
Click to edit project description

Art restoration

Run tests on different paints to 
learn about art restoration.

#chemistry

#materials

#art



Click to edit project description



Click to edit project description

Getting Started Things to think about

Useful Resources

Start by researching the history of paint 
in art.

What did early artists use? How did 
they colour their paints? What 
pigments were available to them?

What are ‘lake’ pigments?

What different oils are used to make 
oil-based paints? What are the 
advantages and disadvantages of oil-
based paints?

There are numerous different sorts of 
test you can carry out:

Environmental changes: Changes due to 
environmental conditions are unlikely to 
occur during the time span of your 
project, after all, paints are designed 
not to deteriorate within a few years. 
Try accelerating the ageing process by 
using high intensity artificial lights 
(including UV, maybe), high 
temperature and/or humidity, or 
temperature/humidity cycling, etc.

Suitable solvents: Quite often the 
reason old paintings darken is because 
of deterioration of the varnish. Carry 
out investigations to find suitable 
solvents to remove varnish but keep the 
painting intact.

Loss of gloss: Another common 
problem with paint is the loss of ‘gloss’. 
Devise a method of measuring the 
proportion of light reflected, then refine 
the method to measure the amount of 
light scattered at various angles. 
Remember, angle of reflection = angle 
of incidence.

Making paint: All the tests you carry out 
should be conducted on different types 
of paint. As well as the variety of 
commercially available paint, you could 
try making your own. Try making your 
own pigments and ‘lakes’ (hopefully 
your earlier research will have 
unearthed an explanation of this – if 
not, search again!). Then make paints 
by mixing pigments with various 
binders - for example egg, for tempera, 
or oils such as linseed or poppy seed. 
You can buy pigments as well as 
making your own.

Art restoration

Every major art gallery has a scientific department, or easy access to scientific 
knowledge. There are many modern scientific techniques to find out about the sorts of 
materials and methods artists used – when we look at a painting now it’s not always the 
same as when the artist painted it many years ago, lots of materials change over the 
years because of chemical changes caused by interaction with light or oxygen for 
example. For this project, you will carry out different tests on various types of paints -
you could even make some paints yourself.

As well as the variety of commercially 
available paint, you could try making 
your own. Try making your own 
pigments and ‘lakes’ (hopefully your 
earlier research will have unearthed an 
explanation of this – if not, search 
again!). Then make paints by mixing 
pigments with various binders - for 
example egg, for tempera, or oils such 
as linseed or poppy seed. You can buy 
pigments as well as making your own.

You can also look at different ways of 
restoring old paintings. You could try 
contacting an analytical chemist from 
an art gallery, or a university 
department specialising in art 
conservation and restoration for help.
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Remember!

Science isn’t just about data. The 

most successful projects will 

demonstrate good communication 

skills and show original ideas that 

address a real-world problem. 

Look at the world around you and 

consider all the innovative ways 

that you could address the 

challenge. Even if things go wrong, 

use this to show what you have 

learned. Don’t forget to use the 

student profile form to help 

structure your project.

Science project work is both 

dynamic and exciting but can also 

carry some risk. To avoid any 

accidents, make sure you stick to 

the following health and safety 

guidelines before getting started:

▪ find out if any of the materials, 

equipment or methods are 

hazardous;

▪ assess the risks (think about 

what could go wrong and how 

serious it might be);

▪ decide what you need to do to 

reduce any risks (such as 

wearing personal protective 

equipment, knowing how to deal 

with emergencies and so on);

▪ make sure your teacher agrees 

with your plan and risk 

assessment.

Health and Safety

Remember - some pigments are 
toxic. Artists in the past did not 
realize this.

Careful – many solvents are 
hazardous.


