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TECH ARTICLE

“Revising the Standards for Artists’ Paints.”

Condensed from “American Artist” June 1980 by permission from the author.
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A commercial standard for artists’ paints that could serveas a
guide to artists in the purchase of paints and provide a means by
which manufacturers could testify to the quality of their products
was first published by the National Bureau of Standards (NBS) in
1942, The standard, called CS98-42, was initially proposed in
1938 by the Massachusetts Art Project of the WPA. It was adopted
as a voluntary guideline — not a regulatory document — by the
industry.

The Paint Standard was important to both artists and manufac-
turers. It established performance and composition standards for
artists' grade oil paints. By setting forth a table of nomenclature
and a system of labeling, it attempted to eliminate the confusion
found in the traditional method of naming colors. And, in general,
it set requirements for the best professionai grade of oil paints so
that consumers would be assured of some standard of quality.

In 1962, the Paint Standard was revised and reissued as CS98-
62; however, it has remained essentially unchanged for 38 years.
Since the time of its publication and revision, three new binders
have been developed, and one, an acrylic polymer emulsion, has
become immensely popular as a vehicle for artists’ Paints. Scores
of pigments, mostly organic in origin and the result of new
pigment-making technology, have been made available to artists’
materials manufacturers. With these advances, CS98-62 has
become obsolete: few companies adhere to its guidelines,
correctly pointing out that they no longer apply. And a genera-
tion of artists has grown up largely unaware of the existence of a
paint standard.

In 1976, members of Artists Equity Association, Inc., of
Washington, DC, a nonprofit organization of professionals work-
ing in the visual arts, contacted the NBS to inquire about a
possible revision of CS98-62. The bureau gave its blessing to the
project but could not offer the services of a support staff.
Subsequently, committees within the American Society for
Testing and Materials (ASTM) and the Inter-Society Color
Councit (ISCC) were formed to study CS98-62 and coordinate its
revision. Members of the ASTM Subcommittee D 01.57, Artists’
Paints and Related Materials, include representatives of several
major United States and foregin artists’ materials manufacturers
and of a number of artists’ organizations, individual artists,

chemists, paint technologists, and others. The ISCC Committee
37 membership is a virtual duplicate of that of the ASTM
Committee.

Various members have carried out studies or experiments to
determine the areas of CS98-62 that need revision, and have
looked at new materials and information that might be included
in a new standard. Of initial interest to the investigators is a
comparison of the test methods used in the original standard with
those that can be used today. in CS98-62, for example, lightfast-
ness tests on pigments were conducted by exposing straight-
from-the-tube samples of oil paint to 800 hours of direct sunlight
during the summer months of a given year. It is possible to
conduct these tests using instruments that can duplicate this
concentration of light (approximately equal to 100 years of
exposure in a well-lighted gallery) in a much shorter time and
without regard to the variables of weather conditions. This
significant reduction of the evaluation period is an advantage to
those manufacturers who might wish to introduce a new pig-
ment

It is also speculated that using tube colors to determine a
pigment'’s resistance to fading is not in the artists’ best interests.
Artists generally use their paints in mixtures and in tints with
white, not straight from the tube. The ability of a pigment to
withstand fading when used as a tint is a much more severe test.
Therefore, new lightfastness tests, developed by Henry W.
Levison of Colorlab, are being conducted using tints exposed to
three different kinds of light: the traditional testin sunlight, with a
six-month exposure in Florida and Winfield, Kansas; daylight
(high output) fluorescent lamps in cabinets, for a period of one
year, and a xenon-arc Fade-Ometer (50,000 lys)*. In the original
tests, color change was measured by comparing the heavily
exposed sampie with a control that has been exposed to reduced
illumination. Since even reduced illumination may cause a color
change that could affect an accurate reading, the new test
method uses a colorimeter or spectrophotometer to measure the
same sample before and after exposure.

Lightfastness tests are being conducted for pigments in both
oil and acrylic emulsion binders. Ratings determined by these
new methods will be categorized in a manner similar to the
original test, with ratings of 1, Il, or Ill. To be acceptable for
permanent use, a pigment must be in either Category l or Il. Some
exceptions for Category Il pigments may be made if the pigment
has had along history of use or if there is no better pigment in that
color area.

The vehiclein which a pigmentis carried also exhibits a change
over time. It has long been known that linseed oil has a tendency
to yellow, causing a color change in oit paintings. CS98-62
correctly confined its scope to those paints that contained
linseed oil, with some discussion of poppy-seed oil, which has
been used as a modifying addition to binders for whites.
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in the past 18 years, however, other binders have grown in
popularity. The acrylic emulsion binder is the most widely
known, valued for its convenience. For many years, variations of
acrylic binders, such as copolymer emulsions and methyl meth-
acrylate resins, have been used, and recently a well-known
company introduced an oil-modified alkyd resin binder. Also,
innovations in technology have given manufacturers the oppor-
tunity to use oils formerly considered inferior to linseed, such as
dehydrated castor oil or safflower oil. While no one doubts that
paint makers have conducted their own experiments, increasing
public acceptance of these products warrants independent
testing.

Therefore, the ASTM Committee is evaluating the physical
properties of vehicles. A simple method to distinguish between
different types of oil used in artists’ paints and mediums is being
developed, based on the nuclear magnetic resonance work of
Schullery and Johnson.

The problems with the test are varied and complex. The
original catled for no more than 10 percent variation from the
standard: a recent round-robin test among committee members
showed that this was generally too small a change to be detected
by the naked eye. Manufacturers who used the instrument
specified in the standard found that readings were unreliable. it
has also been shown that some pigments, the cadmiums in
particular, can be excessively diluted before the deficiency
violates the standard. Finally, it is known that some pigments
must be diluted to produce a useful paint color, and there is often
a great variation in the tinctorial strength of different pigments
and even in the same pigment ground in different vehicles.

Newer and more accurate instruments can provide part of the
solution to the difficulty of setting up a tinting strength standard.
They may be used to check a company that claims conformance
to the standard.

When CS98-42 was firstissued, its most immediate effectwasa
lessening of the confusion in paint nomenclature. If a manufac-
turer was complying with the standard, he could so state by using
the phrase “Conforms to CS98-42" (later referred to as CS98-62
after the 1962 revision).

The array of new pigments and vehicles on the market today
makes labeling an even more crucial part of a revised standard.
To better inform the artist about the contents of a tube of paint,
the labeling standard will be changed significantly. Itis proposed
that every label carry the chemical identification of the pigment
or pigments in the form of its Color Index Name and Color Index
Number. The Color Index is a standard international reference,
developed by the textile industry, that assigns identifying num-
bers to pigments and dyes. The Cl Name identifies the color and
the C! Number identifies the chemical makeup. The C! Name
would be especially valuable where no common or easily
pronounceable name now exists, and an explanation of the Color
Index System could appear in the manufacturer’s printed litera-
ture. It will now be required that labels list the following
information for the binder: the vegetable origin of the oil and
method of refinement; the general type of emulsion or other
polymer binder, or the general description of the oleo-resinous
binders (these include synthetic-and-natural mixtures or oil-
and-synthetic resin mixtures, such as the alkyds).

A final consideration of the new standard will be toxicity of
artists’ paints. With increased consumer wariness about the
safety of materials and more frequent calls for protection through
legal regulation, this issue has become extremely sensitive to
both artists and manufacturers. Probably more important than
the toxicity of pigments or binders are the hazards of solvents
used in the painting process. Experimental or unconventional
applications of materials without sufficient understanding of the
possible dangers can lead to chronic iliness, even when nontoxic
pigments are involved. As for the binders, they are turned into

suitable vechicles for artists’s paints by the addition of such
ingredients as preservatives, pH balancers, driers, or solvents;
some consideration of their possible hazards may be given
attention, especially when significant amounts of these materials
appear in a particular vehicle.

For artist and manufacturer alike, the revision of CS598-62
represents a revitalization of the idea that standards of excel-
lence in materials are an important adjunct to the craft. In this
century, this idea has often been overlooked by artists who
perceive expression as being divorced from craftsmanship or by
manufacturers who are more concerned with marketing a profit-
able product than a reliable one. The custodians of works of art,
collectors, and conservators, can attest to the difficulties of
maintaining works that result from these lapses. While a new
paint standard will not ensure the survival of craftsmanship, all
concerned will welcome its additions to the growing body of
information about artists’ materials.

*50,000 lys (- 10 kJ/cmz2) about 3', wks exposure in Model Ci35
Fade-Omete:

LAUNDER-OMETER
INSTRUMENT PANEL SEALING

Atlas has developed for its Launder-Ometer users a
kit of parts to seal control-instrumentation from liquid
intrusion into moisture sensitive electrical compo-
nents. This kit is available as a retrofit for Models LEF,
LAS, LHT and LHTP. It is recommended for installa-
tions where the Launder-Ometer receives heavy or
continuous use. Under these conditions the possibility
of liquid drips or spills on the control panel of the
instrument is relatively high. Sealing of the control
instrumentation will prevent premature component
failure and undesirable equipment down time. The kit
of parts includes boots and covers for the operating
electrical components as pictured above. Additional
gasketing and sealant plus complete installation in-
structions are included.






