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 CONNECTION TO FINE ARTS

 The Chemistry of Art

When the damp, salty air of New York Harbor reacted with the iron of the internal
supports of the Statue of Liberty, the chemical reaction weakened the supports. Certainly
Frédéric Auguste Bartholdi (1834–1904), who designed the statue and chose its site, did
not plan this result. However, many sculptors use their knowledge of chemical reactions
and the properties of metals to create specific effects. A good example of this practice is a
sculpture by Pablo Picasso (1881–1973) known as the Chicago Picasso.

The Chicago Picasso was purposely built of a steel alloy that reacts readily with the
oxygen in air. Exposure to air causes this metal to develop a permanent reddish-brown
surface coating. The coating prevents the metal from oxidizing further.

 Different Bronzes Turn Different Colors

Bronze is another metal that has long been used for sculpture. Historically, bronze has
been an alloy of copper and tin. However, modern bronze is also made from alloys of
copper and silicon, aluminum, or manganese to achieve specific chemical and physical
properties. When exposed to air and moisture, bronzes develop a patina, or film, on their
outer surface. Some films—depending on composition—are a rich black-brown color;
some are green. Once bronze forms a patina, it weathers well and can last for hundreds of
years.

Other metals used by sculptors include aluminum, which will not decay unless it is near
salt water, and silver, which can be polished to a dazzling shine. Artists and sculptors
often use the electrical-chemical process of plating to coat objects made of a less-
expensive metal with a very thin coating of silver rather than make the whole piece silver.

 Your Turn to Think

1. If an artist has been asked to design a sculpture for an ocean light-house, what metals
should be avoided? Why?

2. Do you think knowing about chemical reactions and the properties of metals is
important to architects as well as to sculptors? Explain.

3. Why might a sculptor electrochemically plate a lead statue with silver?


