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Abstract

The Conservation of Art in Public Spaces project (CAPuS), realised under the European Programme Erasmus+ Knowledge 

Alliances, aimed to develop a shared approach to the conservation of artworks in public spaces. The project involved 17 

partners from 5 European countries, most of which focused on street art and contemporary murals. The final goal was the 

dissemination of knowledge to all stakeholders involved and the implementation of e-learning and training modules for con-

servation students and professionals. In addition to sharing best practices, the CAPuS partnership recognised the need to set 

a common and unambiguous vocabulary referring to the most relevant issues in the study of graffiti and street art for conser-

vation purposes, such as style, execution technique, deterioration processes and conservation treatments. This encouraged 

the creation of a multilingual glossary, divided into two sections entitled “Street Art & Graffiti” and “Conservation”, with each 

definition accompanied by an illustrative picture. In addition to that, an open-source database, the CAPuS Digital Repository, 

was created to archive, organise and disseminate the wide range of information and documentation that was collected and 

produced about the artworks studied within the project (materials and artistic techniques, artworks’ socio-cultural context, 

photographic documentation, interviews with artists, condition reports etc.). Both the CAPuS Multilingual Illustrated Glos-

sary and the CAPuS Digital Repository can support teaching and learning activities. They may also be of great help for future 

conservation interventions on the examined artworks and may serve as a starting point for the study and treatment of other 

public works of art.
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1. Introduction

Urban art1 is experiencing a moment of great public and me-

dia success that concerns both traditional artistic contexts, 

such as open-air museums, and less canonical forms of ar-

tistic expression, such as graffiti writing and street art. The 

latter, initially born as acts of rebellion with which young 

people communicated their social discomfort provocatively 

and illegally, have quickly conquered a large audience, ob-

taining spaces even in contexts of legality. Many public and 

private institutions have understood the potential of urban 

art in the promotion and implementation of educational 

initiatives, social inclusion and urban regeneration events, 
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which over time have led to the creation of numerous works 

of art in the public spaces of our cities. But, if urban art, even 

in its less conventional manifestations, is now fully accept-

ed as a true form of art, the debate about its conservation 

is still ongoing.

The conservation of urban art is certainly a controversial 

and complex issue, both for the great variety of works that 

urban art includes, and because of their fragility since they 

are continuously exposed to degradation agents that un-

dermine their integrity and readability. The discussion on 

the intrinsically ephemeral nature of some works of urban 

art is still open, especially among street artists. Surely not 

everything is to be preserved, nor to be preserved forev-

er, but there is a request from many sides to enhance the 

heritage of works of art in the public space and to extend 

their lifetime, defining strategies for their conservation or 

maintenance. Indeed, it is undeniable that more and more 

works of urban and public art are placed under protection 

or included in conservation projects, such as the mural 

Tuttomondo by Keith Hearing in Pisa (Dickens et al., 2016), 

some street artworks of the MAU (https://www.museoar-

teurbana.it/en) in Turin or the Sisak Sculpture Park in Sisak 

(Sunara, 2021), just to name a few examples dear to the au-

thors of this contribution.

It is in this scenario that the Conservation of Art in Public 

Spaces (CAPuS) project was born and implemented. In the 

three and a half years of the project, 17 academic and indus-

trial partners based in five European countries (see Figure 

1), collaborated in research and training activities intending 

to create new knowledge and tools for the conservation of 

urban art.

Figure 1. Map of the CAPuS partnership with the list of the beneficiary and associated partners, research teams (shown with 

black and white dots), partner countries (in orange) and the number of researchers involved in the project activities.
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All the actions undertaken during the project were guided 

by a transdisciplinary working methodology centred on the 

analysis of case studies which, by choice and vocation of the 

project partners, mainly concerned two types of artworks: 

contemporary murals and metal sculptures.

The transdisciplinary approach had as key elements the 

analysis of the socio-cultural and historical-artistic context 

of the artworks, the attention to the needs expressed by the 

community, funding bodies of urban artworks and those re-

sponsible for their maintenance, the attention to economic, 

environmental and social sustainability aspects, the use of 

innovative technologies.

The goals of the project were the definition of guidelines 

(http://www.capusproject.eu/conservation-guidelines) 

and protocols for the protection and conservation of con-

temporary public art and the development of an open-ac-

cess e-learning platform (https://elearning.unito.it/mooc/

course/index.php?categoryid=6) (Lasala et al., 2022). In ad-

dition to these two research outcomes, other useful tools 

have also been developed to promote the knowledge of 

urban art and its conservation. The two that are reviewed 

in this article are the CAPuS Multilingual Illustrated Glos-

sary (http://www.capusproject.eu/glossary) and the CAPuS 

Digital Repository (https://www.capusrepository.unito.it). 

Both are aimed at a wide and varied audience, despite hav-

ing been conceived as support tools for teaching and learn-

ing activities.

2. The CAPuS Multilingual Illustrated Glossary

The multilingual glossary on Street Art & Graffiti and Con-

servation responds to the need that emerged during the ini-

tial phases of the project to define a common and unambig-

uous language that could facilitate communication among 

partners with different backgrounds and skills. It can be of 

help to uniquely identify and describe certain artistic tech-

niques or conservation problems and to avoid misunder-

standings due to the translation of technical terms into dif-

ferent languages. In order to foster the establishment of a 

common knowledge and vocabulary,  a survey of the pre-ex-

isting glossaries on street art-related subjects, if any, and 

about the degradation phenomena of wall surfaces were 

made. Thus, as far as possible, the CAPuS glossary was built 

up taking as a reference other international glossaries2, se-

lecting the most useful terms and eventually adapting them 

to the description of street artworks and their state of con-

servation. Moreover, the glossary has been the basis for the 

design of other tools, such as a tailored condition report 

template later adopted by all project partners.

The CAPuS glossary was conceived in two forms, a detailed 

English monolingual illustrated glossary containing a num-

ber of terms and definitions (overall 141 entries are includ-

ed), and five reduced bilingual illustrated glossaries (88 out 

of the 141 entries): English combined with one of the lan-

guages of the CAPuS partners’ countries (Italian, Spanish, 

Croatian, Polish, German). All versions, either monolingual 

or bilingual, are accessible and downloadable from the proj-

ect website (http://www.capusproject.eu/glossary).

The CAPuS glossary is divided into two sections, “Street 

Art & Graffiti” and “Conservation”, each supplied with a list 

of pictures and credits, Bibliographic References and an 

Index. As for every specific artistic movement and techni-

cal field, the linguistic expressions related to Street Art & 

Graffiti and Conservation are constantly developing and 

changing over time, and relevant differences may occur at 

a national or regional level. Therefore, the expertise of all 

partners has been crucial in identifying the essential terms 

to be included in the glossary. 

In particular, the section Street Art & Graffiti was devel-

oped thanks to the great help of the Montana Colors team 

and its contacts with street artists, who were able to report 

precisely the meaning and context of usage of the differ-

ent entries. Despite the differences that exist in terms of 

the message conveyed and the target audience to address, 

street art and graffiti have a lot in common, as they often 

share spaces (exterior building walls, highway overpasses, 

sidewalks, etc.), materials, techniques and tools. This ex-

plains the intention to provide to the CAPuS glossary users 

(i.e., conservation students and professionals) a wider over-

view of these cultural movements, thus also including some 

terms related more to the graffiti scene than to street art. 

As it turned out that not all terms included in this section in 

the English version of the Glossary have a matching transla-

tion or are actually used in non-English speaking countries, 

only a limited number of these terms were included in the 

bilingual versions.

Although from the beginning the glossary did not claim to 

be exhaustive, the selection of terms turned out to be a 

challenging task. Since the glossary was designed as an ed-
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ucational and working tool, the guiding criterion has been 

the inclusion of those terms useful to provide an objective 

description of the street art piece or contemporary artwork 

in public spaces and to fill out the condition report (see Fig-

ure 2). It is important to note that all terms and definitions 

were first agreed upon in their English version and then 

translated into the other national languages by art and 

conservation experts (professional translators were not 

involved). 

Aiming to avoid any ambiguities of meaning, most terms 

are accompanied by an illustrative picture, selected within 

the photographic documentation produced by the partners 

during the project or collected from the surveys they car-

ried out in the past. Furthermore, cross-references, alter-

native terms or terms improperly used as synonyms were 

indicated (see Figure 3).

Figure 2. Excerpt of the condition report filled out for one of the artworks examined within the CAPuS project. The terms and 

definitions included in the section “Street Art & Graffiti” or “Conservation” of the glossary can be used as a reference to re-

spectively describe the “Execution technique” (section 3 in the condition report template) and the “Degradation” assessment 

(section 4).
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The terms included in the Glossary are divided into sub-cat-

egories. As shown in Figure 4, the “Street Art & Graffiti” 

sections contain General (3), Cultural (38), Style (26) and 

Technique (15) terms. As for the “Conservation” section 

(see Figure 5), in addition to a few introductory General 

terms (5), the definitions referring to the different types of 

alterations have been grouped into nine broader families: 

Addition of substances (7), Biological alteration (2), Chem-

ical alteration (7), Deformation (5), Loss of cohesion (10), 

Loss of material (11), Optical alteration (6) and Previous 

intervention (6).

Figure 3. Example of a page of a bilingual illustrated version of the glossary (here the English–Italian version): the definition, 

along with a few related terms, is translated in both languages, the section (“Conservation”) and the sub-category (“Loss of 

cohesion/adhesion”) are shown on the right side of the page, and the coloured box at the bottom includes the translations 

of the term of interest in each of the six languages considered within the project. In addition, two representative images are 

presented, the figure number referring to the Credits list reported at the end of the section.
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Since the use of the glossary should facilitate the achieve-

ment of objective recording, the definitions have been for-

mulated to be as brief and accurate as possible and, in most 

cases, limited to the aspects which can be observed on-

site, thus not considering the cause of damage, unless it is 

evident and univocal. Nonetheless, some difficulties arose 

for those terms which can potentially refer to more than 

one sub-category, or whose meaning considerably chang-

es from one language to another. Furthermore, terms that 

have a negative connotation in common language and could 

implicate a different and subjective value judgement have 

been intentionally omitted (e.g., vandalism).

Several issues also came up in the selection of photos: first, 

it is not always simple to identify an unambiguous picture 

showing one single alteration form, since in real cases, of-

ten more than one degradation processes occur at the same 

time. Secondly, compliance with all copyright protection 

laws and regulations has to be ensured, although they are 

often slightly different from one country to another. As far 

as possible, photos directly taken by the partners have been 

preferred. Moreover, artists and owners, if known, were 

asked to sign a specific release form for the use of images 

within the project.

Figure 4. Subdivision into sub-categories of all terms included in the first section of the glossary, entitled “Street Art & Graf-

fiti”.
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3. The CAPuS Digital Repository

Already in the planning stage of the CAPuS project, the 

need was recognised to preserve and provide access to 

the information and documentation about the artworks 

that will be studied. The ‘information and documentation’ 

referred both to the data that would be generated through 

the project activities, such as condition surveys and treat-

ment reports, and to the data collected from other sourc-

es, i.e., created by other organisations and individuals, like 

newspaper articles and records of past conservation inter-

ventions. Various media had to be included, from images 

and text-based documents to drawings and recordings.

Figure 5. Subdivision into sub-categories of all terms included in the second section of the glossary, entitled “Conservation”.
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Category Sub-category Additional remarks

General 
information

Information about the artwork: title, artist, year of making, artwork 
type, dimensions, materials, owner or custodian.
Information about the artwork location: country, city, address, co-
ordinates (displayed via a Google map), environmental context.

Artwork 
information

●	 Representative photo
●	 Other relevant information

Subcategory ’Other relevant information’ includes, for example, 
publications about the artwork.

Art-historical 
context

●	 Archival records
●	 Comparative works
●	 Artist’s biography

 

Artist interview ●	 Recording
●	 Transcription

 

Examination/
analysis

●	 Instrumental material anal-
ysis

●	 Micro sampling

Although optical microscopy of cross sections is represented in 
the written reports available in the sub-category ‘Instrumental 
material analysis’, photographs of cross sections have also been 
made available as high-resolution image files in the sub-category 
‘Micro sampling’.

Condition ●	 Condition report
●	 Condition photographic 

documentation

 

Documentation ●	 2D drawings
●	 3D documentation

 

Treatment ●	 Treatment report
●	 Treatment photographic 

documentation

 

Maintenance ●	 Maintenance report
●	 Maintenance photographic 

documentation

 

CAPuS 
publications

Publications related to the artwork that were produced as a result 
of the CAPuS project.

Table 1. Data organisation in the CAPuS Digital Repository.
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The CAPuS Digital Repository was intended to be used 

by students and teaching staff in conservation study pro-

grammes. It was also envisioned as a tool that can support 

the care and preservation of the studied (and similar) art-

works in the future. In addition to that, the repository was 

expected to serve as a useful resource to researchers and 

to the general public interested in learning more about con-

temporary public artworks.

The development, construction and design of the open-

source online database was a time-consuming process that 

required cross-disciplinary collaboration between an IT ex-

pert and an art conservator (Sunara, 2022). Due to the large 

number of artworks studied in the project, creating records 

(entering metadata) and uploading digital files also required 

a significant amount of time. That part of the work was per-

formed by representatives of CAPuS research groups3.

The CAPuS Digital Repository was publicly launched in 

February 2021. It can be accessed either through the CA-

PuS website (http://www.capusproject.eu), by clicking ‘Re-

sources’ and selecting ‘Digital Repository’, or at the address 

https://www.capusrepository.unito.it.

The repository currently contains data on around one hun-

dred artworks from the five project countries, but, as it will 

be explained at the end of the chapter, there is a possibility 

of expanding the database to include artworks not related 

to the CAPuS project. At the time of writing, murals make 

up around 50% of the database entries. Each artwork has 

its data sheet in the repository, which contains the avail-

able information and documentation about that particular 

piece. The data range from basic information about the art-

work (such as the name of the artist or the year of making) 

to the analysis of constituent materials and the technique 

of making; from interviews with the artworks’ creators to 

in-depth studies of deterioration mechanisms. To help us-

ers navigate through this rich and varied content, the data 

are organised into categories and sub-categories, as shown 

in Table 1. Depending on the type of digital content upload-

ed/available in the repository, the artwork data sheet dis-

plays all categories/sub-categories, or just some of them.

Public access to the repository is secured through an in-

teractive web interface in English (see Figure 6). The home 

page displays a random selection of artworks, which are 

shown in horizontal sections according to their type: mu-

rals, outdoor sculptures, etc. Each artwork is represented 

with a thumbnail-size image under which the artwork title, 

author and year of making are indicated. To view all art-

works of a particular type, the user needs to click the ‘More’ 

button under the section he or she is interested in (see Fig-

ure 7). As mentioned above, each artwork has its page in 

the repository. To access an artwork’s page and the related 

digital content about that piece, the user has to click the 

artwork’s thumbnail image.

When an artwork’s page is opened, the digital content is 

not immediately visible (see Figure 8). To access it, the user 

needs to click on the title of the sub-category he or she 

would like to explore. A collapsible panel will then open 

containing information (metadata) about the available dig-

ital object(s): file type, date of creation, originator of the 

content, and the holder (see Figure 9). A short textual de-

scription of an image or a bibliographic citation for a text-

based file is displayed: this is intended to be used for citing. 

It is important to note that digital objects/files stored in the 

repository can be downloaded in whole or in part, but can-

not be used without correctly accrediting the source. The 

photographs of the artworks cannot be copied and reused 

(clearance needs to be sought from the copyright holder, 

author/photographer, artist etc.).

A brief note needs to be made about the language of the 

text-based files. The files/documents that were created 

within the CAPuS project are available in English. Tran-

scriptions of artist interviews conducted by the CAPuS 

team members present an exception and are available in 

the language in which the interview was conducted, i.e., in 

the language of the country to which the artwork in ques-

tion belongs (Italian, Spanish, Croatian, Polish, or German). 

Text-based files that were created by organisations and in-

dividuals not related to the CAPuS project, such as news-

paper articles, exhibition catalogues, archival documents, 

or art-historical papers, are also not available in English. 

The titles of non-English documents in the repository have 

been translated into English, but the bibliographic citation 

displayed in the collapsible panel clearly indicates that the 

document is in a different language.
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Figure 6. Screenshot of the CAPuS Digital Repository homepage.
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The repository provides a search aid in the form of a gen-

eral search bar, in which the user types keywords, and the 

advanced search option, both of which are available at the 

top of each page. The advanced search option (see Figure 

10) provides users with the method to filter the digital con-

tent (or specific search results) in a number of ways: by the 

type of the digital file (scanned paper document, video, web 

resource etc.), by the (sub)category to which the digital 

object belongs, by country or city of the artwork’s origin, 

artist, material, etc. The search tool, unfortunately, cannot 

search information inside text-based files, even if they are 

born-digital or OCRed scanned paper documents.

Readers interested in the demonstration of the function-

ality and content of the CAPuS Digital Repository are en-

couraged to watch the recordings of a three-part series of 

Zoom events that were held in May 2021, now available 

through the CAPuS website: http://www.capusproject.

eu/2021/06/01/capus-digital-repository-zoom-events. 

Each Zoom event featured two speakers—representatives 

of CAPuS research groups—who showcased two public 

artworks that were studied in the project and are now in-

cluded in the repository4. A detailed description of the ar-

chitecture of the repository, as well as of the process of its 

design and construction, was given at the final conference 

of the CAPuS project (June 2021), the recording of which 

is also available through the project website: http://www.

capusproject.eu/final-event-recordings (select ‘Recording 

of Day 1’, 22:46–40:57).

The repository currently includes only the artworks that 

were studied within the CAPuS project, but its creators 

are interested in expanding it through the addition of other 

contemporary public works of art5. One way in which this 

can be achieved is by involving conservation study pro-

grams. Through project-based assignments, students can 

gather information about public works of art—their social 

and historical context, condition, history of care, etc. —and 

then have those data stored (and made publicly available) in 

the repository.

Figure 7. Screenshot of a portion of the page that lists outdoor sculptures.
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Figure 8. Screenshot of an artwork’s page. Note that only three data categories are displayed. This depends on the type of 

data that has been uploaded into the repository.
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Figure 9. Screenshot of a collapsible panel that opens when the title of the sub-category is clicked. The brief textual descrip-

tion above the thumbnail image is intended to be used for citing. Left-click on the thumbnail image opens the digital file in a 

new tab.

Figure 10. Screenshot of a portion of the page for an advanced search listing digital content related to the (sub)category 

‘Micro sampling’.
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4. Conclusions

As stated at the beginning of this article, one of the main 

goals of the CAPuS project consisted in the creation and 

promotion of new knowledge and tools for the conserva-

tion of urban art, developed thanks to the collaboration 

among all partners in research and training activities. Two 

of the resources implemented within the project are the 

multilingual illustrated glossary and the Digital Repository.

 

The CAPuS glossary, drawing inspiration from other pre-ex-

isting glossaries, provides a selection of the most useful 

specific terms to objectively describe an urban artwork 

and to identify any types of ongoing degradation. The glos-

sary is an annexe to the conservation guidelines document 

and is also part of the educational resources of the CAPuS 

e-learning platform. It has been proposed and used as sup-

plementary material in university-level courses, classrooms 

and field thematic workshops.

The CAPuS Digital Repository gathers a huge amount of in-

formation collected about the examined artworks through 

the different phases of the project. Like the glossary, it can 

support teaching and learning activities, providing a num-

ber of case studies that will represent the variety of works 

of art found in urban art. The material contained in the 

repository can serve as useful documentation for the im-

plementation of future conservation interventions on the 

same or similar works of art. Furthermore, the repository 

is proposed as an easy-to-consult tool for the general pub-

lic, which, by browsing the web pages of the various murals 

and metal sculptures, has the opportunity to approach the 

theme of the study and conservation of urban art.
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Endnotes
1 Within the CAPuS project, the expression “urban art” has 

been used to summarise all visual art forms arising in urban 

areas, being inspired by urban architecture or the present 

urban lifestyle. It combines street art and graffiti and, in a 

broader framework, all forms of public contemporary art in 

open city spaces. The expression “street art” has also been 

used in the present work, its definition possibly including 

many edges: it has been traditionally referred to unsanc-

tioned art, as opposed to government-sponsored initia-

tives, and strongly connected to the graffiti scene. How-

ever, street art has recently been going mainstream, often 

meaning to convey to a broader audience a message con-

nected to political ideas or social commentaries. The term 

can include traditional graffiti artwork, sculpture, stencil 

graffiti, sticker art, street poster art and street installations. 

See CAPuS Glossary – section 1.

2 The main international glossaries used as a reference for 

the creation of the CAPuS glossary are:

•	 UNI EN 15898 (2012): Conservation of cultural prop-
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erty - Main general terms and definitions.

•	 ICOMOS-ISCS: Illustrated glossary on stone deterio-

ration patterns - Vergès-Belmin V. (2008).

•	 EwaGlos-European Illustrated Glossary of Conserva-

tion Terms for Wall Paintings and Architectural Surfac-

es – Weyer A. et al. Michael Imhof Verlag, (2015).
3 The following CAPuS project team members participated 

in uploading resources in the repository (in alphabetical or-

der of surname): Ann-Katrin Bresser, Anna Kowalik, Chiara 

Ricci, Chiara Riedo, Ilaria Saccani, Dominique Scalarone, 

Sagita Mirjam Sunara, Enrique Alonso Villar and Friederike 

Waentig.

4 The following CAPuS project team members participat-

ed in the three Zoom events: Sagita Mirjam Sunara, Moira 

Bertasa, Ilaria Saccani, Enrique Alonso Villar and Natalia 

Łowczak.

5 Persons and institutions interested in collaboration are in-

vited to contact the CAPuS Digital Repository administra-

tors: Sagita Mirjam Sunara (sagita.mirjam.sunara@umas.hr) 

and Dominique Scalarone (dominique.scalarone@unito.it).
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