
O6005     Mastic 

Mastic is a resin used chiefly in varnishes for oil paintings. It comes from the tree, Pistacia lentiscus, which grows in 
the Greek archipelago. It is also found in Portugal, Morocco, and the Canary Islands, but, since the days of Dioscorides, 
commercial production has been almost exclusively confined to the island of Chios, Greece. The trees are small and the 
resin, contained in the bark rather than in the wood, is collected from numerous vertical incisions. Mastic appears 
commercially in small, pea-like transparent "tears", of a pale straw color. It is very fragile, and has an aromatic odor. Its 
melting point is very low (95°C), its specific gravity is 1.074, and, besides resinous constituents, it has a small quantity 
of essential oil and moisture. It is almost entirely soluble in alcohol, ether, chloroform, and ethereal oils, but the greater 
part is insoluble in petroleum spirit.  
Mastic, as well as dammar, may be used as a varnish ingredient, for certain purposes as a paint medium, and as an 
addition to oil colors. The varnish produced with mastic is light-colored, glossy and elastic. It yellows with age, 
becomes fragile and fissured, and blooms readily in a moist atmosphere. From old recipes it seems probable that the 
varnish most widely used from the IX till the late XV century was made by dissolving mastic, or both mastic and 
sandarac, in linseed oil, often with the addition of a considerably quantity of pica greca, or colophony. Today mastic is 
primarily used in spirit varnishes. A mastic-turpentine solution is most common because it does not dissolve dry paint. 
To increase its elasticity, elemi resin, linseed oil, or Venice turpentine is sometimes added.  
Doerner recommends the following proportions: for a picture varnish and painting medium, 1 part of mastic is 
dissolved in 3 parts rectified or doubly rectified oil of turpentine. For a tempera emulsion, the proportions are 1:2. The 
commercial mastic varnishes are usually prepared by dissolving the resin in hot oil of turpentine. They are sticky and 
very yellow, characteristics which, according to Doerner, come from the method of preparation as well as from the 
probable use of inferior resin. He maintains that cold-prepared varnishes are almost colorless and remain so. Mastic and 
sandarac are easily confused. Mastic, however softens when chewed, whereas sandarac powders. The colors, also are 
different, sandarac becoming darker and redder with age. 

Recipe: Solve 100 g mastic in 1 liter ethyl alcohol - mastic should be solved within 1 - 2 days. 

Excerpt from Gettens, Stout - Painting Materials 

Gum mastic is the product of the mastic tree which is grown only on Chios, Greece. Well-known since antiquity its 
production was blocked by the Genoese and the Turks during their rule of the island. The Sultan secured the greater 
portion of the crop for his harems. Today 5.000 families of mastic growers, forming 20 co-operatives comprise the 
Chios' Gum Mastic Growers Association - founded in 1938 - produce 250.000 kilos of gum mastic a year. The largest 
part of the crop is sent to foreign markets. 

CHIOS - The island of Chios is a gem, one of the few remaining natural "beauty spots". Rich in history and folklore, 
Homer's birthplace according to legend, offers the visitor a host of historical, artistic and architectural remains seldom 
seen anywhere else, plus a climate and landscape that many so-called "tourist's paradises" would envy. The islanders 
add to the visitor's pleasure with their hearty welcome. Three thousand years of Greek history are represented in the 
local monuments from Homer's Stone to the tomb of the famous writer and literary innovator John Psycharis. 

The mastic, a fine, sweet smelling gum, is grown there and then transported to the factory of the Chios' Gum Mastic 
Growers Association in the capital where it undergoes a series of processes until it is offered to the market. 
A number or products come out of the up-to-date installations of the Chios' Gum Mastic Growers Association. Their 
excellence is due to the use of gum mastic as their raw material 
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