FUTURE IN MOTION: CONSERVATION ISSUES OF
SEVEN KINETIC ARTWORKS BY RAY STAAKMAN
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fig. 1 The six conservators, supervisors and the artist Ray Staakman in between the seven
kinetic artworks. From left to right, upper row: Nikki van Basten, Sjoukje van der Laan,
Marleen Wagenaar, Ray Staakman (artist), Anouk Verbeek, Evelyne Snijders (lecturer UvA);
lower row: Katja van de Braak, Carien van Aubel, Ellen Jansen (lecturer UvA).
Artworks identification (from left to right):

Optical Kinetic Object (1966, 29.6 x 29.6 x 5.2 cm, aluminum, screen print, electric motor)
Big Revolving Square (1965, 110,5 x 110,5 x 15,3 cm, wood, plywood, aluminum, iron, oil paint, electric motor)
Long Turning Spiral (1966, 100 x 25.5 x 9 cm, aluminum, tin, steel, wood, electric motor)
Four Centrifugal Working Disks (1966-67, 188 x 36 x 36 cm, anodized aluminum, steel, electric motor)
No. 4667 3 Aluminum Blades (1967, 100 x 181 cm, anodised aluminum, steel, brass, rubber, PMMA, electric motor)
Rotator (6 Rolled Sheets Left) (1966, 200 x 90 x 90 cm, anodised aluminium, steel, electric motor)
2.469 (1969, 100 x 26 x 26 cm, anodised aluminum, painted steel, electric motor)

Project

Conservation Issues

The Dutch artist Ray Staakman (1941) [fig. 1] was a pioneer
in kinetic art in the Netherlands during the 1960s-1970s.
Unfortunately, several of his works showed malfunctions
after repeated use and could no longer be exhibited.
In 2012, the University of Amsterdam (UvA), in collaboration
with the Cultural Heritage Agency of the Netherlands (RCE),
started a major conservation project of Staakman’s early and
diverse kinetic artworks [fig. 1]. The seven objects selected
consisted of a wide range of materials: electric motors
[fig. 2], (anodised) aluminium [fig. 3-4], tin-plate [fig. 5],
painted wood and chipboard [fig. 6], polystyrene sheets
[fig. 7] and metal springs. The materials used were industry
leftovers and the electric motors Staakman received as
donations.

After examination of the seven artworks, the malfunctions
seemed to be mainly caused by broken electric motors
[fig. 8], failure of materials [fig. 9] and deformation of the
moving parts [fig. 10]. However, more carefully inspected, it
was observed that components were not resistant enough to
support stresses generated during movement [fig. 11]. Even
though Staakman designed his artworks carefully, as shown
by his extensive making of detailed technical drawings, he
was forced to rely on the donated materials that eventually
proved to be inadequate for the optimal function of the
artworks.

fig. 2 Long Turning Spiral’s motor after
treatment. Most of the motors used were
of similar type and manufacturer.

fig. 3
Cleaning the blue and red
anodised aluminium disks of Four
Centrifugal Working Disks.

fig. 4 One of 2.469’s fig. 5 Removing corrosion from Long fig. 6 Big Revolving Square’s
aluminium wings: dirty, Turning Spiral‘s tin-plated spiral to painted chipboard during
retreive its original mirroring effect.
treatment: cleaning, filling
corroded and teared.
and inpainting.

Research
The extensive research conducted, which included an
interview with the artist, aimed at restoring the kinetic
functions with minimal intervention and ultimately
allowed a temporary re-exposition of the artworks [fig. 1].
However, the little interventions proved insufficient, as the
malfunctions were inherent to the quality of the components
employed. Since prolonged exhibition is desired, more drastic
measures are needed. This raises the questions: what are
the possibilities and boundaries to preserve such objects?
Should it be permissible to improve their kinetic mechanisms
by intervening in far-reaching, constructive ways?

fig. 9 Carefully removing
degraded glue
from the
anodised aluminum disks of
Rotator (6 Rolled Sheets Left).
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fig. 7 No. 4667 3 Aluminum Blades’ front
side of polymethylmethacrylate back plate:
dirty and with brown plastic tape.

fig. 8 One of the two identical motors in
2.469 was not working properly, causing
complete failure of the object and damage
to its components when switched on.

fig. 10 Bending the central
axis of No. 4667 3 Aluminum
Blades back in its original
position in order to let the
gears run smoothly.

fig. 11 The gear’s teeth in the
electric motor of Big Revolving
Square were completely worn
down by the weight of the
object.
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