
 

http://www.liguria.beniculturali.it (a cura di Elena Calandra) 

Policromia e uso del colore in Liguria   

Jan Stubbe Østergaard  * 
 

The study of ancient sculptural polychromy - an historiographical introduction 

 

     To this day, the white of marble remains the quintessential characteristic of ancient Greek and 

Roman sculpture and architecture. The stone and its colour are inextricably linked with the concept 

of Greek and Roman art and civilization. It is for the great majority of people an iconic marker of 

Western Classical Antiquity as a whole.  

Sculpture and architecture in white marble has come to signify more than just ‘Classical Antiquity’. 

It has become a part of Western cultural identity.  

The noble simplicity and solemnity of works in white marble has come to characterize not only 

Western civilization in relation to others, but also to demonstrate its superiority.  

In all other high cultures, colour has been an integrated element in architecture and sculpture of the 

highest order.  

But not here in the West – we have seen ourselves as the exception.  

Supposedly, we have reached a higher, more sublime level, penetrating into deeper structural truths, 

be they in the realm of philosophy, politics, geometry or aesthetics. Such profound insights would 

seem to find perfect expression in unadorned pure white marble, whereas colour would connote the 

superficial, the illusionistic, the temporal. 

And this is something the West was seen to owe to Classical Antiquity. 

     When interest in Classical Antiquity revived from the 1200-hundreds onwards, the great art of 

sculpture in Greece and Rome was from the first perceived as being in white marble for the simple 

reason that after the many centuries that had passed, hardly any colour remained.  

In the mid 1500-hundreds the Italian Giorgio Vasari coined the term ‘rinascita’, ‘rebirth’, of the 

arts. He pointed to Nicola Pisano as its first exponent in sculpture, the first to reintroduce ‘la bella 

maniera’ of the ancients in that art.  

Pisano’s monochrome marble reliefs on the pulpit in the Baptisterium of the Campo Santo in Pisa 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nicola_Pisano 

are signed and dated 1260. His sources of inspiration were the pagan Roman sarcophagus reliefs to 

be seen in Pisa - a city which prided itself on being the new Rome ‘novella Roma’.   

Vasari was hailing the rebirth of ancient sculptural aesthetics in white marble; but among Pisano’s 
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contemporaries were the early humanists in Padua, Venice, and later Florence. They had political 

aspirations of a republican bent and were not inspired primarily by ancient visual arts but by ancient 

pagan literature, particularly that of Rome – Cicero, Vergil and Ovid to name some - presenting 

ideas unfettered by scholasticism of theological dogmatics.  

Already in Nicola Pisano’s time an ideological ideal was therefore attached to the use of 

monochrome marble sculpture in the manner of the ancient Romans.  

From the point of view of European art history, the sculptures created by Nicola Pisano and others 

have earned the name of ‘Proto renaissance’ or ‘Gothic renaissance’. 

But the true ‘rinascita’ - the Renaissance classicism proper - is of course is that which we associate 

with the Quattrocento in Italy, the 1400-hundreds, from Donatello onwards. 

Superb ancient sculptures with no apparent traces of colour were discovered such as the Belvedere 

Torso, the Laocoon group and the Apollo Belvedere.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Belvedere_Torso 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Laocoon_Group 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apollo_Belvedere 

They were enshrined in the Vatican Belvedere to be venerated, studied and imitated by artist from 

far and wide.  

By the early 1500-hundreds monochrome sculpture in white marble or bronze had become the only 

way to scale the coveted heights reached by the master sculptors of classical antiquity. 

Michelangelo lead the way.  

By leaps and bounds, let us go to the mid 1700-hundreds and the dawn of the next major revival of 

ancient classical aesthetics in sculpture, the one we now know under the name ‘Neo Classicism’. 

In 1764, the German Johann Joachim Winckelmann published his work ‘The history of ancient art’, 

‘Geschichte der Kunst des Alterthums’. Because of this book he is regarded as the founder of both 

art history and classical archaeology. 

His novel interpretations of classical sculpture and its historical development forcefully brought in 

to play Western ideals of an entirely different order than the purely aesthetical.  

Winckelmann pointed to climatic, ideological and cultural factors as having determined the 

flourishing of the arts in Classical Greece, allowing the visualisation not only of Beauty, but also 

ethical and ideological values.  

On the latter count, the political liberty found in Greek democracy was the key.  

And the idea of liberty was not only the driving force of that political system, it was part and parcel 
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of a way of thinking, of the mentality of the Greeks: 

Winckelmann wrote:  

“It was liberty which elevated the minds of a whole people, like a noble bough from a healthy 

trunk…the mentality of the free Greeks must have been very different from the mindset of 

suppressed peoples” 

Thus, proud, free and sovereign men can only exist and realize their potential under democratic 

political conditions, and only there may the arts attain the highest perfection.  

And in the high art of sculpture, monochrome white marble was the perfect material, the whiter the 

better, catching the light and enhancing form, contours and details. 

White marble, Winckelmann said, subdues sensuality and thus communicates ‘Ideal Beauty’, a 

beauty suffused with spirituality and reflecting the divine. Colour belonged to the material world 

and did therefore not belong.  

All this he found in the Apollo Belvedere: 

“Of all the works of Antiquity to have come down to us, the statue of Apollo stands as the highest 

ideal of art. The artist has created this work entirely from the Ideal, taking only so much of 

Materiality as was necessary to carry out his artistic intentions…this body is not driven and moved 

by veins and sinews, rather a divine spirit seems to flow through the entire figure like a gentle 

current”. 

Winckelmann’s combination of aesthetical, ethical and ideological ideals in his appraisal of 

classical sculpture were subsequently received by leading artists, theorist and philosophers of the 

Enlightenment and became a foundation for neo-classical sculpture such as Canova’s Hebe (1797) 

and Thorvaldsen’s Jason with the Golden Fleece (1803). 

http://www.culturaitalia.it/pico/modules/event/en/event_0855.html?T=1235607605602 

http://www.wga.hu/frames-e.html?/html/t/thorvald/jason.html 

     By the turn of the 18
th

 to the 19
th

 century, western ideals of the highest order – aesthetical, 

philosophical and ideological -  had been grafted on the white marble surfaces of  Antiquity. A 

powerful trinity indeed. 

     The rediscovery of polychromy in classical sculpture therefore constituted, and still constitutes, a 

correspondingly fundamental challenge to these ideals.  

And at just this time, the first steps towards this rediscovery were already being taken.   

Now, the information that colour was employed in ancient sculptures had at that point been 

available for centuries to readers of classical literature. I shall not offer a review of the ancient 
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sources on this subject, but choose just one which seems especially pertinent at this stage, touching 

as it does on aspects just dealt with. 

     In the 4
th

 book of  Plato’s great work on the construction of a utopian state, The Republic, written 

in Athens in the mid 4
th

 century BC, Socrates states, that the objective of his model state is not the 

happiness of the individual, but rather of the State as a whole. He explains this by employing the 

following analogy: 

“It is as if we were colouring a statue and someone came up and blamed us for not putting the most 

beautiful colors on the noblest parts of the figure; the eyes for instance should be painted crimson, 

but we had made them black. 

We should think it a fair answer to say ‘Really, you must not expect us to paint eyes as handsomely 

as not to look like eyes at all’. This applies to all parts of the figure; the question is whether, by 

giving each its proper colour, we make the whole beautiful”. 

     Paradoxically, the intense focus on classical Greece caused principally by Winckelmann’s work, 

lies at the root of the rediscovery of ancient polychromy.  

Antiquarian scholars, architects and artist – like Winckelmann himself – had hitherto sought the 

antique in Italy, and Rome above all.  

But by the early 1800-hundreds we find more and more people adding Greece and Athens to their 

itinerary. 

For the first time, they came into close contact with Greek originals, such as the… 

Reports began filtering back from Athens, saying that colour was clearly to be seen on the 

Parthenon and other classical monuments.  

     Excavations began on the island of Aegina, uncovering the extensive remains of polychromy on 

the late archaic sculpture and architecture of the temple of Athena Aphaia.   

These discoveries were clearly potentially explosive news.  

It is yet another paradox, that the person who lit the fuse was a die-hard neo-classicist: The 

antiquarian cum archaeologist, art historian, aesthetical theorist, architect and author Antoine-

Chrysosthome Quatremère de Quincy, travelling companion in Italy during the 1780ies of that 

master of French neoclassicistic painting, Jacques-Louis David and life-long friend of Canova.  

In 1814, he published his majestic ‘Le Jupiter Olympien’ a work whose subtitle deserves to be 

given: ’or the art of sculpture in Antiquity viewed in a new perspective; a work containing a essay 

on the taste for polychrome sculpture with an explanatory analysis of sculpture in bronze and a 

historical review of Greek and Roman sculpture in gold and ivory, including reconstructions of the 



 5 

most important monuments of this type’  

     He focused on the chryselephantine cult statue of Zeus at Olympia, a work by Phidias, and one 

of the seven wonders of the ancient world. A reconstruction of it was on the frontispiece of his 

book. 

http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://quatremere.org/images/QUATREMERE%2520Zeus%2520Olympie.JP

G&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 

In the process Quatremère gathered a wealth of evidence on colour in ancient sculpture in general. 

He concluded that colour has clearly been a constituent element of classical Greek sculpture, saying 

in a closing remark: 

 “We must recognize that the ancients employed the arts in a different way from us” 

     This wise, relativist view deserves to be written over the entrance to the study of ancient 

sculptural polychromy. 

     Quatremère’s book ignited a heated debate on the nature and extent of polychromy in both 

ancient sculpture and architecture. It was to last until the end of the century. 

The ideals challenged were such as to mobilize a wide range of combatants – aesthetes and art 

critics, art theorist and philosophers of aesthetics, artists and architects. 

     Two German architects, Gottfried Semper and Friederich Theodor Kugler, were among the 

protagonists, exchanging their opposing views in reconstructions of the Parthenon such as these, 

like shots fired from entrenched positions. 

In fact, the polychromy of ancient architecture became an accepted fact around the middle of the 

century.  

     The real difficulty lay in accepting colour in ancient sculpture. It threatened an intellectual 

edifice of far greater consequence. 

     From the 1840ies onwards, a number of sculptors took up the challenge by introducing colour in 

their work 

A famous example is the Tinted Venus by John Gibson which was first shown in London in 1862.  

http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/walker/collections/19c/gibson.aspx  

His aim was not realism: there is no real attempt to simulate flesh colours. The work, however, still 

aroused a great deal of controversy. The 'Athenaeum' magazine denounced it as 'a naked impudent 

English woman', while the 'Sculptor's Journal' thought it 'one of the most beautiful and elaborate 

nude figures undertaken in modern times'.  
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The fine distinction in English between being naked and nude was brought into play! 

     Archaeological discoveries during the second half of the century turned the scales in favour of 

colour.  

One was the portrait statue of Augustus found in the Empress Livia’s villa at Prima Porta not far 

from Rome in 1864 with extensive remains of colour allowing the subsequent reconstruction by the 

Dane Ludvig Fenger in 1886. 
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The 1880ies also saw the fantastic discoveries of polychrome archaic sculpture on the Acropolis of 

Athens  and in the 1890ies, the late classical Alexander Sarcophagus came to light. 

http://www.museum-kassel.de/index_navi.php?parent=2262 

By the end of the century all but the true hardline defenders of the white faith had admitted that 

colour was an integrated part of ancient sculpture and architecture. 

     The period between about 1900-1939 might be given the title Consensus and Silence. 
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For just as agreement had been reached on the polychromy of ancient sculpture, activity in the field 

came almost to a standstill. This would seem surprising, but there were reasons.  

For one, the advent of Modernism in European sculpture caused artists and art critics to lose interest 

in the subject: classical sculpture ceased to be a paradigm. Aesthetically, Functionalism was on the 

rise, paring down forms to the essential and abhorring ornament. 

Secondly, among classical archaeologists and art historians, the majority heaved a sigh of relief, 

having had the virtues of white marble instilled in them since childhood. And since the colours were 

no longer there anyway, what was one to do about it. So by and large museums and universities 

continued to present classical sculpture as a in white marble.  

Finally, disruption of scholarly structures was caused by WWI, not just by fatalities but also by 

enmity.  

Then, in the wake of the upheavals of the Great War, we see Italian Fascism conjuring up dreams of 

a reborn Roman empire clad in white stone, and German Nazism doing the same, adding to the 

concoction the idea of white, Teutonic racial superiority – and of course incorporating Classical 

Greece which had to be a good Aryan white in its supreme artistic achievements. 

In such a climate, polychromy studies did not thrive. 

     But none the less, scholarly publication of ancient sculptures with traces of colour began, 

German contributions being especially important: W. Lermann, Altgriechische Plastik. Eine 

Einführung in die griechische Kunst des archaischen und gebundenen Stils, München 1907, and H. 

SCHRADER, Die archaischen Marmorbildwerke der Akropolis, Frankfurt am Main 1939. 

They dealt predominantly with Greek Archaic sculpture, supplying us with lithographic colour 

plates which remain indispensable to this day.  

     We come now to the trauma of world war II and the post war period, about 1940 – 1960, during 

which the study of ancient sculptural polychromy reached a low ebb.  

WWII hit the German tradition hard once again, but this time not just with the loss of people, but 

great physical destruction as well. The war and traumatized Europe and European scholarship in 

general.  

This was not a time to rock historical boats by challenging fundamental, received truth about a 

common European identity in Classical Antiquity, of common ethical and ideological values 

sublimely expressed in white marble.  

But it all ended on a positive note in 1960 with the masterly summing up of the state of research by 

the Swedish art historian Patrik Reuterswärd. 
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His Studien zur Polychromie der Plastik: Griechenland und Rom marks both an end and a new 

beginning.  

It is an indispensable  point of departure for its chapter on the history of research accompanied by 

an exhaustive, commented bibliography. 

At universities and in museums silence continued to reign on the subject.  

     But from 1960 to about 1980 we see a revival of which the field as it stands today is a direct 

result:  

Polychromy studies received a new impetus, especially  from work done at the University of 

Freiburg in Germany, with the refinement of photography in infra-red and ultra violet light as an 

essential contribution. 

Another, simpler but just as important, technique being developed was that of taking photographs 

under extreme raking light, revealing a treasure of hitherto unseen, indirect traces of polychromy.  

This ‘Freiburg School’ produced a scholar in the field whose contribution has been of essential 

importance, the classical archaeologist Dr. Vinzenz Brinkmann of Munich, now head of the 

collection of ancient art in the Liebieghaus Museum of Art in Frankfurt an Main.  

     The time from c. 1980 to the present day is a period which deserves the name ‘The Break 

Through’, because these last 25 years or so have seen such decisive advances made in the study of 

ancient sculptural polychromy. 

Why? What has happened? 

Well, a circumstance of fundamental importance is the evolution of classical archaeology since 

WWII, becoming a historical rather than an art historical discipline. A generation has come which 

has worked itself free of the white marble aesthetic and therefore studies ancient sculpture without 

prejudice, looking dispassionately – but with passion – for the historical evidence. 

Almost as decisive has been the increasing application of refined methods of technical photography 

and of analytical high technology developed by natural and conservation science. 

This has in turn given birth to the kind of interdisciplinary collaboration between classical 

archaeology, classical philology, conservation science and natural sciences which is the prerequisite 

for progress in the field.  

This has fuelled interest in the field, leading to a  very noticeable increase in documentation and 

research projects, accompanied by a rising number of publications. Germany has continued to make 

a strong contribution, but no longer stands alone; the study of ancient sculptural polychromy has 

over recent decades become an international endeavour, involving Italy, Greece, France, Denmark, 
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Great Britain and the United States. 

Though some projects have dealt with both Greek and Roman, or just Roman, the main thrust of 

research has clearly been directed towards Greek sculpture.  

     This ‘¨Break Through’ period has also seen the introduction, since 1993, of experimental 

archaeological, research based reconstruction of ancient sculptural polychromy. This activity has 

led to an improved understanding of historical pigments and their application and of many problems 

connected with the interpretation of the evidence on the originals.  

Besides contributing to research, these reconstructions have played a vital role in another feature of 

the recent development of the field, namely the communication of the subject in the form of a 

travelling museum exhibition conceived by Vinzenz Brinkmann and first shown in Munich in 2003 

under the title Bunte Götter – die Farbigkeit antiker Skulptur (Gods in Color : Painted Sculpture of 

Classical Antiquity). This exhibition has since travelled to Copenhagen, Rome, Basel, Amsterdam, 

Istanbul, Athens, Hamburg, Harvard and Kassel. 

It is not least due to this exhibition that there has been a significant increase in public and 

professional interest in and understanding of the importance of the subject.  

     So, today, the study of ancient sculptural polychromy stands at the beginning of a new exciting 

chapter. We know very little: The knowledge we have is like a crack of light in a wall of ignorance. 

But the outlook is bright if we can maintain the dynamism of the last 25 years and continue to 

develop collaboration across traditional academic boundaries. 

 

 


