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Govert Flinck (Dutch, 1615–1660), Bearded Man with a
Velvet Cap, 164[5?], X-radiograph (detail)

The paintings in the Museum are cared for by five conservators. One specializes 
in the structural treatment of paintings on wood panels, another in the
treatment of modern paintings. Older paintings usually have a coating of
varnish to make the colors look richer and give the painting some protection.
Most modern paintings are not protected by varnish, which can create problems
for the conservators who are trying to take care of them.

When a painting needs treatment, it is taken to a specially designed studio in the
Museum. The studio is on the top floor of the building and receives northern
light—the same cool, steady light that painters like to use. The paintings are
treated on the same kinds of easels that painters use, too.

The conservation treatment of a painting might involve removing old discolored
varnish, mending a tear in the canvas, or securing flaking paint. Painting
conservators use a lot of different brushes in their work, from big wide ones
made with stiff hog bristles for varnishing to soft goat hair brushes for dusting
and tiny sable (fur) brushes for retouching, which means using new paint to
disguise tiny amounts of damage.

Conservators can use x-ray equipment to examine paintings and see what’s going
on under the surface. Have you ever had an x-ray? Doctors use x-rays to see
inside your body, and conservators use x-rays to get a better understanding 
of how a painting was made and what condition it is in. Sometimes they can tell
that a painter has made a huge change in a painting. Look at the example here.
Without the help of an x-ray, conservators would never have discovered that the
artist Govert Flinck had first painted a portrait of a young man with wavy hair
(above, right), and then reused the wood panel to paint the portrait of an old
man (above, left).

Govert Flinck (Dutch, 1615–1660), Bearded Man with
a Velvet Cap, 164[5?]; oil on wood, 233/4 x 205/8 in.
(60.3 x 52.4 cm); Bequest of Collis P. Huntington,
1900 (25.110.27)

PaintingsWhat is Art Conservation?

There are so many works of art here—and so many

different kinds! How does the Museum take care of

them all? wThat’s a big question! So big that we can

only begin to answer it here. In this issue of

museumKids we look at just some of the

departments that take care of the artwork, but there

are many more. w All the works of art in the

Museum are cared for a little differently, but there

are two things that all of them need. They all need to

be kept in a certain air temperature and at a certain

level of humidity. Humidity refers to the amount of

moisture, or water, in the air. Controlling the

humidity helps prevent works of art from drying out

(and possibly cracking) or becoming damp. w Also,

works of art in the Museum’s collection are cleaned

when necessary, but different cleaners are used for

different materials—you wouldn’t use the same soap

on a wooden sarcophagus as you would on a clay

urn any more than you would clean a toy fire truck

and your cat with the same soap. w Cleaning,

preserving, and occasionally repairing works of art is

known as art conservation, and the people who do

this specialized work are called conservators. We

talked to several conservators in the Museum to find

out how different works of art are cared for. Let’s

look at some of the ways this is done.
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