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The       of 
Conservation 

Modern restoration techniques allow art conservationists greater ease and economy of  time in removal 
of  years of  grime from some of  the great masterpieces.

By Jennifer Yang

he conservation of celebrated 
works of art has long been a  
major concern for artists, 
collectors, and art historians alike. 
Preventing great works of art  

from deteriorating over time is a 
constant battle that relies upon emerging 
technologies, scientific methods and 
a keen understanding of art history. In 
recent times, conservation has benefitted 

from technological advances within the 
digital age, as well as the accessibility 
of online information networks, 
thereby creating new opportunities 
for conservation by saving time and 
resources. As conservation continues into 
the 21st Century, researchers and artists 
continue to face even more challenges 
with the advent of new types of synthetic 
pigments, new media, and changes in 
artist methodologies. 

Digital photography has literally 
transformed the world of conservation. 
In the past, researchers relied upon 
film-based X-Radiography and Infrared 
Reflectography (IRR) for the examination 
of paintings and their underlying 
structures. Today, both procedures have 
gone digital at some facilities. At the Art 
Institute, X-Radiography is still done on 
film, but the individual X-ray images 
are then scanned into the computer 
to form a seamless composite image. 
Inge Fiedler, a microscopist at the Art 
Institute of Chicago, who has researched 
and worked on pieces such as Seurat’s 
A Sunday Afternoon on La Grande Jatte 
(1884), has a digital camera mounted 
to her polarizing microscope for the 
examination of pigments. “In the past, we 
had to wait for a film lab to develop the 
pictures. Now I can see the images right 
away on my computer and manipulate 

MUSICAL THEATER REVIEW

February 17, 2010 - While waiting for the opening curtain of 
101 Dalmatians at Chicago’s Cadillac Palace Theatre, I couldn’t 
help but wonder how the producers would differentiate their 
work from the untold number of prior stage and film versions 
of the story. It didn’t take more than a few minutes into the 
evening’s performance for me to quickly realize the vision of the 
creative team comprised of Tony award-winning Director Jerry 
Zaks, along with BT McNicholl and Dennis DeYoung, lyricists 
for the production. This creative trio developed a production that 
was both fresh and young in spirit with original songs and dance 
performances, while maintaining such a sense of momentum that 
when the final curtain came down on the performance of 101 
Dalmatians, I was ready for even more. 

The storyline for the production remained true to the original, 
focusing on the eccentric Cruella De Vil - performed exquisitely 
here by Broadway star, Sara Gettelfinger - and her evil scheme 
to kidnap 101 Dalmatian puppies to design herself a new fur 
coat. What differed, however, was how the producers sought 
to present the story from eyes of Pongo and Missus, the canine 
parents of the 101 Dalmatians, performed by James Ludwig and 
Catia Ojeda, and their litter of puppies played by a small group 
of young child actors. Rather than dressing the young group in 
costumes with dog ears and tails, producers set the majority of 
the cast apart from the Dalmatians with stilts – yes, stilts. 

It was a bit puzzling at first to see cast members crossing 
the stage on stilts covered by extraordinarily tailored pants and 
dresses. Who outside of a Wringling Brothers outfit can walk 
naturally with stilts? The sight can be a bit distracting, I must 
admit. However, as the production moved forward, I came to 

101 Dalmatians Brings Unique
Perspective to Cadillac Palace
By Patrick M. Curran II

The canine company of The 101 Dalmatians. 

realize what a clever idea it was to have the adults and/
or “humans” appear so much taller than the canine 
characters, for in real life, this is how most humans 
appear to canines - as lumbering giants.  This interesting 
and creative concept did have its limitations though in 
many of the dance sequences – yes, they did perform a 
number of dance sequences on stilts - where it seemed to 
detract from the effectiveness of the intricate movements 
onstage.  For instance, I found that the crowd favorite, 
“Having the Crime of our Lives,” performed by Robert 
Thomas Homes and Robert Anthony Jones as Curella’s 
minions, Jasper and Jinx, lacked the range of motion 
required of the eclectic dance sequence. 

Particular mention must be made for other unique 
aspects that added to the originality and beauty of the 
production. First, much of the musical’s energy and pace 
was drawn from the performances of the group of young 
budding thespians playing the Dalmatian “puppies.” 

In “Be a Little Bit Braver,” the young actors nailed 
their lines, projecting well across the theater, and were spot on 
with the clever choreography. Second, Heidi Ettinger’s scenic set 
designs really set the tone for the evening’s performance, fostering 
the production’s sense of constant motion through the use of 
simple, yet colorful backdrops - many of which appeared to come 
alive during the latter half of the production. 

In what I found to be one of the most original and successful 
backdrop designs, Ettinger created a map of England to visually 
represent the path used by Pongo and Missus as they departed 
from London to rescue their kidnapped canine pups from Cruella’s 
mansion. The subsequent car chase between Cruella and the truck 
carrying the escaped Dalmatian family wasn’t performed on the 
stage but rather creatively represented against a colorfully lit 
backdrop showcasing miniature versions of Cruella’s mansion 
and models of the vehicles moving along the miniature road, 
while the voices of the various actors filled the stage. The images 
had their intended effect, producing a great deal of laughter from 
the audience and introducing a new comedic element to the 
production. 

Finally, the production ended appropriately enough with 
Dalmatians.  The producers had used real puppies at various times 
in the performance to close out scenes, but here during the finale, the 
puppies shared the stage with no one. One by one, the Dalmatians 
ran onto the stage, and through the use of various hidden levers 
and buttons around the set, each activated mechanical changes to 
the set. For example, one quick thinking puppy used his paw to 
press a button that lowered the awning over the storefront window.  
This demonstration was a real crowd pleaser.  There was no better 
way to end a live presentation of 101 Dalmatians. w
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Amber Smith, Associate Paintings Conservator at the Chicago Conservation Center, a private 
restoration lab located in River North.
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the images as well,” she explains.  Fiedler, whose research 
involves identifying materials in works of art from the 
museum’s collection, identified the zinc yellow pigment 
responsible for the darkening of the famous La Grande Jatte 
painting by Seurat.

Amber Smith, an Associate Paintings Conservator at the 
Chicago Conservation Center (CCC), a private restoration 
lab located in Chicago’s River North district, cites 
advancements in digital photography as one of her favorite 
technological changes. At the CCC, both X-Radiography 
and IRR are digital-based, thereby freeing up time for 
other restoration procedures. “Today, conservation can 
now proceed without the presence of large scientific labs,” 
she explained. Communication has also improved with the 
digital age, spawning a virtual information network amongst 
conservationists throughout the world. “Conservation used 
to be done alone, but now we have access to other people and 
what they know,” said Smith. The conservation community 
is small and highly specialized. With the advent of electronic 
mail, conservators like Smith can trade knowledge via e-mail 
about obscure artists and the best available restoration and 
conservation techniques.

Although advancements in technology have helped 
facilitate conservation work, it has also, in some ways, 
created new challenges with the invention of new art 

materials. In the past 
century, artists have 
turned increasingly 
to new media and materials for the creation of their work. More 
modern and non-traditional mediums such as acrylic paints are 
gaining popularity, while training in the usage of traditional oils 
and painting materials is becoming more obscure. Smith explains, 
“Acrylic paint is not as permanent as oil paint. It is more sensitive 
to damage when mishandled, and it is more ‘light-fugitive.’” 
According to Smith, some acrylic manufacturers are working 
to improve the permanency and “light-fastness” of their paints. 
However, this is an ongoing endeavor, and acrylic paintings created 
in the past few decades may face greater risk of deterioration than 
those painted with traditional oil paints. 

While some artistic forays into newer materials may have 
resulted in fragile works of art, other artists have experienced great 
success both in terms of durability and workability. Picasso was 
known to have used French, oil-based industrial house paint in some 
of his paintings, such as The Red Armchair  (1931), a part of the 
Art Institute’s permanent collection. Picasso’s usage of the Ripolin 
brand household enamel paint may have influenced other early 20th 
century artists, and research is currently underway at the Art Institute 
to identify the differences between oil-based artist paints from oil-
based house paints in artworks from that period. Conducted under 
the directions of Francesca Casadio, Senior Conservation Scientist 
at the Art Institute, the Ripolin Project should shed further light on 
the significance of the non-traditional paint material in other major 
works of art from the early 20th century. 

Graydon Parrish, a figurative artist based in Austin, TX and 
New York, thinks that advancements in digital technology may be 
the saving grace for art created with experimental materials and 
techniques. As an expert in traditional media, Graydon feels that 
artists should be aware of the importance of good craftsmanship 
and knowledge of art materials. For artists who choose to work in 
oil, Graydon recommends painting on rigid support and allowing 
the works to dry thoroughly before varnishing. 

As far as finishes, new technology wins out over the old, 
with synthetic varnishes superior for conservational purposes. 
Smith recommends using new synthetic varnishes for paintings 
due to their ability to be lifted for cleaning without disturbing 
the underlying paint layer. This dichotomy of advantages versus 
disadvantages created by new technology continues to affect both 
artists and conservators alike. Perhaps Graydon puts it best when 
he says, “Luckily, art can be digitized, and that is perhaps the most 
durable of all media. If the physical piece does not last, we will at 
least have a record of it.” w

Artist Conversational

Brian Dennehy has always seemed like the kind of actor 
you would want to share the stage with or the kind of 
guy you would want standing behind you in a physical 

altercation. While not as young and tall as I pictured him to 
be from his various film rolls, the Brian Dennehy I met at the 
Goodman was a man similar in age and height to my own father. 
Like my father, Dennehy is as no nonsense as most are within 
his generation, and he has a presence about him that exudes a 
professionalism and confidence befitting his ability. Here was a 
man before me whose work on the stage has been recognized 
by his peers, having won two Emmy awards for leading roles in 
1999’s Death of a Salesman, and 2003’s Long Day’s Journey Into 
Night -  both awards, I should add, for productions performed 
at Chicago’s Goodman Theatre. And here was a man whose 
role choices on stage, including his recent roles in Hughie and 
Krapp’s Last Tape – recently at the Goodman this past winter - in 
many ways mirror his own life: a life rich with struggle, desire, 
and ultimately, acceptance of the cards he was dealt and how he 
played them.  

Dennehy’s upbringing reads like something out of a history 
book. Born in 1938 in Bridgeport, Connecticut, situated in the 
heart of what was then Connecticut’s industrial valley, Dennehy’s 
Irish-American lineage is blue collar to the core. His grandfather 
toiled for over 50 years at Jacobs Valve’s factory, first shoveling 
coal into steam engines and eventually ending his days at the 
factory as watchman. His mother’s family also toiled as factory 
workers in the same industrial valley. His father obtained a 
scholarship to attend the University of Leuven in Belgium. 
Following graduation, he began what would become a long 
career with the Associated Press.  Nowhere in this hard-working, 
Irish-American family’s vocabulary were the words “theater” and 
“career” ever used in the same sentence.

Brian Dennehy’s acting prowess was first recognized and 
cultivated by a Catholic High School teacher in Long Island 
named Chris Sweeney. A Korean war veteran and a graduate of 
Fordham University, Sweeney was able to see beyond Dennehy’s 
13-14 year old youthful antics and channeled the boy’s energy 

into a series of school plays. Following graduation, Columbia 
University football, the Marine Corps, and eventually marriage 
came calling. Years passed before he would again study theater. 
During this time, Dennehy did want he knew best, and that was 
to work hard.  He labored in a series of odd jobs as a truck driver, 
a cab driver, a bartender, anything he could do to support his 
family. Then in 1973, while working the first shift (4:00 a.m. to 
12:00 noon) as meat truck driver, Dennehy began to take a series 
of small steps back into the world to which Sweeney had first 
exposed him. He began auditioning for various off-Broadway 
productions as well as becoming a regular attendee of matinee 
performances on Broadway. “I’d be off around noon, so I would 
go in my blood-stained work clothes and get a single ticket to the 
Wednesday matinee, and that’s when I saw…Jason (Robards) and 
all the amazing actors, and I pretty much knew at that point that 
that was what I wanted to do, but I had no idea: a) that I could do 
it, or b) even if I could do it, that I’d (have the opportunity) to do 
it?” Dennehy understood that he had a family to support, but his 
series of blue collar jobs failed to maintain his interest.  “I was 
capable of hard work, but I had no ambition in any other area like 
in sales.  I tried that stuff, but it just bored the tears out of me,” 
he remembered.

His move from what he called off, off, off-Broadway 
productions into off-Broadway and then Broadway level 
productions was, in contrast to his real life, actually quite simple. 
In the early ‘70s, he recalls having secured a small, yet very good 
part as Michael Borkin in a very off-Broadway production of 
Anton Chekhov’s Ivanoff. Mel Gross, then second chair critic at 
the New York Times, came to see the show and was impressed by 
Dennehy’s performance. “He singled me out (in his review) and 
that kinda started things happening.” He added,  “In those days…
everybody read the New York Times, and if you were anywhere 
near the theater, you read the New York Times, and you read the 
Arts and Leisure…In those days, there were real theater people 
(reviewing for the New York Times),” and at that time, Broadway 
was thriving with venues and performances.  Immediately after 
Gross’ mention, Dennehey acquired an agent, and things began 

Actor Brian Dennehy
Brian Dennehy in Krapp’s Last Tape. P
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Photos: (top to bottom) 
Landscape painting 
before, during, and after 
restoration performed  
by The Chicago  
Conservation Center.  
 
(bottom of page):  
Seurat’s A Sunday 
Afternoon on La Grande 
Jatte (1884) following 
restoration by the Art 
Institute of Chicago.

By Patrick M. Curran II

Photo by Liz Lauren


