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Curiosity Guide #703 
Wax Science 
Accompanies Curious Crew, Season 7, Episode 3 (#703) 

Perplexing Paraffin 
Investigation #2 

Description 

Does light travel through wax?  You can see for yourself! 

Materials 

• 2 blocks of paraffin

• Hot plate

• Double boiler

• Aluminum foil

• Paper cup

• Paper towel

• Scissors

• Flashlight

• A friend

Procedure 

1) Prepare the paraffin ahead of time by cutting a piece of foil just

smaller than the block of paraffin.

2) Sandwich the foil in between two paraffin blocks and set aside.

3) With adult supervision, fill the base of the double boiler with water

and heat over medium high heat.

4) Carefully place the sandwich block on the warm surface of the upper

pan to melt the edges of the paraffin together.

5) Turn off the hot plate and pour the liquid paraffin from the upper

pan into a paper cup.
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6) Wipe out the pan with a dry paper towel before the wax hardens.  

Discard the cup and paper towel. 

7) Hold the paraffin block level in the air in front of your friend.  Ask 

your friend to describe what he or she observes. 

8) What happens when you and your friend look at the block from the 

side?   

9) What happens when the block is flipped over? 

10) What happens if you shine a flashlight into the block from 

different sides, the top, or the bottom? 

11) What guesses do you have about what is happening? 

 

My Results 
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Explanation 

Paraffin wax is a by-product when petroleum is refined.  The wax is 

white, odorless, and tasteless, but also translucent.  As a result, light 

can pass through the wax.  If the light source is coming from the top, 

the bottom will appear darker because the aluminum foil is opaque and 

doesn’t let the light pass through.  This is most obvious when the 

flashlight shines from the bottom up.  There, the bottom is lighter, 

and the top gets darker.  Interestingly, paraffin in a liquid state is 

clear.  This is like the comparison of liquid water with ice.  In both 

cases, the solid chains crystalize and scatter light, while in a liquid 

state, the crystals separate, and less light gets scattered. 

More to explore:  Wax is an interesting substance that comes from 

different sources.  These sources include decomposed or fossilized 

carbon-based matter for petroleum and mineral waxes; secretions from 

animals, plants, or insects; as well as synthetic waxes, which are man-

made waxes from natural gas.  Whether the wax is made from crude 

oil, the glands from a bee, processed soybeans, or natural gas, wax has 

unique properties that make it really useful. 

Parents and Educators: use 
#CuriousCrew #CuriosityGuide to 
share what your Curious Crew learned! 
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