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Abstract: Tholu Bommalu are typical leather puppets of the traditional Indian shadow theatre. Two
of these objects are part of a collection in the International Puppets Museum “Antonio Pasqualino”
(Palermo, Sicily, Italy), which can count on one hundred-seventy-three of artifacts. These Indian
puppets were investigated to obtain information related to the use of dyes for their manufacturing
through a multi-technical approach exploiting the combination of highly sensitive spectroscopic
techniques. Wet cotton stubbons were used to entrap small particles of dyes on the fibers from the
art objects for the consequent analyses. Visible Light Micro-Reflectance spectroscopy was employed
for the preliminary identification of the molecular class of dyes directly on the swabs, while Surface
Enhanced Raman Scattering allowed the identification of the specific dye. Several synthetic dyes
belonging to different typologies of coloring compounds were identified. The study resulted in an
interesting overview of dyes used in recent Tholu Bommalata manufacturing through the combination
of micro-invasive techniques directly on the sampling substrate.
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1. Introduction

Tholu Bommalata is the traditional shadow theatre of the Telugu Indian states of
Andhra Pradesh, Telangana, and Karnataka. The expression literally means “dance of
leather puppets”, from “atta”, meaning dance, and “Tholu Bommalu”, meaning leather
puppets [1]. According to the literature, the use of these puppets dates back to 200 B.C.
under the dynasty of Satavahana [2]. To realize a shadow theatre, puppeteers press the
dolls behind a backlit screen, so the audience only see dancing shadows [3]. The main areas
of storytelling are the Indian epics of Ramāyana and Mahabarata, and the sacred Hindū texts
Purān. a, even though nowadays, the epics are no longer narrated, replaced by contemporary
themes such as reforestation or family life scenes. Dolls can be moved from anyone, but
only a skillful sutradhar (literally “wire mover”) can give them life. He is the leader of
a familiar-run troupe, where everyone has a specific role: dancer, singer, narrator, and
actor [4]. In all the Indian traditional puppet theatres, Tholu Bommalu are the biggest ones
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(120–180 cm height), and those with the highest mobility have joints along the neck, arms,
and legs [5]. Every puppet is made of leather, the origin of which was not arbitrary: at
the beginning, deer was used to represent Gods, goat for saints or common people, and
buffalo for demons, while today goat skin is the most used. Dolls are charged with an
enormous spiritual value. Indeed, they are made of leather, an impure material for Indians,
and, thus, they need a purification rite to represent sacred characters: several weeks before
the performance, plenty of rituals are made to offer the puppets to Gods. At the end of
each performance, people let them go to the banks of Gange River, as a real funeral [1].
According to sources [3], the first puppeteers used to paint Tholu Bommalu with natural
colors mixed with water, later replaced by synthetic dyes. Today, Tholu Bommalata is a
kind of dying art: fifty years ago, more than 180 troupes were active in 30 different Indian
districts; today there are only 9.

Here, we studied the two Tholu Bommalu (Figure 1), made in 1978 by the Ramana
Murthy theatre, which are part of a 173-artifact collection stored at the International Puppets
Museum “Antonio Pasqualino” in Palermo, Sicily, Italy. They represent Prince Rāma and
Princess Sı̄tā, the main characters of Ramāyana.

Figure 1. Sampling areas from Tholu Bommalu of Rāma (a) and Sı̄tā (b).

The Rāma puppet (Figure 1a), as seventh reincarnation of Visnu, is pictured in profile
and with blue skin: both aspects represent divine characters. It also has almond-shaped
eyes, a big nose, and thin lips; it is entirely decorated with rich jewels that underline his
social status, everything made with pink, red, blue, violet, and black dyes. Both arms and
legs were probably added to the puppet in a second stage, replacing missing parts: they
indeed show different decorations and colors—blue and violet—than the rest of the puppet.

The Princess Sı̄tā puppet (Figure 1b), as a not divine character, is pictured frontally, and
entirely made with black, red, and yellow dyes. As with the other puppet, it has almond-
shaped eyes, a big nose, but thicker lips. She wears a dress full of flower decorations and
rings in her hands and nose. They both wear tilaka on their forehead, a sacred sign, the
mark of God and symbol that purifies the body.

The Sı̄tā and Rāma Tholu Bommalu are made of goat skin, identified by the Globe
Institute of Copenhagen using ZooMS, short for Zoo Archaeology by Mass Spectrometry.
It is a technique that uses the slow evolution of collagen as a molecular barcode to read the
identity of leather or bones. The method uses a well-established approach, peptide mass
fingerprinting, allied to high throughput Time of Flight Mass Spectrometry. Samples are
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identified by differences in the mass of the peptides, which arise as a result of sequence
differences between species [6]. Each part of the body is a separated piece of leather,
one linked to the other by a thin string, observed and identified as cotton by a light
microscope [7]. Between the junctions, there is a little piece of leather that make this part
more resistant in the points of greatest fragility. To be held by suthradar, they are assembled
on a wooden stick, recognized as cane wood by light microscope observation [8]. They
are full of holes of different shapes and sizes marking every decoration line: light can
pass through them during the performance, producing an incredible effect of lights and
shadows. Preparatory drawing is carved on one side of the leather, while both sides are
colored with a translucent effect. There is a similar varnish layer upon the surface on
both the sides: according to the literature [3], it could be neem or coconut oil, used by
puppeteers to preserve dolls from time damages.

As mentioned above, several colors were used to achieve the brilliant shades present in
the puppets. During the conservation study of these objects, it was noticed that the related
colorants were sensitive to water in terms of solubility. Consequently, it was evaluated
that organic dyes could be present and their identification could be very interesting: with
reference to the recent origin of the dolls, synthetic dyes could be used and their characteri-
zation could confirm the transition from natural dyes to synthetic ones in Tholu Bommalata
production. For this aim, a multi-technical approach was dedicated to their identification
and characterization. Visible light Fiber Optic Reflectance Spectroscopy [9–12], coupled
to an optical microscope (micro-FORS), was employed to obtain preliminary information
about the class of dyes: reflectance spectra were acquired directly on stubbons used to
sample to dyes during the conservation treatments. The same samples were then analyzed
with Surface Enhanced Raman Scattering (SERS) [13–18], which is based on the great en-
hancement of the Raman signal of an analyte in close proximity of a metal nanostructured
substrate, allowing it to obtain vibrational spectra that, otherwise, would be affected by a
dramatic fluorescence background. In the last decades, SERS spectroscopy has showed its
great analytical potentiality [19], and it is nowadays increasingly used for the characteriza-
tion of colorants in art objects. Starting from its first application on ancient textiles [20], this
technique has been used for the identification of natural and synthetic dyes in paintings
and dyed objects [13,21,22]. The evolution from simple metal colloids to nanostructured
SERS substrates [23–28] and metal-nanoparticles loaded sampling devices [29–34] provided
several analytical strategies, which were exploited for the detection of both natural and
synthetic dyes [14,16,18,23,35–38]. The main advantage of SERS is highly represented by
high sensitivity, which is in charge for lower detection limit than High Performance Liquid
Chromatography, while the main drawback is the low reproducibility which could derive
from local interaction between the nanostructure and mixtures of analytes through different
functional groups.

Here, the combination of SERS and FORS data allowed to individuate several synthetic
dyes used for the manufacturing of these objects and provided new data for consequent
further analyses.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Samples

Two leather puppets from the Tholu Bommalu collection stored at the International
Puppets Museum “Antonio Pasqualino” were studied. Seven samples were collected by
rubbing mildly sterile stubbons on the surface of the puppets, wet with distilled water,
five from Rāma (D816-4, D816-5, D-816-7, D816-9, D816-15) (Figure 1a) and two from Sı̄tā
(D817-2, D817-4) (Figure 1b).

2.2. Visible Light Micro-Reflectance Spectroscopy Analysis

Visible Light Reflectance spectra were acquired through a BWTEK fiber optic spec-
trophotometer Exemplar LS, coupled to a microscope through a fiber optic cable and a
specific adaptor. Sampling stubbons were observed at the microscope in order to individu-
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ate the most colored areas and, under illumination with an external light source (Tungsten
lamp), visible light reflectance spectra were acquired. Three spectra were recorded for
every stubbon (integration time: 4 s; scans: 5; integration step: 1 nm) and an average
spectrum was obtained. For the spectral assignment, first derivative and apparent ab-
sorption (Log(1/R) conversion, where R is the Reflectance) analyses of the spectra were
performed to confirm information deriving from simple reflectance spectrum [9–11,39].
In order to minimize interference of the cotton substrate, spectra of the stubbon were
acquired where no dye particles or spots were present, and after processing, the deriving
apparent absorption spectrum was subtracted, as a blank, from the sample ones. All the
spectra were attributed through comparison to reference materials spectra, literature, and
databases [9–11,40].

2.3. Raman and SERS Analysis

Conventional Raman and SERS experiments were performed with a Horiba Jobin-
Yvon HR-Evolution spectrometer equipped with a microscope and a 632 nm laser. A mo-
torized mapping stage was used for inspecting the sample and collecting the Raman signal
from specific locations on the sample.

For conventional Raman measurements, a preliminary collection of spectra was carried
out. Set conditions for the spectra acquisition were: 100× objective magnification and the
laser intensity varied between 0.15 and 15 mW in order to maximize the Raman signal
and to observe clear features of the investigated compounds. The Ag-reduced colloid was
prepared according to the protocol developed by Leopold and Lendl [41]. Briefly, a solution
of AgNO3 1 × 10−3 M in MilliQ Water was prepared. Separately, the same volumes of
a solution of NH2OH·HCl 6 × 10−2 M and a solution of NaOH 1 × 10−1 M were mixed
together. Ten mL of NH2OH·HCl solution was added to 100 mL of AgNO3 solution under
stirring, with direct formation of a colloid. The colloid was left under stirring for 20 min,
and it was used after its production. Aggregation of the colloid was induced by dropping
20 µL of 0.01 M MgSO4 solution: 200 µL of Ag colloid was inserted in an Eppendorf
tube and 20 µL of 0.01 M MgSO4 solution was added and stirred to induce nanoparticle
aggregation. The aggregated colloid was poured on some colored fibers sampled from
the stubbons, and it was left to dry. SERS spectra were acquired in correspondence of Ag
nanoclusters close to the stubbon fibers or on them. In order to evaluate eventual spectral
interferences deriving from the colloid, spectra of the blank (200 µL of Ag colloid and
20 µL of MgSO4) were also collected in the dried form. Set conditions for the SERS spectra
acquisition were: 50× objective magnification, laser intensity varied between 0.15 and
0.38 mW according to the sample, maximum accumulation time of 5 s per scan, 60 scans
maximum. Generally, six spectra for every typology of analyzed sample were acquired.
For the spectral band assignment and compound identification, experimental spectra were
compared to databases and literature [42–54].

3. Results
3.1. Visible Light Micro-Reflectance Spectroscopy Analysis

Sample D816-4, which derives from a pink-reddish area, presents a characteristic
reflectance spectrum (Figure S1a, Supplementary Materials) where a first weak maximum
is visible at 466 nm, followed by an increase of reflectance starting at 540 nm; the sigmoid
curve presents a marked inflection point at 581 nm, while another one is observable at 690 to
695 nm. A less-defined inflection point should be present at 432 nm, but the individuation
is not easy due to the higher noise at around 400 nm (lower intensity of the lamp emission).
The related apparent absorption spectrum (Figure S1b, Supplementary Materials) presents
a maximum at ~550 nm, with a shoulder at ~510 nm. A lower intensity band is observable
at ~670 nm. The sample D816-9 presents similar features (Figure S2a, Supplementary
Materials): the reflectance is the same in the 400–500 nm range, but it starts increasing
around 510 nm with a complex trend. Indeed, several inflection points are observable,
as highlighted from the first derivative spectrum. In particular, an inflection point is still
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visible at 560–580 nm, while, from the first derivative, the other ones should be present
at 425, 617, and 648 nm, confirming the complexity of the spectrum. In the apparent
absorption spectrum (Figure S2b, Supplementary Materials), there is a variation in intensity
for the bands at 510 and 550 nm: the first one is more intense than the second, while a new
low intensity band is observable ~600 nm. The band at 670 nm is not visible, whereas a
new band is visible at ~690 nm.

In addition, for the sample D816-7 (Figure 2a), corresponding to a green-blue area of
Rāma’s skin, the reflectance spectrum obtained complex results: two weak reflectance max-
ima are observable around 480 and 600 nm, while an increase of reflectance is observable
over 615 nm, with an inflection point at 669 nm. With reference to the derivative spectrum,
another inflection point is present at 651 nm, while less defined ones could be present
at 431 and at 500 to 525 nm (the second results in a very flat maximum in the derivative
spectrum). The corresponding apparent absorption spectrum presents a main maximum at
~643 nm, with a minor flat band around 500 nm (Figure 2b).

Figure 2. (a) Visible light reflectance spectrum obtained for D816-7 sample with the corresponding first derivative (red lines
highlight the inflection points) and (b) related apparent absorption spectrum (background subtracted).

The reflectance spectra obtained for the samples D816-5 and D816-15 do not present
informative features (Figures S3 and S4, Supplementary Materials): the reflectance is very
low, increasing without any evident spectral feature, and the spectral noise is remarkable.
The related first derivative spectra are characterized by continuous oscillations and high
noise, not allowing for a clear identification of the inflection points. The apparent absorption
results in a spectrum where the presence of characteristic signals is not evident. Only a
very low intensity band at around 690 nm is observable after background subtraction, but
it cannot be excluded that the processing could be responsible for the artifacts in this case.
The absence of clear absorption signals could be in agreement with the black color of the
extracted dye.

For the Sı̄tā puppet, the FORS spectrum acquired for the D817-2 sample presents a
first reflectance increase over 410 nm, reaching a maximum at around 470 nm and followed
by a great increase from 525 nm. The reflectance slope decreases over 600 nm, while, in
the first derivative spectra, the inflection points are observable at 424, 570, and 655 nm
(Figure 3a). In the apparent absorption spectrum, a defined band is centered at 530 nm,
with a broadening at around 490 nm, while a low intensity broad band is visible at 680 nm
(Figure 3b).
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Figure 3. (a) Visible light reflectance spectrum obtained for the D817-2 sample with the corresponding first derivative (red
lines highlight the inflection points) and (b) related apparent absorption spectrum (background subtracted).

The D817-4 FORS spectrum presents a more complex behavior: the reflectivity
(Figure S5a, Supplementary Materials) increases over 403 nm, the slope seems to decrease
around 470 nm only to grow again over 480 nm; a second decrease of the slop is observable
at 640 nm, but the reflectivity increases again to over 650 nm. The first derivative spectrum
highlights an inflection point at 440 nm and a second one at 550–560 nm, but the features of
the obtained derivative spectrum are less clear in comparison to the previous case. In the
apparent absorption spectrum, two broad bands at 506 nm (with shoulder ~540 nm) and at
674 nm are observable (Figure S5b, Supplementary Materials).

3.2. Raman and SERS Analysis

Preliminary Raman analyses were performed directly on the samples focusing on
dye spots or particles. However, the fluorescence background did not allow acquiring
meaningful spectra. The collection of spectra at the highest intensity of the laser was
attempted, but this only resulted in degradation of the sample with the formation of
amorphous carbon or in the individuation of signals of the cellulose from the stubbons
(Figure S6, Supplementary Materials).

With respect to the SERS spectra obtained for sample D816-4, it was possible to
distinguish some common characteristic peaks (Figure 4, top). In particular, in most
spectra, two broad bands around 461 and 477 cm−1 are observable, while more defined
peaks appear at 622, 680, and 735 cm−1. At higher wavenumbers, two peaks are observable
at 1004 and 1049 cm−1, and other bands are distinguishable at 1213, 1255, 1301, 1329, 1364,
1436, 1461, 1484, 1509, 1565, 1577, 1582, 1601, 1623, and 1646 cm−1. These signals change in
intensity and width in the different spectra.

All the spectra of the D816-9 sample (Figure S7, Supplementary Materials) present
peaks at 452 (shoulder), 479, 680, 1002, 1049, 1207, 1447, 1485, 1578, and 1623 cm−1. It is
interesting to notice that several bands observed for the D816-9 sample are also present in
the spectra of the D816-4 sample.

In the case of sample D816-7, instead, the acquired spectra (Figure 5, top) present high
reproducibility: there are peaks at 436, 457, 479, 530, 620, 644, 677, 693, 732, 761, 804, 827,
and 918 cm−1, and defined signals at around 1030, 1176, 1221, 1298, 1364, 1399, 1429, 1476
(shoulder), 1530, 1586, and 1621 cm−1 are clearly observable. In two spectra, further sharp
bands are distinguishable at 546, 601, 1488, and 1576 cm−1.
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Figure 4. Comparison of SERS spectra obtained for the D816-4 (top) and D817-2 (bottom) samples.
Some peak wavenumbers are evidenced for clarity. The spectrum of sample D817-2 presents a clear
correspondence with Rhodamine B SERS spectrum [50] (literature spectrum not reported in the image).

Figure 5. Comparison of SERS spectra obtained for the D816-7 (top) and D817-4 (bottom) samples.
Some peak wavenumbers are evidenced for clarity. The spectra of samples presents a clear corre-
spondence with the SERS spectra of Malachite Green [44,46] (D816-7) and Crystal Violet [44,46,54]
(present in both the samples, see Discussion; literature spectra not reported in the image).
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The SERS spectra obtained for D816-5 sample present a good reproducibility, even if
their relative intensities can change in the different spectra. In most of them, peaks at 479,
656, 691, 733, 1139, 1225, 1300, 1340, 1443, 1458, 1585, and 1628 cm−1 are present. In some
spectra, further peaks can be identified: one spectrum presents bands at 434, 518, 570, 716,
810, 1001, 1207, and 1315 cm−1, which result generally sharper than the above-mentioned
ones (Figure 6, top), while in another spectrum, intense signals at 798, 1404, and 1539 cm−1

are observable. For the D816-15 sample, the spectra (Figure 6, bottom) present a general
reproducibility, even if, also in this case, change in relative intensities are observed; the
main spectral features are at 422, 440, 479, 519, 562, 593, 679, 717, 813, 857, 914, 1003, 1033,
1047, 1130, 1183, 1209, 1252, 1323, 1335, 1445, 1458 (shoulder), 1531, 1586, and 1627 cm−1.
Some similarities with the spectra of sample D816-5 are evident.

Figure 6. Comparison of SERS spectra obtained for the D816-5 (top) and D816-15 (bottom) samples.

About the samples from Sı̄tā puppet, the SERS spectra acquired show a great repro-
ducibility. For the D817-2 sample, all the spectra present distinguishable peaks at 589, 622,
634 (shoulder), 661, 726, 737, 768, 1050, 1129, 1185 (shoulder), 1197, 1279, 1345 (shoulder),
1362, 1437, 1471, 1510, 1530, 1578, 1598, and 1649 cm−1 (Figure 4, bottom). The SERS spectra
of the D817-4 sample (Figure 5, bottom), instead, present reproducible bands at 423, 443,
530, 570, 622, 636, 665, 732, 745 (shoulder), 760, 802, 834 (shoulder), 914, 944, 977, 1124, 1181,
1217, 1298, 1345 (shoulder), 1376, 1444, 1473, 1524, 1533, 1565, 1589, and 1621 cm−1. The
general pattern of this spectra presents high similarity with the spectra obtained for the
D816-7 sample.

4. Discussion

The main results obtained from data analysis are recapped in Table 1. From the FORS
and SERS results, different typologies of synthetic dyes were undoubtedly used for the pup-
pets’ manufacturing. In some cases, the identification of the present dyes is straightforward:
for the D817-2 sample, the apparent absorption shoulder at 490 nm and the maximum
at 530 nm are attributable to a xanthene pink dye [11,40]. Among the several colorants
belonging to this family, which includes Eosin, Rhodamine, and Phloxine, the SERS spec-
trum (Figure 5, bottom) allows a clear identification of Rhodamine-based dyes [42,49,50].
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Moreover, among the two main dyes of this typology (Rhodamine B and Rhodamine 6G),
the acquired spectra present higher similarities with the Rhodamine B spectra reported
in the literature [50]. Analogously, the maximum at 640 nm observable in the apparent
absorption spectra of the D816-7 sample suggests the presence of a triphenylmethane dye,
such as Malachite Green and Patent Blue V [11]. The SERS spectra obtained for this sample
confirm these preliminary data, because both their general patterns and the Raman bands
are characteristic of this family of dyes. However, it is difficult to identify the specific
dye: the experimental spectra, indeed, show great similarities with both Crystal Violet and
Malachite Green dyes, both belonging to the same class [44]. In addition, Crystal Violet’s
SERS spectrum is very similar to the Methyl Violet one; these three dyes should be thus
considered for the attribution [54,55]. With reference to the acquired spectra (Figure 6,
top), some bands (732, 760 cm−1) suggest the presence of Crystal Violet, while others
(1176, 1221, 1364, 1399 cm−1) suggest the presence of Malachite Green. Taking into account
the FORS spectra, a possible hypothesis consists in the identification of Malachite Green
as the principal dye, with minor amounts of Crystal Violet (which, although in a minor
quantity, is reported to be more easily detectable through SERS spectroscopy in comparison
to Malachite Green) [44].

Table 1. Assignment of the dyes for the different samples, with reference to their appearance and their spectral features.

Sample Color of the
Sampled Area

Appearance of
Sample on the

Stubbon

Apparent
Absorption Bands

(nm)
SERS Peaks (cm−1) Dye Assignment

D816-4 Pinkish red Red stain 501, 550

622, 680, 735, 1364, 1436, 1509,
1565, 1582, 1601, 1646

(Rhodamine B); 637, 714, 1329,
1452, 1577, 1623 (Eosin Y)

Rhodamine B,
Eosin Y

D816-5 Black Black spot No main feature See Discussion Mixture of dyes (?)

D816-7 Blue-green Black-greenish
particles 640

1221, 1364, 1399, 1429
(Malachite Green); 732, 761,

1476, 1530 (Crystal or Methyl
Violet); further intense peaks
are present but common to

both the dyes (see Discussion)

Malachite Green,
Crystal (or Methyl)

Violet

D816-9 Pinkish red Red stain 510, 550 479, 1184, 1623 Eosin Y (?)

D816-15 Black Black spot No main feature See Discussion Mixture of dyes (?)

D817-2 Red Red stain 490 (shoulder), 530
622, 768, 1129, 1185 1197, 1279,

1345, 1362, 1437, 1510, 1530,
1578, 1598, 1649

Rhodamine B

D817-4
Yellow with

black
decorations

Pale orange with
some black

particles

506, 540
(Mono-azo dye)

423, 443, 530, 570, 732, 760,
802, 914, 944, 1181, 1298, 1376,

1444, 1473, 1533, 1589, 1621
(Crystal or Methyl Violet)

Mono-azo dye (?),
Crystel (or Mehyl)

Violet

The presence of a triarylmethane dye is also suggested for the D817-4 sample, but, in
this case, the identification of the molecule is clear: the SERS spectrum (Figure 5, bottom)
presents a fulfilling matching with the SERS spectrum of Crystal Violet (or Methyl Violet),
and there is no ambiguity with other compounds of the same class (e.g., fuchsine based
dyes) [42,54], whose characteristic peaks are not evident in the spectra. Nevertheless, there
is an actual contradiction with the FORS results: the main apparent absorption band of
Crystal Violet should be at 594 nm, but it is not visible in the experimental spectrum.
According to the literature, the main matching of the apparent absorption spectrum bands
at 506 and 540 nm occurs with the spectra of orange mono-azo dyes, for instance, Lithol Fast
Scarlet RNP or Orange II [11]. A possible hypothesis to explain this unusual behavior could
be formulated with reference to the sampling area. The stubbon was used to sample the
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dye from a part of the puppet with an orange-yellow background, and this is in agreement
with the bands observed in the FORS spectra. However, this area is decorated with a dark
motif. Considering the high SERS detectability of Crystal and Methyl Violet, the minor
amount of this dye present in the decoration represents the molecules effectively detected
with this technique, while the orange dye (likely a mono-azo) could be not visible for a
lower affinity to the silver nanoparticles or for the lower Raman cross-section.

For the remaining samples, the identification of the present dyes is less easy, but some
hypotheses can be formulated. The FORS spectra obtained for the D816-4 sample suggest
the presence of a xanthene dye: in particular, the apparent absorption bands at 501 and 550
nm present a good matching with the Visible Light absorption of Rhodamine B. Moreover,
one of the SERS spectra (Figure 4, top) presents some peaks at 622, 735, 1051, 1364, 1510,
and 1645 cm−1 (observable also in the spectrum of D817-2, with eventual reduced shifts
in wavenumbers), which can confirm the presence of this colorant [50]. Other bands at
637, 714, 1329, 1452, 1577, and 1623 cm−1 could be indicative of Eosin Y [14,43,47,48].
For the D816-9 sample, even if some signals confirm the presence of Eosin Y (479, 1184,
1623 cm−1), the lower quality of the SERS spectra, along with the change in intensity in the
apparent absorption spectra, does not allow for inferring any plausible hypothesis on the
composition of the area. However, two samples derived from close areas of the same color
and, thus, a similar composition is expected.

The two last samples, D816-5 and D816-15, represent the most complex ones for the
interpretation. The FORS spectra are not really informative because of the low and noisy
reflectivity spectra and consequent artifacts in the apparent absorption spectra. However,
the SERS spectra (Figure 6) present several affinities, thus allowing to hypothesize a similar
composition. With reference to the literature, it is hard to individuate a dye whose reported
spectrum completely matches the experimental ones. Moreover, the variation in intensity of
some peaks in different spectra suggests that several dyes could be present in mixture. For
instance, peaks at 658, 1003, 1030, 1130, 1183, 1209, 1585, and 1627 cm−1 could be indicative
of the presence of Sudan Black B [51,52], even if the relative intensity of bands does not
match the literature spectrum of this dye [51,52]. On the other side, peaks observable
in some spectra at 570, 733, 1323, 1443, and 1585 cm−1 could be indicative of the use of
carminic acid dye [15,53], even if some characteristic signals are missing. Moreover, if
Sudan Black B could represent the main colorant of the sampled black area, the carminic
acid could not explain its color. In order to verify and confirm these hypotheses, a separative
analytical technique should be used to discriminate the different colorants (for instance,
High Performance Liquid Chromatography coupled to Photo-Diode-Array HPLC or High
Resolution Mass Spectrometry).

From the analytical point of view, the combination of two laboratory spectroscopic
techniques resulted useful for the identification of the present dyes. However, even if
the micro-FORS provided preliminary hints, we remark that the acquisition of spectra
on sampling stubbons resulted critical. If the acquired spectra resulted highly significant
for the identification in some samples (e.g., D816-7, D817-2), the individuation of marker
bands was not easy for other ones, especially if the concentration of the sampled dye was
not high and the interference from the background—likely due to the fibrous stubbon
matrix—was remarkable. For instance, in the case of the D816-5 and D816-15 samples,
no main spectral feature is clearly observable. Nonetheless, the general performances
obtained for the micro-FORS approach applied to the sampling stubbons suggest that an
on-site FORS analysis would have provided remarkable results: the higher concentration
of dyes on the objects and the absence of background interference from the stubbon would
represent improvement factors for the acquisition of informative Vis-Light reflectance
spectra. In this study, it was not possible to acquire FORS spectra in situ, however, its
application presents a high potential not only for its non-invasiveness but also for the
quality of obtained data. On the other side, the stubbon sampling was fundamental for
the vibrational spectra collection. Indeed, the acquisition of on-site Raman spectra would
likely not be useful for similar matrices. The portable Raman spectrometers are, in general,
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less performative than benchtop instruments, especially when highly fluorescent analytes
are present, as in this case. Moreover, as highlighted by the preliminary measurement, the
conventional Raman spectra resulted not useful for the identification of the synthetic dyes,
and the micro-invasive addition of SERS colloid was fundamental in obtaining high quality
vibrational spectra. Even in the case of samples containing Malachite Green and Crystal
Violet, whose standard Raman spectra are reported in the literature, it was not possible to
detect any clear spectral feature attributable to the dye. Probably, the high fluorescence
of these dyes could be increased by the presence of degradation products and impurities
from the art object. Moreover, focusing directly on the dye particles on the stubbons was
more difficult in comparison to focusing on Ag nanoclusters close to them, because the
fibers are more susceptible to move under the lens, with consequent loss of focus. Actually,
for similar historical objects where the presence of synthetic dyes is highly probable due
to the manufacturing period, a sampling could be necessary, but the high sensitivity of
SERS spectroscopy allows for minimizing the number of sampled analytes (or the amount
of analyzed sample). In order to maximize the results achievable through an integrated
spectroscopic approach, the utilized protocol, enriched by a preliminary on-site FORS
analysis, is suggested for similar matrices with synthetic dyes to address the following
chromatographic analyses and when it is not possible to sample fragments for the analysis
with low sensitivity methodologies.

5. Conclusions

In this study, a whole spectroscopic approach involving FORS and SERS spectroscopies
was employed in order to identify different synthetic dyes used for the manufacturing
of Tholu Bommalu leather puppets from the 1970s. The two techniques were directly
applied on sampling stubbons, used for the extraction of the dyes from the objects of
interest. This approach resulted successful for the identification of coloring molecules in
some parts of the puppets: indeed, the data separately obtained from the two techniques
reciprocally confirmed the attributions (Malachite Green and Crystal/Methyl Violet for
the D816-7 sample, Rhodamine B for D817-2). In other cases (D816-4, D817-4) the use of
SERS after FORS analyses provided further data and allowed to draw a richer picture
on the composition of the materials: for the D816-4 sample, Rhodamine B was found in
probable mixture with Eosin Y, while for the D817-4 sample, a combination of an azo dye
for the yellow part and Crystal/Methyl Violet for the dark decorations was hypothesized.
Finally, in the case of some areas (the D816-5, D816-9, and D816-15 samples), the analyses
provided preliminary hypotheses about the colorants, which are likely present in mixture.
The achieved results are of paramount importance in the perspective of selecting the proper
methodology for a consequent separative analysis, which could confirm the results obtained
from the spectroscopic approach and solve the doubts regarding the whole composition of
complex mixtures of dyes. Moreover, the reported experiments confirmed the transition
from natural dyes to synthetic ones in the manufacturing of Tholu Bommalu puppets.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at https://www.mdpi.com/article/10
.3390/heritage4030101/s1, Figure S1: (a) Visible light reflectance spectrum obtained for the sample
D816-4 with the corresponding first derivative (red lines highlight the inflection points) and (b)
related apparent absorption spectrum (background subtracted); Figure S2: (a) Visible light reflectance
spectrum obtained for the sample D816-4 with the corresponding first derivative (red lines high-
light the inflection points) and (b) related apparent absorption spectrum (background subtracted);
Figure S3: (a) Visible light reflectance spectrum obtained for the sample D816-5 with the correspond-
ing first derivative (red lines highlight the inflection points) and (b) related apparent absorption
spectrum (background subtracted); Figure S4: (a) Visible light reflectance spectrum obtained for the
sample D816-15 with the corresponding first derivative (red lines highlight the inflection points)
and (b) related apparent absorption spectrum (background subtracted); Figure S5: (a) Visible light
reflectance spectrum obtained for the sample D817-4 with the corresponding first derivative (red lines
highlight the inflection points) and (b) related apparent absorption spectrum (background subtracted);
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Figure S6: Conventional Raman spectra obtained for the samples in the range 350–1050 cm−1 (top)
and in the range 1050-1750 cm−1 (bottom); Figure S7: SERS spectrum obtained for D816-9 sample.
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