided into chapters which are, in turn,
composed of paragraphs and a variable number of items. To ensure consistency, the
entries have already been inserted, and contain lists of terms to choose in order to obtain
a comparable compilation even if they performed by different individuals. At the end of
each section there is a blank field in which open-ended notes may be added. The 6 sections
are divided into the sequence:

1. REFERENCE DATA
2. ENVIRONMENT
3. DESCRIPTION
4. CONSERVATION STATUS
5. CONSERVATIVE PROPOSAL
6. DOCUMENTATION

1. REFERENCE DATA: the first part is divided into 9 subsections. These subsections
introduce the work of art at a general level, by recording the data identifying the artwork,
the author, the title, and the location, through the GPS coordinates that enable the quick
finding of the site. In addition, information is requested on the size of the work and for
which project, event, or festival the work was created, on whom were the costumers of the
project, and on whom are the legal position/proprieties of the artwork. At the end of the
section, it is possible to write any extra information in a blank field, and to add a general
photo in order to identify the mural.

2. ENVIRONMENT: the second section is dedicated to the ENVIRONMENT in which
the work is located. It is divided into 4 subsections composed of pre-filled fields with
the possibility of identifying them with crosses, plus a notes section characterized by an
open space, to improve data. The place and the surrounding environment are extensively
described, highlighting the functional features that allow for the conservation of the
work of art. The location, orientation, characteristics of the environment and the type of
protection are the four sections which allow one to explore the most relevant aspects of
the conservation world in depth. For example, the characteristics of the space are relevant
to the understanding of the environment: if the space around the artwork is closed or
open to the public; if it is frequented or not; if it is in direct contact to the sunlight or to
artificial lighting. These are important aspects which can help to understand the causes
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of degradation phenomena. With this information, we can identify and understand the
risk for the artwork. Moreover, as urban features have constantly changed and developed
with the increase of the population, the murals, as an integral part of urban areas, have
done the same. In fact, the protection and sustainable development of the murals as a
source of identity, and the link between the actuality and future play a fundamental role in
maintaining urban artworks. The study of the environment on a large scale is important,
because it is possible to put the attention on the aspects. Most importantly, based on a static
analysis of the State of Conservation (SOC) reports prepared by UNESCO [31] “between
1979 and 2013, 66% of the damaged properties reported were cultural properties” [32].

3. DESCRIPTION: the third part, composed of 9 subsections, gives a more detailed
description of a work of art in terms of its type or typology, style, execution technique
and tools used by the artist. This is a considerable number of possibilities to choose in
order to enable us to define the work in a better way. This part is especially specific in
order to promote the use of a unique technical terminology that different professionals can
understand and share.

This section goes on with an overview of the types of materials used in the several
layers of the artwork, starting from the pictorial layer that obtains the support and ground
layers of the work. In this part, whoever fills out the sheet starts with the external aspect to
describe the work. A list of terminologies helps to better define the type of work (mural,
top to bottom, stairway, installation etc..) (Figure 3a) and the style used by the artist (3D
style, puppet, bubble style, Calligraffiti, etc.) (Figure 3b).

Figure 3. (a) Stairway by Diavù, Rome (IT). (b) Calligraffiti by Ivan Tresoldi, Milan (IT).

In the other subsections, the subsequent lists regard the technical aspects of execution
techniques and tools (paint brush, spray, sponge, mop, marker, etc.), or, for example, a list
of natural or synthetic paints, to better define the product used.

Those responsible for the sheet have the possibility to add the type of product (com-
mercial name) and the color code (RAL code). This information, which is very often missing
in the descriptions of works of mural art, is very important, not only for conservation
purposes and restoration projects, but also for the understanding of the degradation of the
paints used. It is obvious that the compilation of SCIMA requires a close collaboration both
with the artists and the curators of the project. In this subsection, it is possible to define
the supports and the ground; this is whether the artwork was made on natural or artificial
stone material, or plasters, wood, plastics, or other materials. Particular attention is given
to the surface characteristics (smoothed, rough, fine finished, irregular surface), to the type
of flooring (asphalt, concrete pavement, epoxy coating etc.), to the surface finish to explain
the aspects of the surface (glossy aspect, matte look, presence of transparent coating) and
to the presence of signatures, symbols, or tags (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Surface characteristic (a) rough, (b) irregular surface, (c) glossy aspect.

4. CONSERVATION STATUS: the fourth section is divided into 9 subsections and
concerns the possible types of degradation that affect both the support and the pictorial
layers. The first paragraph describes the general condition of the work, the method of
inspection, the general conservation status and an evaluation of the stability grade. A large
list of deterioration phenomena is mentioned in order to establish the correct diagnosis that
can be attributed to the work of art. The degradation lexicon is divided in order to define
damage to the support layer (detachment and loss of material, salt crystallization etc.) and
to the paint layer (hairline crack, flakes, abrasion, losses, subflorescence etc.) [33–36]. The
separation of these terminologies is necessary to have a precise lexicon to use in mural art
conservation. Many degradation phenomena are connected, and are sometimes caused
by problems in the support that interfere with the conservative condition of the pictorial
layer (Figure 5). Often, the compiler found an anthropically induced deterioration made on
the surface, which comprised two different aspects. On one hand, people want to damage
artworks because they dislike the artist, the artwork or the project (Figure 6a). On the
other hand, people damage the operas because they do not know the importance of the
work and therefore do not pay attention to them [37,38]. Often, these types of damages
are carried out by administrative technicians who sometimes carry out the maintenance of
systems without paying attention to the work of art (Figure 6b). An important space is for
the analysis of [39].

Figure 5. Degradation (dislike of the artist) (a) erosion, fracture, cracks, loss of material, (b) exfoliation.

5. CONSERVATIVE PROPOSAL: the fifth section is divided in two sub sections: the
type of intervention and the plan of intervention. This section regards the conservative
proposals that would be the outcome/results of the analysis of the previously collected
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data, along with the existing bibliographic and scientific documentation. Any proposal
must always be discussed by various professionals (art restorer, conservation scientist,
curator, etc) to evaluate a suitable conservative plan that respects the original intentions
of the work of art. In addition, in dealing with contemporary art, and therefore most of
the time with living artists, it becomes essential to get the artist’s opinion. Therefore, the
conservative proposals could provide anything from a simple monitoring campaign to
an extensive restoration intervention. The methods of the conservation, monitoring and
restoration of mural works are not yet codified [40–43]. However, there are many projects
that have already been carried out, and publications that have allowed the sharing of
applied methodologies [44–46].

Figure 6. Anthropically induced deterioration (a) vandalism with spray and marker, (b) administra-
tive works.

6. DOCUMENTATION: the sixth and last part concerns all the existing related docu-
ments, such as bibliographic documentation, archive documentation and previous interven-
tion documentation, and those documents which are made in tandem with SCIMA, such
as photo documentation, graphic documentation, the artist interview, and any scientific
investigation. The importance of referencing the other documents is fundamental to unite
the information and group all the notions concerning the work [47]

3. Results

SCIMA, therefore, may appear articulated, but each part is simultaneously indepen-
dent as well as connected to the others. It is organized in such a way that allows the
sheet to be filled wholly or partially, depending on the compiler, and to still obtain the
necessary information. SCIMA aims to be a useful and easy tool for the recognition of the
executive techniques and the materials used, as well as the characterization of the state of
conservation for works of urban art and public art. The compilation took place in the place
of conservation of the works and in close correlation with the curator of the project and
with the executors of the work (Figure 7).

This means that, when compared to the other types of data sheets related to ancient
artifacts, SCIMA allows the recording of a series of data that are already connected with
the process of making the artwork and allows the monitoring of the work conservation
condition across its lifetime. This factor has great importance in terms of conservation, by
clarifying the materials and execution techniques used and in helping one to understand
the deterioration process. All this facilitates the ability to determine a correct conser-
vative approach and to formulate a preventive conservation plan that involves various
professionals. The compilation is quick and easy, but requires the presence of a restorer
who is specialized in mural paintings, and who knows the techniques and styles that are
used for the realization of the works of urban art. Some doubts or uncertainties can be
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solved through the collaboration of artists and curators. The data recorded on the works
of the GRAArt project provide the basis for the study of the degradation of surfaces and
allow for the proposal of a differentiated maintenance project which is based on the actual
conservation conditions found in each work.

Figure 7. SCIMA compilation in front of Colectivo Licuado made to GRAArt. (a) loss painting layer
(b) salt efflorescence (c) photographic documentation (d) SCIMA compilation.

The annual review of the conservation sheets also makes it possible to verify the
deviation of the conservation conditions when compared to the drafting of the sheet
carried out in the previous year. The annual review of the conservation sheets gives useful
information on the importance of constant monitoring, and on the proposal of targeted
conservation interventions. SCIMA enables the planning of regular maintenance projects
and sets the stage to assess risk and to indicate restoration interventions in areas particularly
subject to decay.

4. Discussion

The last part of the project aimed toe create a database which would allow an easy
compilation of forms, and a better correlation of the data entered. The choice to create
SCIMA with closed fields and to exclude the parts of manual compilation, which is too
subjective, was dictated by the possibility of implementing a database that could facilitate
the management of the data entered. YOCOCU APS aspires to make the SCIMA database an
open-source tool to share the data entered, and to lay the foundation for a common mapping
of mural artwork. More and more, the digitization of information is a process that, in recent
years, has assumed ever greater rates of development. There is no branch of activity that
does not provide for a digitization of information processed, even if the operational costs
are still high. This involves the growing problems of information management (archiving),
indexing, conservation over time and maintenance of data in a recognizable format.

5. Conclusions

SCIMA allows technical information from different murals to be centralized and then
archived virtually, so that it is constantly updated and shared to a greater number of
people. Currently there are thousands of sites dedicated to the dissemination of urban art,
but there is not one common lexicon. YOCOCU APS, through SCIMA, aspires to share a
tool for describing the technical, technological and morphological characteristics of the
degradation of mural artworks. The management of the specific lexicons identified in
the field studies and the related photographic documentation lay the foundation for the
creation of a glossary that is supported by a shared and defined photographic dictionary.
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