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In 1966, Wharton Esherick—pioneer of American modernist design—-created a vibrant, site-specific stucco mural on the curved exterior of a concrete silo at his studio in Malvern, Pennsylvania.
As his only outdoor mural and final architectural intervention, it represents the culmination ot his lifelong pursuit of integrating sculpture, architecture, and color. Over time, however, the mural

has experienced significant deterioration. Environmental exposure has led to pigment fading, surtace erosion, cracking, and loss of cohesion in the cementitious layers. Previous conservation

etforts have focused primarily on structural stability, leaving the mural’s artistic surface vulnerable and undocumented. This project aims to investigate the mural’s material composition, understand
its mechanisms of decay, and propose conservation strategies. By combining archival research with scientific analysis, the study aims to inform future conservation etforts for this unique example

of mid-century polychromatic stucco and contribute to the broader discourse on preserving modern architectural finishes.

HISTORY MATERIAL ANALYSIS

The silo mural, completed 1n 1966, marks the final
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closely with local craftsmen and his son-in-law, engineer Green
Green

Manstield Bascom, to construct a uniquely curved form

finished with hand-colored cementitious stucco.
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The exterior mural on the Wharton Esherick Silo shows advanced material degradation, primarily driven by

prolonged environmental exposure and fluctuating moisture conditions. Field and visual assessments identified the

following key deterioration patterns:

e Surface Erosion: Extensive pigment and binder loss along the mural’s upper and western elevations, likely due

to wind-driven rain and UV exposure.
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e Cracking: I'ine network cracks and larger horizontal fissures are concentrated along transition joints and beneath

-

overhangs.

o Efflorescence: White crystalline deposits observed near the mural base and under the canopy suggest moisture
infiltration and salt migration.

e Tape Adhesion Testing (ASTM D3359): Revealed poor cohesion in many areas, especially where finish layers

| have thinned or flaked, indicating active delamination.
Ettlorescence--

Frosion.. | e RILEM Tube Water Permeability Testing: Demonstrated high absorption rates in eroded and cracked zones,
. ] confirming compromised surface protection.
Craclﬂng—— WHARTON ESHERICK STUDIO e Infrared Thermography: Detected uneven thermal behavior, with cooler zones near cracks and moisture-prone
Spalling and Repatching-- . ELEVATK;_N: =L MUR?:T areas—indicating water tetention within the substrate.
Bio-Growth-- o : - |+ Soiling & Bio-growth: Biological growth, particularly at junctions between the silo and studio, was observed
- - | prior to cleaning, often corresponding with damp or shaded areas.
CONCLUSION

This investigation reveals the complexity and vulnerability of Wharton Esherick’s pigmented stucco mural, which merges modernist abstraction with handcrafted techniques. Material analysis
identified a lime—Portland cement hybrid stucco and mineral-based pigments such as ultramarine blue and iron oxides. Field testing revealed surface erosion, poor cohesion, and high water
permeability as primary concerns for deterioration. Future effective conservation approaches should consider material compatibility, surface integrity, and aesthetic preservation. By integrating
scientific analysis with an understanding of Esherick’s artistic intent, this research provides a foundation for the mural’s long-term care and offers imnsight into the preservation of other experimental
finishes from the mid-20th century.

Next Steps involve applying and evaluating selected consolidants—including nanolime, TEOS, waterglass, and ammonium oxalate—on mock-up samples, followed by in-situ testing on the mural.

These trials will inform final treatment recommendations tailored to the mural’s material behavior and visual character.
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