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The pastThe past

1914: 1914: Foundation ofFoundation of BXM.BXM.
The renovation of icons begins. The renovation of icons begins. 

1924: 1924: The 1The 1stst written condition report for the conservation of written condition report for the conservation of 
an icon. an icon. 

1930: 1930: The 1The 1stst conservation laboratory was set up in the BXMconservation laboratory was set up in the BXM

1965: 1965: The Central conservation laboratory is establishedThe Central conservation laboratory is established

1969 1969 -- 19719733: : Training School for conservators, was set up in Training School for conservators, was set up in 
the museum. the museum. 



The presentThe present
2000:The conservation 2000:The conservation 
department is a center department is a center 
for research, conservation for research, conservation 
and documentation.and documentation.

conservation laboratories: conservation laboratories: 
sculpture, mosaics, minor sculpture, mosaics, minor 
art objects, canvas, art objects, canvas, 
textile, paper, wall textile, paper, wall 
paintings, icons and paintings, icons and 
woodwork.woodwork.



When do we clean?When do we clean?

When the varnish has a harmful influence to the When the varnish has a harmful influence to the 
object. object. 

When the varnish is actually obscuring the When the varnish is actually obscuring the 
aesthetic message. aesthetic message. 

when we want to improve access to information.when we want to improve access to information.

Methodology & Ethics Methodology & Ethics 



When do we do not clean?When do we do not clean?
Sacred icons can not be cleaned… 

When cleaning involves a big aesthetic intervention…When cleaning involves a big aesthetic intervention…

When cleaning  is not in harmony to the conceptual When cleaning  is not in harmony to the conceptual 
framework of the exhibition…. framework of the exhibition…. 

when cleaning is simply not possible technically, at least 
at this time….



Factors affecting cleaningFactors affecting cleaning

Former interventionsFormer interventions
Old retouchingOld retouching
Over paintsOver paints

Ageing of materialsAgeing of materials
The abrasion of paint The abrasion of paint 
layerlayer
CracksCracks

Technology of the iconTechnology of the icon
The medium of the paintThe medium of the paint
The coating to be The coating to be 
removedremoved



ProblemsProblems 
due to previews restorationdue to previews restoration

the dissolved varnish is transferred from one painted area into the dissolved varnish is transferred from one painted area into 
another, whish is sometimes done with the aim of making the another, whish is sometimes done with the aim of making the 
“patina” uniform.“patina” uniform.

Spots of oxidized varnish are left at the painting. Spots of oxidized varnish are left at the painting. 

Repainted areas that cover portions of original color or no longRepainted areas that cover portions of original color or no longer er 
function positively. function positively. 

Retouching with the  chromatic tone of the oxidized varnish.Retouching with the  chromatic tone of the oxidized varnish.



Analytical methods used Analytical methods used 

for the study of  iconsfor the study of  icons in BXMin BXM

Optical microscopyOptical microscopy

Ultraviolet reflection and fluorescence photographyUltraviolet reflection and fluorescence photography

XX--ray radiographyray radiography

Infrared Infrared reflectographyreflectography

FTFT--IRIR

CrossCross-- sectionssections

Gas ChromatographyGas Chromatography



Te use of new technologies:  Te use of new technologies:  
LastorLastor European ProgramEuropean Program



Varnishes used in Byzantine &Varnishes used in Byzantine & 
Post Byzantine IconsPost Byzantine Icons

Soft resin varnishes as Soft resin varnishes as PinusPinus resinresin

African African copalscopals as Sandaracas Sandarac

Shellac withShellac with occasional additions such as turpentine (balsams), egg 

white, pulverized amber, mastic



Policy of CleaningPolicy of Cleaning

Gradated cleaning adapted to the icon and its Gradated cleaning adapted to the icon and its 
conditioncondition



Methods and materials Methods and materials 

Mixtures of an organic solvent which has a swelling but not veryMixtures of an organic solvent which has a swelling but not very
penetrating action with a very volatile solvent that allows  us penetrating action with a very volatile solvent that allows  us to to 
modify the activity of one or the other.modify the activity of one or the other.

We dissolve and remove the greater part of the varnish layer by We dissolve and remove the greater part of the varnish layer by a a 
most active solvent, and continue with a less active solvent takmost active solvent, and continue with a less active solvent taking ing 
advantage of the swelling effectadvantage of the swelling effect

We combine chemical cleaning with mechanical cleaning under the We combine chemical cleaning with mechanical cleaning under the 
stereomicroscope so as to control the thinning of the varnish lastereomicroscope so as to control the thinning of the varnish layer.yer.



Methods and materialsMethods and materials

Very often we have to choose between shorter cleaning times withVery often we have to choose between shorter cleaning times with fast fast 
penetration and longer cleaning with slower penetration. penetration and longer cleaning with slower penetration. 

We use gels systems for the gold ground and woodworksWe use gels systems for the gold ground and woodworks..(liquid treatment (liquid treatment 
seem to cause softening of the bole and golden surfaces.)seem to cause softening of the bole and golden surfaces.)

We also use ammonia and amines as DMF, for oily varnishes or for the 
removal of retouchings and overpaints. 

alkaline soap as vulpex for superficial cleaning.



Preliminary testsPreliminary tests

The aim is to define the method and the optimum degree of The aim is to define the method and the optimum degree of 

cleaning.cleaning.



ICON NETWORK Workshop III conservation ICON NETWORK Workshop III conservation 
of icons from the of icons from the BCM’sBCM’s collectionscollections

Icons studied Icons studied 
St. John the Baptist St. John the Baptist -- (FT_IR) spectroscopy (FT_IR) spectroscopy 
St. George & St. Demetrious St. George & St. Demetrious -- (FT_IR) spectroscopy (FT_IR) spectroscopy 
Virgin Virgin EleoussaEleoussa -- ((FT_IR)spectroscopyFT_IR)spectroscopy
St. St. DemetriosDemetrios -- (FT_IR) spectroscopy(FT_IR) spectroscopy

XX--rays rays 
Our lady of the passion, 18Our lady of the passion, 18thth century century 
Virgin and Child, 18Virgin and Child, 18thth century century 
St. St. GovdelaasGovdelaas, 19, 19thth century century 



The use of the MUSIS system for the The use of the MUSIS system for the 
conservation of iconsconservation of icons

Our lady of the passion, 18Our lady of the passion, 18thth century century 

PolyptychPolyptych, 2, 2ndnd half of 16half of 16thth century, George century, George KlontzasKlontzas
St. St. DemetriosDemetrios
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