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The application of protective coatings to artworks for preventive maintenance is a standard 

practice in conservation and can be seen from the varnishing of paintings to the lacquering of 

silver objects to prevent tarnish. One of the most common protective coatings is wax, the use of 

which is ubiquitous on bronze objects and sculpture throughout museums and has been utilized 

in conservation for decades. In this talk I will discuss the presence, or lack thereof, of wax on 

two very different artworks that recently came through the objects lab at the Indianapolis 

Museum of Art. 

 

The first case study will focus on the contemporary artwork KHKSHGK by Ashley Bickerton. 

KHKSHGK is primarily composed of bronze powder coated aluminum and dyed plywood. When 

the object was removed from its storage cradle to go on display a white surface bloom was 

discovered on the bronze powder coated elements where it had been in contact with the cradle in 

storage. Analysis was performed on the bloom to identify its solubility and composition and 

informed the successful treatment plan. 

 

The second case study I will discuss is that of Bessie Potter Vonnoh’s A Young Mother, a cast 

bronze sculpture dated to 1896. The sculpture was scheduled to be installed in the IMA’s 

American galleries, however, when it was taken out of storage to view it was found that the 

surface was very uneven, ranging from deep gold to brown black, with significant amounts of 

light green corrosion in recessed areas. In conjunction with the IMA’s Conservation Science 

department, sampling and analysis was performed on several samples to determine what was 

present on the surface of the sculpture, and what that told us about its life history. 
 


