
ELISE S. HAAS CONSERVATION STUDIO

Treatment Report

1954/1955

oil, paper, fabric, wood, and metal on canvas

Robert Rauschenberg

Collection

80 in. x 96 in. x 3 1/2 in. (203.2 cm x 243.84 cm x 8.89 cm)

Conservator(s)

Conservation Narrative: Robert Rauschenberg’s Collection, 1954/1955

2012 Treatment to Replace the Silk Veil 

Background

Collection was treated in 1999 with the purpose of re-creating a rectangle of pink, semi-transparent silk fabric that had 

once been attached above and loosely floated over the little mirror near the right edge of the work’s central panel. 

Rauschenberg had placed the rectangle of floating silk over the mirror in 1954, when he created Collection. The color of 

the silk had shifted to a darker pink-brown over the years and the fabric deteriorated to the point where the remaining 

fragment of the original detached from the painting in 1972. This loose piece of original silk was retained in SFMOMA’s 

Artist Materials Archive, and served as a color reference for Rauschenberg when he offered to create a replacement piece 

of silk for Collection in 1999. Rauschenberg and his studio used a mixture of fugitive materials to color the fabric: tea and 

red wine. They matched the weight and color of the replacement silk to that of the original fabric swatch, which they had 

borrowed from SFMOMA for reference (see 1999 treatment report and letter from the Rauschenberg studio describing 

their process). 

In 2012, after more than a decade of being exhibited in the SFMOMA galleries, the replacement silk veil Rauschenberg had

supplied in 1999 had faded significantly and did not accurately represent the artist’s intended color. The silk had shifted 

in color from pink-brown to a warm brown-yellow and no longer matched the small swatch of the original (1954) silk 

fragment in the Artist Materials Archive, or a remnant of the silk Rauschenberg had provided for the 1999 treatment.

In 1999, Rauschenberg suggested that the silk rectangle attached to the painting should extend to just above the white 

field of paint below the mirror, a length determined by his recollection of the original silk veil. However, early images of 

Collection with the silk still attached were collected during the research phase for SFMOMA’s 2013 Rauschenberg 

Research Project. The image (published in a 1961 issue of the Swedish journal Konstrevy) illustrates that the fabric was 

shorter in length and did not extend to the top edge of the white paint below the mirror; it covered only the yellow field 

surrounding the mirror. The dimensions of the silk applied during the 1999 treatment were several inches too long.

Treatment Summary

(treatment was carried out on December 19, 2012)

The replacement silk attached to the work in 1999 could be easily removed. The SFMOMA Conservation Department 
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chose to:

• Dye a new piece of silk with permanent fabric-dye and color-match the silk as closely as possible to Rauschenberg’s 1999

unused silk samples;

• Adjust the length of the silk so that it matched the dimensions of the original silk documented in the photograph of the 

painting in an earlier state; 

• Modify the adhesive used along the top border of the silk piece, where it was anchored to the surface of the painting 

(the slightly shiny appearance of the adhesive [BEVA® 371 synthetic resin film] that had been used to affix the fabric in 

1999 had been visually distracting since it was applied).

The 2012 replacement veil is made of silk organza dyed with Procion ™ fabric dye. Many trials were made on small 

samples of the fabric in an effort to re-create Rauschenberg’s intended color: the product of tea and wine.  The extra piece 

of silk that had been provided by Rauschenberg and not used in the 1999 treatment was stored in the Artist Materials 

Archive. This sample, which had not faded, was used to match the color of the new silk; the fragment of original silk that 

had been saved since1972 was also used for color reference.

The new piece of silk, dyed with light-fast dye, was contour-cut along its top edge in preparation for attachment to the 

painting’s surface. The template used to cut the silk in 1999 had been retained and was reused for this treatment. The 

interface between the area of free-floating silk and the continuous section of silk (which has remained attached to the 

painting) was jagged and irregular. It was helpful to have the original template available to guide the precision-cutting of 

the edge of the new silk. (As noted in the 1999 treatment report, the section of original silk adhered to the painting above 

the free-floating silk had darkened over time due to the shift in color of the adhesive that saturates it. In comparison, the 

adjacent floating section of the silk had faded, but had not darkened as dramatically, due to the absence of adhesive.)

The silk attached to the painting in the 1999 treatment was removed. Although the adhesion of the silk to the painting’s 

surface had failed in a few small places, the silk had remained well-adhered to the surface along most of the top edge 

where attached. It was possible to remove the silk by gently peeling it back at a sharp angle, with the aid of a small 

spatula.

BEVA® 371 adhesive (ethyl vinyl acetate) in solution form was brush-applied to the contour edge of the new silk fabric; 

the solvent component of the adhesive was allowed to dry for twenty-four hours. The application of  BEVA® 371 solution 

was feathered out with a small brush.  The brush-application of the adhesive left less of a shiny residue on the silk than 

the BEVA® 371 film adhesive utilized in the 1999 treatment.  BEVA is a thermoplastic, heat-setting synthetic resin that is 

strong, durable, and easily reversible and does not migrate through the fabric.  

The contour-cut edge of the prepared silk was set in place against the paint surface (abutting the darkened original silk 

still adhered to the paint surface above the mirror). The silk was attached by means of setting the adhesive with heat and 

pressure introduced with a small tacking iron. The tacking iron was pressed to the edge of the prepared silk through a 

small slip of silicon-release mylar (this prevented the adhesive from sticking to the tacking iron as it melted).  

The 2012 treatment carried out to replace Rauschenberg’s 1999 silk could be considered a compromise of sorts: the silk is 

not that which was supplied directly by the artist, who passed away in 2008.  The introduction of a new and permanently 

dyed, free-floating element of silk is compatible with the original elements of the painting and matches the (shifted) color 

of the remaining fragment from 1954 originally positioned above the mirror in Collection. The replacement silk accurately 

represents Rauschenberg’s intent of his 1999 silk re-creation. The treatment is easily reversible.  The remainder of the 1999 

artist-supplied silk is stored the in the Artist Materials Archive (along with the faded piece of silk retrieved from the 1999 

treatment) for use as a color template, should the most current treatment need to be repeated in the future. 
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The 2012 treatment of Collection is in keeping the American Institute of Conservation’s code of ethics, which guides 

conservators’ decision-making processes and practices, stressing the suitability, thorough documentation, and 

reversibility of conservation treatments when compensating for loss of original material.  The AIC code of ethics also calls 

for the appropriate selection of materials and methods for conservation processes.  The Robert Rauschenberg Foundation 

was apprised of the proposed treatment, and SFMOMA provided documentation of the treatment results for the 

Foundation’s files. 
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A signature element of the artwork, the small mirror near the center of Collection has had its 
fabric covering replaced twice by SFMOMA conservators, first in 1999 and again in 2013. These 
three photographs show (from left to right): the mirror covered by the veil that was attached to 
the work from 1999 to 2012; the uncovered mirror; and the mirror with the replacement veil that 
was added in 2012. As part of the most recent treatment, SFMOMA’s conservators decided to 
adjust the length of the silk fabric to bring it closer in size to the original swatch that the artist 
attached in 1954. 
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View of Collection after the 2012 treatment to replace the veil 




