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Rediscovering the blazingly bright colors of
ancient sculptures

Image 1. A lion from Loutraki, Greece, sculpted around 550 B.C., with the colors reconstructed at the Glyptotek Museum. From Wikimedia
Commons

In 1811, a group of scholars visited the Aphaia Temple. It was built about 2,500 years ago on

Aegina Island in Greece. Marble sculptures still decorated the temple. They were worn and partly

broken, but still showed signs of red and blue paint.

In 2006, nearly 200 years later, two German archaeologists took a closer look. They found that

one of the sculptures, an archer, was once painted different colors. From his cap to his sandals,

they found patterns of diamonds, animals and zigzags. In his hands, painted a pinkish-flesh color,

he held a golden bow. The scholars stole the statues and sold them. They are still on display at the

Glyptothek Museum in Munich, Germany.

People are used to seeing ancient Greek and Roman sculptures that are pure white and without

any color, said Renée Dreyfus. She is in charge of ancient art at the Fine Arts Museums of San

Francisco. Dreyfus said that people assume the statues were always white, but they are wrong.

Sculptures and buildings were often painted with color in ancient times. It is called polychromy.
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Dreyfus recently organized the exhibition, "Gods in

Color: Polychromy in the Ancient World." Similar

exhibitions have been on display at other museums.

All of them show colorful reconstructions of how the

ancient world would have looked.

Ancient Sculptures Were Often Painted

That world is very different than the white marble

statues in museums.

As Greek and Roman statues were discovered, the

paint couldn't always be seen, Dreyfus said. In some

cases, sculptures were even scrubbed clean.

In 1805, the British scholar Edward Dodwell and the

Italian painter Simone Pomardi traveled to Greece.

There, they observed faded color on ancient buildings

on the Acropolis. The Acropolis is on a hill

overlooking Athens, Greece. The two men painted

pictures of the buildings showing the remains of

paint.

Besides painting statues, ancient people had other ways of decorating statues. Some of the statues

were covered with gold, and many of them had eyes made of colored stones, gems or glass.

However, people were still stuck on the idea of all-white marble sculptures. It was a

misunderstanding that goes back to Johann Joachim Wincklemann. He was an expert in ancient

art who lived in the 1700s and had a huge amount of influence. Although Wincklemann knew that

color was used in ancient sculpture, he said it wasn't important.

Exhibit Shows True Colors

Wincklemann admired whiteness. He said that a white body was beautiful because of the way it

reflected light. He also said a white sculpture will look larger. Some critics said that Wincklemann

downplayed how important polychromy was. They also said his ideas promoted whiteness as being

better and led to racist beliefs.

In the 1960s, historians began examining ancient sculptures with new technology. They turned up

more traces of ancient colors, Dreyfus said.

Dreyfus shows these colors in the exhibit. A Greek statue of a young woman wears a robe of bright

blue and red. Around her neck is a yellow cloak, and her braided hair is painted yellow. However,

not only marble and stone were painted.

In 1972, two bronze statues of warriors were hauled from the sea. They revealed amazing details.

Their eyes were made of stones of different colors and their mouths were copper.

Dreyfus' exhibit shows us how the ancient world might have looked. For the Greeks and Romans, a

perfect sculpture copied real life. The world is in bright living color, so statues would also have

been in color, she said.
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Quiz

1 Read the section "Ancient Sculptures Were Often Painted."

Which sentence from the section shows why people at first thought the ancient statues were white?

(A) As Greek and Roman statues were discovered, the paint couldn't always be seen, Dreyfus said.

(B) There, they observed faded color on ancient buildings on the Acropolis.

(C) Some of the statues were covered with gold, and many of them had eyes made of colored stones, gems
or glass.

(D) Although Wincklemann knew that color was used in ancient sculpture, he said it wasn't important.

2 Read the section "Exhibit Shows True Colors."

Select the paragraph that shows why scholars started to change their minds about the sculptures.

(A) Wincklemann admired whiteness. He said that a white body was beautiful because of the way it
reflected light. He also said a white sculpture will look larger. Some critics said that Wincklemann
downplayed how important polychromy was. They also said his ideas promoted whiteness as being
better and led to racist beliefs.

(B) In the 1960s, historians began examining ancient sculptures with new technology. They turned up more
traces of ancient colors, Dreyfus said.

(C) In 1972, two bronze statues of warriors were hauled from the sea. They revealed amazing details. Their
eyes were made of stones of different colors and their mouths were copper.

(D) Dreyfus' exhibit shows us how the ancient world might have looked. For the Greeks and Romans, a
perfect sculpture copied real life. The world is in bright living color, so statues would also have been in
color, she said.

3 According to the introduction [paragraphs 1-5], how are new exhibitions changing the way people see ancient sculptures?

(A) The exhibitions feature experts who teach visitors about polychromy in the ancient world.

(B) The exhibitions provide models that show colors and designs used in the ancient world.

(C) The exhibitions highlight the white marble that was first used in ancient sculptures.

(D) The exhibitions give people a chance to see original Greek and Roman sculptures.

4 How did Johann Joachim Wincklemann influence ideas about ancient sculpture?

(A) He provided a scholar's view of ancient sculptures while explaining the racist beliefs of the past.

(B) He used technology to reveal the original marble and explained how artists saw the human body.

(C) He downplayed the importance of whiteness and focused on the design of the sculptures.

(D) He promoted the idea of white marble sculptures even though he knew color was used.


