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Polychromy in the ancient sculpture  

 

Polychromy (from the Greek: poly = many; chroma = color) was a regular feature of the 

sculpture of most ancient societies, from Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the Bronze Age Aegean to the 

Greeks, Etruscans, and Romans.  While materials and techniques of coloring statues varied not only 

across time and place, but also within cultures, so too were the motivations for coloring figures 

diverse.  Two stimuli can be singled out, however, and while distinct, they were not necessarily 

mutually exclusive: the mimetic and the symbolic. 

As the human and animal figures that inhabit the natural world, and the divine and mythological 

figures modeled after them, are not monochromatic, statues designed to depict them, to represent them 

convincingly, to make present those who might otherwise be absent, were likewise colored.  Human or 

anthropomorphic flesh might be rendered red or brown for males and white for females; hair black, 

brown, yellow, or red; eyes black, brown, blue, or some other color; lips red; and clothing any variety 

of hues, just as in the physical world.  

http://www.mfa.org/collections/search_art.asp?recview=true&id=137139&coll_keywords=&coll_accession=&coll_name=&coll_artist=&coll_place=&col
l_medium=&coll_culture=&coll_classification=&coll_credit=&coll_provenance=&coll_location=&coll_has_images=&coll_on_view=&coll_sort=0&coll
_sort_order=0&coll_view=0&coll_package=26154&coll_start=1 

But gods and heroes, and even mortals of exceptional status, might also be rendered with gilded flesh, 

hair, or clothing, representing not their actual appearance, but some significant symbolic or ideological 

aspect of their person. 

http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://quatremere.org/images/QUATREMERE%2520Zeus%2520Olympie.JPG&imgrefurl=http://quatremere.org
/bibliographie.aspx&h=640&w=514&sz=48&hl=en&start=1&um=1&tbnid=H-
OjXLH2TSFBaM:&tbnh=137&tbnw=110&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dquatremere%2Bzeus%26um%3D1%26hl%3Den%26safe%3Doff%26sa%3DN 

The materials employed to produce polychromatic sculpture varied greatly.  Wood, ivory, stone, 

plaster, and even metal figures might all be painted with diverse pigments – and were in different times 

and places.  But paint was not the only means of polychromy: distinctly colored materials might also be 

– and were – recombined, though such composite figures survive to this day even less well than painted 

figures, whose pigments have all too often worn away or been scrubbed away by overzealous cleaning. 

                                                 

* The J. Paul Getty Museum, Malibu. 
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In short, there are three principal categories of evidence for ancient polychromatic statuary, 

with many sub-categories, each presenting distinct problems of survival and interpretation: 

 

1. physical evidence, which includes not only statues or fragments that preserve traces of color or 

colored components, but also those that preserve evidence, such as “ghosts,” of now lost 

pigments and binders that have been caused by differential weathering. 

 
2. literary and epigraphic evidence, which preserves both lengthy descriptions and brief passing 

mentions of colored statues, both actual and fictional, the latter indicating just how prevalent 

and expected the practice of polychromy was. 

 
3. art historical evidence, or representations of polychrome statues in other media, such as wall- 

and vase-paintings, and mosaics, which are often colored themselves, and also monochromatic 

media that depict statues known from ancient descriptions, such as coins, and objects, such as 

some vases and engraved gems, that seem to depict the painting of statues. 

http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/sivp/ho_50.11.4.htm 
  

Each of these classes of evidence, as mentioned above, must be approached with caution. 
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  Physical remains are often incomplete, and usually time has taken its toll, so that even when 

color remains visible, we cannot be certain how accurately the hues and their intensity that remains on 

a figure might reflect that of the original appearance.  Copper-based pigments that today appear green, 

for example, might originally have been intended to render brown.  Red, the most prevalent color that 

remains on Archaic Greek marble statuary today, may have been intended as a preliminary or under 

coat, rather than a final finish.   

http://individual.utoronto.ca/CLA160Y/Images/PeplosKore.jpg 
 
Moreover, it is difficult to know not only how colors might have been layered, but how they might 

have been blended, or shaded.  Moreover, while literary sources indicate that various binders were used 

(e.g., wax, egg), these are often undetectable archaeologically, but surely would have affected the final 

appearance of a work.  Certainly the underlying physical material of the statue itself did. 
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  The earliest surviving statuary from ancient Mesopotamia, Early Bronze Age alabaster figures 

of votaries from Sumer, dating to approximately 2900-2300 BC, employ different materials to render 

distinctions of color, such as large inlaid eyes, consisting of stone, shell, and bitumen.   

http://www.artlex.com/ArtLex/m/images/mesopot_sumer_asmarfigs_lg.jpg 

Other Mesopotamian cultures employed differently colored materials, such as gold and lapis lazuli   to 

create stunning polychromatic figures.  In Early Dynastic Egypt, limestone statues were regularly 

painted  

 
http://www.mfa.org/collections/search_art.asp?recview=true&id=137139&coll_keywords=&coll_accession=&coll_name=
&coll_artist=&coll_place=&coll_medium=&coll_culture=&coll_classification=&coll_credit=&coll_provenance=&coll_loc
ation=&coll_has_images=&coll_on_view=&coll_sort=0&coll_sort_order=0&coll_view=0&coll_package=26154&coll_star
t=1 

and, as in Mesopotamia and the Levant, bronzes were inlaid and/or adorned with silver and gold. 

http://www.aldoukan.com/dk/images/artisanat/16s'.jpg 

  Limestone, being more porous than marble, retains added color better, but after the later third-

millennium BC painted limestone figures of Early Dynastic Egypt, the best preserved polychromatic 

figural sculpture from antiquity is that of Archaic Greece, in particular the spectacular series of 

elaborately dressed marble maidens known as korai from the Athenian acropolis.  

http://teachers.sduhsd.k12.ca.us/ltrupe/art%20history%20web/final/chap5Greece/Kore-Chios.jpg 

Although much of their color has faded since they were unearthed in the second half of the 19thcentury 

AD, drawings and descriptions made at the time of discovery, careful examination with raking, ultra-

violet, and infra-red light, and scientific analyses of surviving pigments all indicate that these figures 

were brightly colored with reds, yellows, greens, blues, browns, and blacks.  The pigments themselves 

were organic (e.g., red and yellow ochres, carbon black), mineral (e.g., malachite, hematite, and iron 

oxide), and synthetic, in the case of blue, a artificial compound of copper, calcium, and silica invented 

ca. 3100 and used throughout the Mediterranean for millennia. 

  The physical evidence from ancient Greece indicates that marble statuary, while usually 

painted, might also be polychromed through the use of inlays, a technique better attested in bronze.   

http://www.northernlightstudio.com/patina.php 

Today we are familiar with the weathered green appearance of ancient bronzes, but with their original 
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polish they were warm, shining brown to yellow, depending on their alloys.  Glass, stone, and even 

ivory was inlaid for the eyes 

http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/grbr/ho_1991.11.3a%2Cb.htm;  

copper for red lips and nipples, and sometimes for bloody wounds; silver for teeth and finger nails; not 

to mention other colored inlays for details of clothing, such as headbands or embroidered hems.   

http://www.brutium.it/itiner_turist/bronz_a.jpg 

And real or imitation jewelry might adorn the ears, necks, and wrists of sculpted figures. 

  The most esteemed statues in Classical Greece were those assembled from the most precious 

materials: chryselephantine figures (from the Greek chrysos = gold; elephas = ivory).  Expensive 

imported ivory was reserved for exposed flesh – usually face, hands, forearms, and feet; gold sheet 

covered a wooden core, and additional details might be rendered in colored enamel, glass, or paint.  

Such valuable composite works rarely survive, but fragments of ivory components, some bearing traces 

of paint, and workshop debris from the Workshop of Pheidias at Olympia 

http://www.mlahanas.de/Greeks/Arts/ZeusStatue.htm,  

have along with ancient literary sources, revealed much about the appearance of such lost masterpieces. 

Less valuable terracotta statuary was nonetheless painted with similar pigments, and was also gilded, as 

were wooden figures, whose survival outside of Egypt is extremely rare. 

Colored stones were also employed, especially in ancient Rome.  

http://www.mercatiditraiano.it/mostre_ed_eventi/mostre/i_marmi_colorati_della_roma_imperiale 
 
White and red marbles, with black veins, were employed for gruesome statues of the bruised and flayed 

figure of Marsyas, while colored stones were combined, not only for mimetic purposes, but also to 

demonstrate the geographical power of those who commissioned them. 

2 

 

  Space does not permit a full exploration and analysis of the literary evidence for ancient 

polychrome sculpture, which can be found in the bibliographic sources listed below, but a few general 

observations are in order.   From the epics of Homer to late antiquity, works of art tended to be judged 

successful based on their lifelikeness, and as color was an essential part of the physical world, it was 

taken for granted that statuary was painted.  Of course, the quality of painting might vary greatly, and, 

according to Pliny the Elder, when the sculptor Praxiteles was asked which were his favorite statues, he 
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allegedly replied “those painted by Nikias.”  Apart from such anecdotes attesting to the regularity of 

painting sculpture, ancient literature also preserves evidence for the techniques of painting, in 

particular, the use of encaustic, or hot wax, as a medium (see especially Pliny and Vitruvius).  Applied 

thus to marble, pigments are unlikely to have completely obscured the underlying gleaming stone, but 

rather to have produced a kind of glowing tint, the exact nature of which is, unfortunately, largely lost 

to us.  Likewise, ancient descriptions, in particular those of the second-century AD Greek traveler 

Pausanias, give us some impression of the appearance of lost chryselephantine works. 

  

3 

 
  Images of polychromed statues in Roman wall paintings leave no doubt that statues were 

frequently adorned with pigment, but perhaps the most valuable single art historical document for such 

works is a fourth-century BC Apulian volute krater in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York 

(50.11.4) that depicts an artist painting a statue of Herakles, while the hero himself looks on.  Off to the 

side a boy with African features, probably the artist’s slave, tends to rods at a brazier, suggesting that 

the artist is employing the encaustic technique. 

http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/sivp/ho_50.11.4.htm 
 

Several recent exhibitions that examine the materials and techniques of ancient polychrome 

sculpture have toured Europe and North America.  These include not only statues that retain traces of 

paint, or paint “ghosts” that survive thanks to differential weathering over time, but also, and 

prominently, painted plaster and marble reconstructions of ancient works that, though not necessarily 

100% accurate, do nonetheless provide a striking alternative view of ancient sculpture.   
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