
H E AT H E R B E C K E R A R T P R E S E R VAT I O N I S T



R E S T O R I N G B E A U T Y T O A R T ’ S B O U N T Y

WRITTEN BY BRIELLE FERREIRA PHOTOGRAPHY BY DONALD W. BROMLEY

CULTURE’S KEEPER

LU X E 1 4 1

The preservation of art is a perilous discipline. Often it must reconstruct in order to restore, and at the same time

take care to maintain the work’s integrity. Few people understand this delicate balancing act better than Heather

Becker, herself a devoted artist and the chief executive officer of The Chicago Conservation Center, the nation’s

largest art restoration facility. Becker’s professional experience denotes a unique flair for duality, allowing her to

embrace entrepreneurial success and a strong love for her craft.

“It’s all about balance,” Becker explains, “and you have to integrate your passion with reality in a way that works

for you on a daily basis.” After completing an art scholarship in Italy, she returned to Chicago with a very real

need to find a job that would supplement her artistic endeavors. She filled that void when she joined the

Conservation Center in 1989 as a secretary, riding her career’s rapid ascent to its culmination four years ago

when she assumed the organization’s helm upon the retirement of the Conservation’s founder.

The Chicago Conservation Center recently celebrated its 24th anniversary of restoring and preserving fine art

in all its various forms, caring for works on paper, paintings, murals, photographs, textiles, sculptures, and fur-

niture—from an old family portrait to a revered Rembrandt. This diversity has aided Becker in her own creative

pursuits. “Working here is amazing. Every day is different,” she says. “I’ve been exposed to so much from so

many different angles. We have 10,000 to 15,000 works of art in here at any one time. It’s been quite an asset

to me as an artist.”

With over 30 talented colleagues trained in artistic disciplines from around the world, Becker oversees a conserva-

tion laboratory that is alive and constantly evolving with each piece of artwork saved. “You can never get bored at

a place like this,” she says. “You watch art being transformed, and you see the people involved interacting with each

other and problem solving. It’s fascinating.” Becker’s work in conservation inspires her not only to save art but also

to create it, preserving cultural history for future generations and contributing to the visual discourse of today.
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