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     CARING FOR “STUFF”

Museums are keepers of stuff. They collect, 
preserve, interpret, and display objects that 
have been deemed important to human 
society. These objects may be imbued with 
tremendous artistic, historical, and cultural 
value; in some cases, they may represent a 
one-of-kind relic from a bygone era, a physical 
connection with a distant time or place. In 
caring for these objects, museums serve as a 
public trust for humanity at large.  

With such a weighty responsibility, it’s no 
wonder that an entire industry has arisen 
around the need to preserve and protect 
tangible museum objects. Conservators have 
the task of keeping museum objects, 
whenever possible, in the best and most 
appropriate physical condition.  

Deciding what constitutes the best condition 
for any given object is an important part of a 
conservator’s expertise. A strong background 
in chemistry and physics helps conservators 
understand the physical properties of an 
object; it also helps them predict what risks 
that object might face in the future and 
determine the best way to prevent 
unnecessary damage. In addition to science, 
conservation relies on critical thinking in visual 
art. Making informed decisions about how to 
care for an object requires an understanding 
of art history and aesthetics. 

Ultimately, deciding what is “worth” saving 
goes beyond both science and art. The 
activities presented in this guide will challenge 
students to think critically about objects – 
what they can tell us, why we feel the need to 
preserve them, and what they mean to us and 
to others. 
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WELCOME, EDUCATORS! 

The Ringling is pleased to offer you this 
comprehensive resource and activity guide.  
Designed to accompany a visit to The Ringling, this 
guide will introduce you and your students to 
some of the scientific, cultural, and ethical aspects 
of collecting and caring for objects.  
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CONNECTING TO SPECIAL EXHIBITIONS 

During Spring 2015, The Ringling is featuring two special exhibitions that connect with the theme of art 
conservation. A visit to either or both of these exhibitions will enhance the activities described in this guide and 
will give students real-world examples of how conservation concepts affect our relationship with works of art. 
 

 
DE VOS BANNERS 
On view Nov. 7, 2014 – March 29, 2015 

These canvas banners were created by Belgian set designer 
Frans De Vos around the year 1900. They were designed to 
hang on the façade of the Circus Demuynck, where their 
colorful depictions of circus acts would entice passers-by to 
come inside and purchase a ticket. Banners like these were a 
common form of circus advertising for centuries throughout 
Europe, but few examples survive today. Over time, constant 
exposure to weather and frequent rolling and unrolling led to 
distortions, creases, and tears in the canvas. These banners 
were expertly conserved in 2004 and can now be safely 
displayed to the public. 
 
 
 

RE:PURPOSED 
On view Feb. 13 – May 17, 2015 

Over 100 years ago, Marcel Duchamp challenged the 
idea that art must be made from traditional materials 
like paint or plaster. Today, many contemporary artists 
collect and save “garbage” – materials that have been 
cast off, given away, or otherwise discarded – to create 
complex works of art.  

Re:Purposed explores several of the more recognizable 
trends among artists who consistently use garbage or detritus in their practice. Works by Nick Cave, Aurora 
Robson, Mac Premo, Jill Sigman, El Anatsui, Alyce Santoro, Vanessa German, Matt Eskuche, Emily Noelle 
Lambert, and Daniel Rozin are included in the exhibition. Their works force us to question why we save some 
things but throw away others and how the meaning of an object changes when trash becomes treasure. 
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A NOTE ON CONSERVATION IN MUSEUMS 

Conservators who work in museums are concerned with both the preventative care of objects (such as 
safe storage and display methods) and the treatment of objects that have been damaged. But, they are 
not the only museum staff involved with object care. Registrars and collections managers oversee the 
daily whereabouts and environmental conditions faced by collection objects. Exhibition designers and 
installers have to take object safety into account when planning lighting conditions and casework. And 
curators help make decisions about what value objects have in the larger artistic, historical, or cultural 
context. Ideally, the artistic and scientific concerns addressed in the following activities are shared by 
anyone who is involved with the preservation and display of cultural artifacts. 

 

 

HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE 

The activities in this guide are designed to model some of the thinking processes and scientific concepts that 
conservators use on a regular basis. Rather than serving as fully-formed lesson plans, the activity descriptions 
provided can be incorporated into a larger thematic study or used as quick examples of how science and art 
concepts play out in the real world.  
 
For ease of planning and implementation, this guide is arranged by grade level. Activities appropriate for K-2nd, 
3rd-5th, 6th-8th, and 9th-12th grades are presented. For each grade range, you’ll find both an art-focused activity and 
a science-focused activity. The art activities are meant to help students explore the notion of art itself, and of 
why art is important to our society. The science activities will demonstrate the importance of key scientific skills 
(such as classifying, forming hypotheses, and making observations) in the field of art conservation. 
 
The activities described herein draw heavily on works included in the Spring 2015 exhibitions De Vos Banners 
and Re:Purposed. If you are unable to bring students to see the exhibitions in person, images of the works in 
question have been included on an Additional Resources CD, which you can use to carry out the activities in the 
classroom. 
 
Following the activity sections, you will find related resource materials and suggestions for further learning. We 
encourage you to mix-and-match activities, adapt them to suit your needs, and collaborate with colleagues to 
expand on the ideas presented here. 
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ACTIVITIES FOR GRADES K-2 

TERMS TO KNOW: conservator, observation, properties 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

GOAL 

To distinguish 
between utilitarian 
objects and art, and to 
explore how objects 
can be used to make 
art. 

ACTIVITY 

Have students talk with a partner about these two 
questions: What is something that you or family save, so that 
you can have it for a long time? What are some things that you 
don’t bother to save – that you don’t mind throwing away? 
 
Show students an empty plastic bottle.  
Ask: Is this worth saving? Why or why not? 
 
Take students into the Re:Purposed exhibition and show 
them Aurora Robson’s sculptures made from plastic 
bottles. (Or, show the images included on the Additional 
Resources CD.) Explain that these works of art are made 
from bottles like the one they just saw. Ask: Are these 
sculptures worth saving? Why or why not? What makes them 
different from the empty bottle? 
 
As a class, discuss ways that students could help protect 
Aurora Robson’s sculptures so that they can be around for 
a long time. 
 
 
FOLLOW UP 

Have students bring in empty plastic bottles from home, 
and use them to create works of art. One option is to 
create vases by decorating sheets of paper and wrapping 
them around the bottles. Another project could be to turn 
the bottles into animals by drawing body parts, cutting 
them out, and gluing them onto the bottle “bodies.” 
 
Ask students: What are some things you could do to protect 
your bottle art, so that you can save it for a long time? 

DURATION 

10-15 minutes 
40-50 minutes with 
follow-up activity 

MATERIALS 

Plastic bottles 
Scissors 
Glue 
Assorted art supplies 
(paper, crayons, 
markers, stamps, 
pencils, etc.) 

STANDARDS 

VA.K-2.S.3.1 
VA.1-2.C.3.2 



 

 
 

6  

 

 

GOAL 

To practice describing, 
sorting, and manipulating 
materials – key skills for 
art conservation. 

ACTIVITY 

Explain that conservators take care of art that is made of many different 
materials, such as paper, wood, cloth, stone, and metal. It’s important for 
conservators to understand the differences and similarities among these 
materials. Show students some examples of different materials in The 
Ringling Museum of Art or display the images included on the Additional 
Resources CD, and ask students to describe differences and similarities in 
how they look.  

 

Back in the classroom, gather students around a table and begin sorting a 
collection of small objects by color. Don’t explain what you’re doing; instead, 
wait until all objects are sorted, and then ask, What did I do? Once students 
recognize that you have sorted the objects, ask, What information did I use to 
decide on the categories? (color) 

Which of my senses did I use to make that observation? (sight) 

 
Ask: How else could I sort these objects, using information that I observe with my 
eyes? Make a list of students’ suggestions. Then, put students in groups and 
give each group a collection of similar objects. Have students sort the objects 
according to different physical properties, including size, shape, and texture. 
For older students, you could also provide rulers, scales, and tubs of water for 
students to sort by size, weight, and whether or not objects float. 

 

FOLLOW-UP 

Put all the objects back into one bag. Have each student select one object. 
Then, have students write or say a physical description of the object, 
mentioning all its physical properties.  

Ask: What could you do to change one of the properties that you observed in your 
object?  (i.e. smashing it with your hands, tearing it, breaking off a piece of it)  

 

DURATION 

20-30 minutes 

MATERIALS 

A collection of small items 
of varying shapes, colors, 
and sizes (dry beans, 
bouncy balls, wooden 
blocks, balls of clay, 
candies, dice, etc.) 
Rulers 
Balance scales 
Small tubs filled with water 

STANDARDS 

SC.K-2.P.8.1 
SC.K.P.9.1 
SC.K-1.N.1.2 
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ACTIVITIES FOR GRADES 3-5 

TERMS TO KNOW: public art, ultraviolet, hypothesis 

 

 

 

 

GOAL 

To identify public 
venues for displaying 
art and to examine 
the pros and cons of 
keeping art in those 
locations. 

ACTIVITY 

Explain that conservators often care for works of art that have made their way into 
museums. As a class, brainstorm a list of other places where we can find art in our 
community. For each location, have groups of students discuss the following: 
 

What type of art is usually shown here? 
Is the art shown here meant to last for a long time, or is it changed often? 
What are the pros and cons of displaying art in this location? 

 
Walk through The Ringling Museum of Art with your students, and look for works of 
art that might have once been displayed in different locations within their original 
community. (Or, use the images provided on the Additional Resources CD.) Ask: What 
were the pros and cons of displaying these works of art in their original locations? Are they 
better off or worse off now that they are in the museum? 
 
Visit the De Vos Banners exhibition in The Ringling (or view the images on the 
Additional Resources CD). Explain that these paintings once hung somewhere other 
than a museum. Discuss: What’s going on in these paintings? What purpose do you think 
these banners served? Where might they have been hung? What kinds of damage might 
they have faced when serving their original purpose? Watch the conservation video on 
view in the exhibition to gather answers to some of these questions.  
 
FOLLOW UP 

Return to your original list of community locations where we see art. Have students 
work in groups to think of some recommendations for how the art in those locations 
could be protected for the future. 

DURATION 

30-40 minutes 

MATERIALS 

Chart paper 
Markers 
 

STANDARDS 

VA.3-5.H.2.2 
VA.3-5.H.2.3 
VA.3.F.3.2 
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GOAL 

To conduct an 
experiment related to 
the fading effect of 
sunlight. 

ACTIVITY 

Explain that art conservators know a lot about what kinds of things can damage 
artwork. Show students the work Trash Mirror on display in the Re:Purposed 
exhibition (or show the image included on the Additional Resources CD). Ask: What 
kinds of things could potentially damage this work of art? 
 
Point out the paper items incorporated in Trash Mirror. Ask: What might happen to 
this paper if it were left out in the sun for a long time? 
 
Back in the classroom, divide students into experiment groups. Give each group 5 
pieces of construction paper. Ask: What will happen to this paper if we leave it in a 
sunny place for 3 days? What are some things we could use to protect the paper from 
the sun and keep it from fading? 
 
To each group, distribute lip balm, sunscreen, and small squares of UV-filtering 
window film. Ask each group to formulate a hypothesis about how well each 
treatment will prevent fading. Then, have groups prepare their papers as follows: 
 

2 papers with no treatment 
1 paper with lip balm smeared over the surface 
1 paper with a small amount of sunscreen rubbed over the surface 
1 paper with a square of UV film taped to one side 

 
Place one of the untreated papers in a drawer, and put the remaining papers in a 
sunny spot (with the treated side facing up). Over the course of the next 3 days, 
check on the fading rates of the papers. Have students record their observations. 
At the end of the 3 days, compare the results. 
 
FOLLOW UP 

Discuss what the experiment results tell us about taking care of art. Which of the 
methods we tested could conservators use to protect paper from sunlight? 

Ask: If you wanted to make your faded paper look new again, what are some ways you 
might do that? (Possible answers: painting in the missing color, replacing faded 
areas with new paper, etc.) Additional experiments could be created, testing the 
efficacy of different repair techniques! 

DURATION 

20-30 minutes per day, 
over 3 sunny days 

MATERIALS 

Colored construction 
paper 
Lip balm with SPF 
Sunscreen 
UV-filtering window film 
(available at home 
improvement stores) 

STANDARDS 

SC.3-5.N.1.1 
SC.3-4.N.1.2 
SC.3.N.1.3 
SC.3-5.P.10.2 
SC.3.P.10.4 
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ACTIVITIES FOR GRADES 6-8 

TERMS TO KNOW: value, utilitarian, heat transfer 

 

 

GOAL 

To analyze the 
importance of artwork 
and utilitarian objects in 
our society. 

ACTIVITY 

Explain that conservators have to decide how to care for works of art and 
utilitarian objects. Often, these choices require conservators to think about an 
object’s value to society. 
 
Ask: What are some physical objects that carry a lot of value in our society?  (Some 
examples might be signed sports memorabilia, belongings owed by famous 
individuals, rare works of art, or luxury goods.) What do you think makes those items 
so valuable? 
 
Break students into groups and distribute copies of the Time Capsule Treasures 
images. Explain that groups should imagine that they are putting together a time 
capsule to be opened in the year 3015. Items placed in the time capsule must be: 
 

 Great works of art, 
 Objects that are extremely rare or hard to find, and/or 
 Items that will help future archeologists understand crucial facts about the 

21st century. 
 
Due to size limitations, only half of the items provided can be included in the time 
capsule. Groups should compile a list of their selections, and then share the lists 
with the whole group. If there are discrepancies, students should defend their 
decisions to include or exclude certain items. 
 
FOLLOW UP 

Have students imagine that an engineer has offered to make holograms (life-like 
three-dimensional images) of all the potential time capsule objects. In the process, 
the objects themselves would be destroyed, but the time capsule would have 
unlimited capacity. Each hologram would be an exact replica of the object, down to 
the smallest detail. Holograms would be indistinguishable from the originals. 

Teams should decide whether or not take the engineer up on her offer. Would it be 
acceptable to turn some objects into holograms, but not others? If so, why? 

DURATION 

40-50 minutes 

 

MATERIALS 

Copies of the Time 
Capsule Treasures 
images, cut apart and 
sorted (see appendix) 

STANDARDS 

VA.68.C.3.2 
VA.68.C.3.4 
VA.68.F.3.3 
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GOAL 

To design and conduct 
an experiment related to 
heat transfer. 

ACTIVITY 

Explain that conservators have to determine the best ways to put museum objects 
on display without risking damage. One potential source of damage is heat. 
 
Take students to see Aurora Robson’s plastic bottle sculptures inside the 
Re:Purposed exhibition (or show them the images from the Additional Resources 
CD). Ask: What might happen to these sculptures if the plastic was exposed to very 
high heat? What heat sources do you see in this room? Which direction is heat flowing 
between the different objects in the room? 
 
Explain that conservators have to pay attention to heat that can be produced by 
light bulbs inside museum displays. Some types of bulb give off more heat than 
others.  
 
Back in the classroom, divide students into groups and provide each group with a 
variety of light bulbs, a gooseneck-style lamp, a thermometer, a ruler, and a 
stopwatch. Instruct students to design an experiment that would determine which 
type of light bulb produces the most heat. What variables will they need to 
consider? (See http://energyquest.ca.gov/projects/heat.html for a well-designed 
experiment.) 
 
FOLLOW UP 

Have students share their experiment designs. As a class, choose a design to 
follow and have groups conduct the experiment. Compare results. Then, have 
students use their results to write a paragraph recommending one light bulb type 
for use in museum displays. 

DURATION 

45-60 minutes 

MATERIALS 

Incandescent light 
bulbs with different 
wattages (25, 40, 60, 75, 
100, 150 watt) 
Fluorescent light bulbs 
with different wattages 
(7, 23 watt) 
Gooseneck-style lamps 
Rulers 
Thermometers 
Stop watches 

STANDARDS 

SC.6.N.1.4 
SC.7.N.1.1 
SC.7.P.11.1 
SC.7.P.11.4 

http://energyquest.ca.gov/projects/heat.html
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ACTIVITIES FOR GRADES 9-12 

TERMS TO KNOW: electromagnetic radiation, infrared radiation, x-ray 

 

 

 

 

 

GOAL 

To examine the values 
ascribed to works of art 
and personal objects, 
and to create an original 
artwork that 
incorporates ideas 
about values. 

ACTIVITY 

Take students into the Re:Purposed exhibition (or view images included on the 
Additional Resources CD). Ask students to look around the exhibition for examples 
of materials that society considers valueless, which the artists transformed into 
something valuable. For each instance, ask: What value do you think the artist saw in 
this? 
 
Explain that conservators base treatment decisions on how objects are valued by 
their owners and by society at large. But, there are many different meanings of 
“value.” Ask students to brainstorm a list of different types of value that might be 
applied to museum objects (i.e. monetary value, historical value, etc.) 
 
Hand out copies of the Values List adapted from conservator Barbara Appelbaum’s 
Conservation Treatment Methodology. Discuss: Where do you see similarities between 
your own lists of values and this list? 
 
Have students select an object that they own (either an artwork or a utilitarian 
object) and determine which values it possesses, according to the list provided. 
 
FOLLOW UP 

Instruct students to sketch a plan for a work of art that incorporates the personal 
object they selected. The artwork they design should use the object in such a way 
that it maintains all the values currently ascribed to it, and, through the student’s 
creative intervention, it should also give the object one NEW value. 

DURATION 

45-60 minutes 

MATERIALS 

Copies of Values List 
(see appendix) 

Assorted art materials 

 

STANDARDS 

VA.912.C.3.2 
VA.912.S.3.1 
VA.912.O.2.1 
VA.912.H.1.1 
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GOAL 

To explore different 
types of 
electromagnetic 
radiation and its 
applicability to 
conservation work. 

ACTIVITY 

Take students to view the De Vos Banners exhibition in The Ringling Museum of Art, 
and watch the film on view that details the conservation of the banners. Ask: What 
kinds of radiation did conservators use to look at these paintings? 
 
Explain to students that conservators use different types of radiation to examine 
works of art. Different kinds of radiation allow them to see different aspects of an 
object’s composition and condition.  
 
Divide students into 4 groups, and have each group use print or web sources to 
research one of the following types of radiation: 
 

X-rays 
Ultraviolet radiation 
Visible light 
Infrared radiation 

 
Ask each group: Based on what you’ve learned, how might conservators be able to use 
this type of radiation to learn more about a work of art? 
 
 
FOLLOW UP 

Distribute the Conservation and Electromagnetic Radiation worksheet and have 
students answer the challenges presented. Groups should share their 
recommendations with the class and explain their reasoning. 

DURATION 

30-40 minutes 

MATERIALS 

Copies of Conservation 
and Electromagnetic 
Radiation worksheet 
(see appendix) 
Print sources or web 
access 

STANDARDS 

SC.912.P.10.18 
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WORKSHEETS 

GLOSSARY 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

CREDITS 
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TIME CAPSULE TREASURES 

Your task is to select HALF of the objects featured on these pages to be included in a time capsule for the year 
3015. Remember that your selections must be: great works of art, objects that are extremely rare or hard to find, 
and/or items that will help future archeologists understand crucial facts about the 21st century. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Leonardo da Vinci, Mona Lisa 

 
U.S. Constitution 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Copy of Sports Illustrated magazine 

 
Segment of the Berlin Wall 

 
Moon rock 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

iPHone 

 
Claude Monet, Water Lilies and 

Japanese Bridge 

 
Commemorative keychain from 

2002 Winter Olympics 

 
Tree branch 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Water-Lilies-and-Japanese-Bridge-(1897-1899)-Monet.jpg&ei=Vm_jVLPYLoKogwSl0IHICA&psig=AFQjCNFTdaM16wWn7UiGKbjZD91t-rdrRA&ust=1424277625178333
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:United_States_Constitution.jpg&ei=72_jVM6yN8ypNoWQgugI&psig=AFQjCNG3c-c_aCnzdwnWZ9oEFa5KllYU0Q&ust=1424277829575175
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=https://www.flickr.com/photos/007nascarcovert/3662957546/&ei=XnDjVJKYGcOegwS_-oKwDw&psig=AFQjCNHP1AHPlipYsIvibxMquujF4DFMJg&ust=1424277939213091
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Berlin_Wall_segment_in_Seoul.jpg&ei=9XDjVOP4EoG5ggTl54GgCg&bvm=bv.85970519,d.eXY&psig=AFQjCNEpG3LDxFwjUA34tuaoubOVAPh_7g&ust=1424278120870852
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Moon_rock_2,_JSC.jpg&ei=TnHjVIywOYinNp27gKgH&bvm=bv.85970519,d.eXY&psig=AFQjCNGTZ9yvyhT4DG92HGPYuA8ALwT0Dw&ust=1424278199524728
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=http://pixabay.com/en/iphone-cell-phone-apple-phone-160307/&ei=pnHjVKCUBceZNrPQgZAC&bvm=bv.85970519,d.eXY&psig=AFQjCNEMMI9ywX4VwT5Hj4ASWupbHrdhQg&ust=1424278290778371
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=http://pixabay.com/en/branch-tree-snow-winter-nature-17501/&ei=63LjVOOWDsefgwTdyYLgBQ&bvm=bv.85970519,d.eXY&psig=AFQjCNFRRYF6UYJbkNvtbyKy0qAn_Kv5Pw&ust=1424278570008146
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TIME CAPSULE TREASURES 

Your task is to select HALF of the objects featured on these pages to be included in a time capsule for the year 
3015. Remember that your selections must be: great works of art, objects that are extremely rare or hard to find, 
and/or items that will help future archeologists understand crucial facts about the 21st century. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chinese takeout container  
Stone from Egyptian pyramid 

 
Copy of Spanish newspaper El Pais 

 
Child’s drawing of a family 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Replica of a Ming Dynasty vase 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CD with recordings of music from 

around the world 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
William Shakespeare’s First Folio 

of plays, printed in 1623 

 
Empty McDonald’s French fry box 

 
Gold bar 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Child's_drawing.jpg&ei=jHXjVJa2PIHggwTxjoPICw&bvm=bv.85970519,d.cWc&psig=AFQjCNHhOWDL0jsnZR8WO1ZqiFW_P7k8Cw&ust=1424279272067476
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Title_page_William_Shakespeare's_First_Folio_1623.jpg
http://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://pixabay.com/static/uploads/photo/2014/09/18/04/08/mcdonalds-450433_640.jpg&imgrefurl=http://pixabay.com/en/mcdonald-s-fries-food-eating-junk-450433/&h=480&w=640&tbnid=VaRlsm1ux0mbMM:&zoom=1&docid=31EPTMePQylVuM&ei=-HjjVNeSBK3jsASC4YDwCg&tbm=isch&ved=0CDsQMygXMBc
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VALUES LIST 

In her book Conservation Treatment Methodology, conservator Barbara Appelbaum notes that objects may be 
important to people for a variety of reasons. The reasons we value something influence our thoughts about how 
it should be cared for. Below are the different types of value Appelbaum believes objects can have: 

ART VALUE  It communicates something through asethetics and it has a place in the history of art. 
Examples: The ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, a silkscreen made in Andy Warhol’s Factory 

 
AESTHETIC VALUE It is pleasing to look at. 

Examples: A seashell, an Impressionist painting 
 
HISTORICAL VALUE It provides an authentic link with the past. 

Examples: An original copy of the U.S. Constitution, a 19th-century covered wagon 
 
USE VALUE  It actively serves a function for an individual or group. 

Example: A silver platter handed down through generations for serving Christmas dinner 
 
RESEARCH VALUE It can be studied to attain further information. 

Example: A preparatory drawing by Leonardo da Vinci, a Civil War photo album 
 
EDUCATIONAL VALUE It can illustrate a concept or help someone understand a process. 

Example: An early 20th-century mortar and pestle that is used to demonstrate corn grinding 
 
AGE VALUE  It appeals to us through a sense of looking and feeling old. 

Example: An old English graveyard with mossy tombstones and tall weeds  
 
NEWNESS VALUE It appeals to us through a sense of looking and feeling new. 

Example: The latest model iPhone, modern architecture 
 
SENTIMENTAL VALUE It carries special meaning tied to personal memory. 

Example: A childhood toy, a piece of high school sports memorabilia 
 
ASSOCIATIVE VALUE It has a connection to someone famous. 

Examples: A dress worn by the First Lady at the Inaugural Ball 
 
MONETARY VALUE It is worth a significant amount of money. 

Examples: Precious gems, paintings by Renaissance masters 
 
COMMEMORATIVE It memorializes a person or event. 
VALUE   Examples: A public statue commemorating a war hero 
 
RARITY VALUE  It is difficult to find others like it. 

Examples: An original copy of the Gutenberg Bible, a moon rock 

(Adapted from Barbara Appelbaum, Conservation Treatment Methodology, Butterworth-Heinemann, 2007, pp. 89-115) 
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CONSERVATION & ELECTROMAGNETIC RADIATION 

Conservators use types of radiation from across the electromagnetic spectrum in their work. 
 

 
 

X-rays are located on the electromagnetic spectrum between ultraviolet and gamma rays. The depth of 
penetration of x-rays through a material depends on its density. A common use of x-rays in museums is to 
photograph variations in density within a structure. 

  
Ultraviolet radiation has waves just a bit shorter than visible light. Ultraviolet radiation is generally used in 
conservation to differentiate types of paints. Newer pigments will often appear dark under UV radiation, making 
it easier for the conservator to identify. Similarly, some varnishes and pigments will fluoresce or phosphoresce 
in specific ways under UV radiation, making identification possible.  
 
Visible light can be seen with the naked eye. Discoloration, pigment change, and structural damage are often 
first seen this way. Raking light – produced by a lamp placed nearly parallel to an object’s surface – is one way 
to use visible light to spot irregularities. 

 
Infrared radiation can reveal details that lie below the paint surface. Conservators often use infrared 
reflectography, which is set up as a closed-circuit television system. A light source is directed at the painting, 
and the camera detects reflected infrared radiation. This signal is converted into a black and white image on a 
television monitor. Dark pigments under the paint will appear dark on the screen, because they do not reflect 
infrared light. 
 
Turn this worksheet over to find three examples of the kinds of challenges that conservators face. For each one, 
determine which type of electromagnetic radiation would be helpful to the conservator in conducting his/her 
examination.  

 

 

 



 

 
 

18  

 
CONSERVATION CHALLENGE #1 

This sixteenth-century allegorical scene has been in storage in the 
museum’s vault for several years. The curator would like to put the 
painting back on view, but she wants the conservator to conduct 
an examination first. The conservator notices that a thick layer of 
varnish has discolored on the surface of the painting, and she 
suspects that there might be an additional image in one corner, 
hidden under the varnish. What type of electromagnetic radiation 
could she use to find out if there is something underneath? 

 

 

CONSERVATION CHALLENGE #2  

An art collector has offered to donate this eighteen-century French portrait to the 
museum. The curator has confirmed that the portrait was painted by Carle van 
Loo, a distinguished European painter. After examining the painting in visible light, 
the conservator thinks there may have been repairs made to the painting in the 
past. He would like to get a better idea of which areas of the painting might have 
been repainted during previous conservation treatments. What could he use to 
find out? 

 

 

 

CONSERVATION CHALLENGE #3 

This terra-cotta angel, made in the studio of Baroque sculptor Gian Lorenzo 
Bernini, is a fine example of a bozzetto, a small model that the artist would make 
prior to sculpting a finished work in marble. A museum in a different state would 
like to borrow the angel to include in an exhibition on Baroque sculpture. Before 
permission is granted, the conservator needs to make sure the work is 
structurally sound enough for travel. How could she search for internal cracks or 
structural damage? 

 

 

 

Carle van Loo, Le Chevalier Louis Eusebe de Montour, 
ca. 1750. Oil on canvas, 47 x 36 in. Gift of Miss 
Louis Marock, 1965, SN786. 

Gian Lorenzo Bernini (design), Giuliano Finelli 
(execution), Kneeling Angel, ca. 1626. Terra cotta, 6.5 
x 10.5 x 6.5 in. Museum purchase, 1960, SN5445. 

Jacopo Bassano, An Allegory of Fire, 16th century. Oil on canvas, 
55 x 71.5 in. Bequest of John Ringling, 1936, SN86. 

KEY: Challenge #1: Infrared radiation; Challenge #2: Ultraviolet radiation; Challenge #3: X-ray 
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FOR FURTHER LEARNING 
 

BOOKS 
Conservation Treatment Methodology by Barbara 
Appelbaum, 2010. ISBN 978-1453682111 

A very accessible introduction to the work of 
conservators and the way conservation 
decisions depend on how we value objects.  

 
Art Conservation (Eye on Art series) by Hal Marcovitz, 
2006. ISBN 978-1590189641 

A children’s book that gives a good overview of 
conservation work, with specific examples of 
challenges and decisions conservators face. 

 
WEBSITES 

Science & Art Conservation: Resources for Teachers 
http://carlos.emory.edu/science-art-conservation 

From Emory University, a collection of 
student-friendly lessons related to the 
conservation of different art materials.  

 
Art & Science: A Curriculum for K-12 Teachers 
www.getty.edu/education/teachers/classroom_res
ources/curricula/art_science2/ 

 The Getty’s hands-on lessons related to 
science in art, including metal corrosion.

GLOSSARY 

CONSERVATOR A person who repairs and preserves works of art or other things of cultural interest 

ELECTROMAGNETIC Radiant energy released through the interaction of electric and magnetic fields 
RADIATION   

HEAT TRANSFER The movement of thermal energy from high energy bodies to low energy bodies 

HYPOTHESIS  An educated guess put forward to explain an occurrence or phenomenon 

INFRARED  Radiant energy with wavelengths longer than those of visible light 

OBSERVATION A fact learned by careful looking, recognizing, measuring, and/or recording 

PROPERTIES  Attributes or characteristics that can help distinguish between kinds of matter 

PUBLIC ART  Art that has been planned and created for a public space 

ULTRAVIOLET  Radiant energy with wavelengths shorter than that of visible light 

UTILITARIAN  Created for a practical purpose and designed for use rather than looks 

VALUE   The importance, worth, or usefulness of something 

X-RAY   An electromagnetic wave of high energy and very short wavelength 

 

http://carlos.emory.edu/science-art-conservation
file://rma.ringling.org/Shares/GroupsDirs/Education/FY2014-15/Scholastic/Saturdays%20for%20Educators/2.21.2015%20-%20Conserving%20Culture/www.getty.edu/education/teachers/classroom_resources/curricula/art_science2/
file://rma.ringling.org/Shares/GroupsDirs/Education/FY2014-15/Scholastic/Saturdays%20for%20Educators/2.21.2015%20-%20Conserving%20Culture/www.getty.edu/education/teachers/classroom_resources/curricula/art_science2/
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SATURDAY FOR EDUCATORS PROGRAMS ARE FUNDED IN PART THROUGH THE 

GENEROUS SUPPORT OF THE KOSKI FAMILY FOUNDATION. 

ABOUT 

THE RINGLING 

 
The Ringling is the remarkable legacy of circus 
owner, art collector, and financier John Ringling and 
his wife, Mable. In 1911, John and Mable bought 
property in Sarasota, where they eventually built Ca’ 
d’Zan, a palatial winter residence that reflects the 
opulence of America’s Jazz Age. An art museum 
housing the Ringlings’ impressive collection of 
European, American, and Asian art was soon added. 
These treasures were left to the state of Florida 
upon John’s death in 1936, and today they have 
been joined by a circus museum, a historic theater, 
and an art library. Visitors to The Ringling can enjoy 
66 acres of manicured grounds, featuring native 
and exotic trees and a 27,000-square-foot rose 
garden. The Ringling is now recognized as the State 
Art Museum of Florida and is committed to 
inspiring and educating the public while honoring 
the legacy of John and Mable Ringling. 

 

 

  

IMAGE CREDITS 

COVER Details from Frans de Vos, Acrobats and Clowns, ca. 1900, oil on canvas, Gift of Howard 
Tibbals, 2005, SN11134.1 (before and after conservation treatment)  |  Detail from Nick 
Cave, Soundsuit, 2008, mixed media, 94 x 35 x 35 in., NC09.014. © Nick Cave. Photo by 
James Prinz Photography, courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York. 

PAGE 3 Frans de Vos, Acrobats and Clowns, ca. 1900, oil on canvas, 108 x 100.5 in., Gift of Howard 
Tibbals, 2005, SN11134.1  |  Emily Noelle Lambert, Fortress, 2012. Wood, plaster, acrylic. 
© Emily Noelle Lambert. Image courtesy of the artist and Lu Magnus Gallery, New York. 

PAGE 5 Aurora Robson, Up Drop, 2010. Plastic debris (PET plastic), rivets, tinted polycrylic, and 
mica. Courtesy of the artist. 

PAGE 7 Detail from Frans de Vos, Cyclists and Acrobats, ca. 1900, oil on canvas, Gift of Howard 
Tibbals, 2005, SN11134.3 

PAGE 11 Detail from Emily Noelle Lambert, Fortress, 2012. Wood, plaster, acrylic. © Emily Noelle 
Lambert. Image courtesy of the artist and Lu Magnus Gallery, New York. 

PAGE 12 Frans de Vos, Acrobats and Clowns, ca. 1900, oil on canvas, Gift of Howard Tibbals, 2005, 
SN11134.4 (during conservation under raking light and after treatment) 

 


