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Polychromy on Greek Sculpture:

The Archer on the West-pediment of the Aphaia Temple, Aegina

Antique Greek sculpture was at all times polychrome. The
sculptures were made of different materials, but their poly-
chromy always lead to a homogenous aesthetical effect. An an-
tique Greek clay figure would first of all be covered with a prim-
ing of white stucco, limestone sculptures with marble stucco, in
order to create the illusion of a marble sculpture. Whereas abun-
dant polychrome fragments and even intact paint layers are pre-
served not only on Greek terracottas' (Colour plate front cover)
but also on early Greek limestone sculpture, there are few pre-
served traces on the works of art in marble.

In the last years the polychrome paint layer of Greek marble
sculptures has been extensively examined in a research project,
largely financed by the ,Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft®
using foremost scientific examination methods. With the help of
technical photography, especially different shooting techniques
in ultra-violet light, but also a special side-light technique many
traces of earlier painting could be observed and documented.
Chemical analysis of the pigments and binding agents as well as
intensive microscopical analysis accompanied the documenta-
tion. For some of the figures it was possible to recover the almost
complete form and polychromy of the paint layer. These find-
ings led us to consider reconstructions of the sculptures using
moulded stone copies.

The figure of the Archer on the West-pediment of the Aphaia
Temple at Aegina, the kneeling Archer, dating from the early 5"
century BC and created in Greece wears an oriental costume: a
type of pullover, close-fitting leggings and a jacket (colour plate
IX, fig. 4).

The surface of the figures on both pediments of the Aphaia
Temple show only sparse traces of red, green and blue colouring.
The use of gold-leaf on the pediment warriors has also been es-
tablished. At the time of the excavation of the Archer in 1811,
the discoverer Charles Cockerell and the architect Jakob Ignaz
Hittorff, who was very interested in questions concerning poly-
chomy, believed to have discovered the coloured shadow (ghost)
of a costume of scales. More information has not been passed
down by the excavators, whose account on the polychromy was
otherwise very keen and correct. Adolf Furtwiingler, who did
further excavation work and research at the site of the sanctuary
in 1901, devoted a lot of attention to questions concerning the
polychromy of the pediment sculptures. He ventured a complete
reconstruction of both pediments from the west and east side of
the building® (colour plate IX, fig. 2). However, only the colours
blue and red were used, because these were the only pigments
which had at that time been discovered on the originals.

Due to the lack of any traces of colour on the Archer, he re-
constructed this figure in close accordance to the so-called Per-
sian Horseman (colour plate IX, fig. 5), a fragmented marble
sculpture, which had been found on the Acropolis in Athens
shortly before the turn of the century. This sculpture has an un-
usually well preserved paint layer’ (colour plate IX, fig. 1). The
horseman wears the same type of close-fitting leggings
and jacket. A lozenge-shaped ornament is painted on the leg-

gings; the jacket it decorated with slightly displaced lanes of
scales.

The polychrome paint layer of the Persian Horseman is quite
elaborate, but the coloured ornamentation of the Archer on the
West-pediment of the Aphaia Temple exceeds all expectations.
Photographs, shot in ultra-violet light and with raking light,
made with the help of a number of colleagues’ since the 1980°s,
clearly show the splendor of the original sculpture.

On the ultra-violet-reflex shot of the leggings (colour
plate IX, fig. 3), one can see a type of weathering, which most
probably resulted from the different fastness of the pigments
used. The complicated ornamentation, which originally decorat-
ed the complete leggings can be seen on this weather-worn area
on the photograph: interlaced lozenge-stripes with lancet-
shaped tips, which are again filled with small lozenges.

Using side-light, one can see a far more intense weathering on
the sleeves, due to mechanical abrasion. This proves that leg-
gings and upper garment were differentiated by their ornamen-
tation. The sleeves of the . pullover were covered with lozenges,
with every second lozenge-strip again filled with small
lozenges.

The findings on the jacket of the Archer are spectacular. The
hem was trimmed with a sumptuous ribbon. Painted animal
pairs, face to face in combat position covered the main arcas of
the jacket. Again using side-light, the rear region of a griffon can
be cleary seen. The preparatory work that the artist did on the
marble surface is of exquisite precision: using a metal graver
each feather quil was individually grooved to form a tensioned
swoop. Remarkable is that the lowest, that is the smallest feath-
er quil is just 1 to 2 mm wide. This type of love to detail sur-
prises, on account of the fact, that the figure is positioned at least
12 meters above the viewer.

Due to the different weathering of the individual coloured ar-
eas, which can be seen using raking-light as well as in ultra vio-
let light, it is possible with high certainty to determine certain
pigments. This procedure can be confirmed in the comparison
with late archaic Greek sculptures, which show definite traces of
polychromy. One of the best preserved examples to compare is
the above mentioned Persian Horseman from the Acropolis in
Athens. Here one can observe creative features in general, typical
for Greek sculpture around 500 BC: colours are always applied
with the greatest possible contrast. This enhances the recognis-
ability of the elaborate ornamentation. The choice of pigments is
also canonical: for blue and green the copper-carbonate azurite
and malachite are used, for red a natural cinnabar or red ochre.
The brown and yellow tones were produced by using ochre,

Our reconstruction, which was realised on a marble mould
copy considers all observations and possibilities concerning the
analogy (colour plate IX, fig. 6). Natural pigments, similar to
those found in Antiquity were used.’ For the outer side of the
Archer’s bow gold-leaf was applied. The naked skin was painted
with haematite, a pigment, which was last discovered on the
colossal kouros of Samos.”
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Notes

| Brinkmann, Vinzenz: Farbigkeit der Terrakotten, in: Hauch des
Prometheus. Meisterwerke in Ton (Hrsg. FW. Hamdorf, 1996) pp.
25 fF. See also Brinkmann, Vinzenz: La polychromie de la sculpture
archaique en marbre, Pact 17 (1987) pp. 35 ff.

2 Furtwiingler. Adolf: Aegina. Das Heiligtum der Aphaia (1906) p.
301.
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Martini, W.: Die archaische Plastik der Griechen (1990), p. 53.
Special thanks to Mrs. Doris Lauenstein-Senff.

Red = cinnabar / blue = azurite / green = malachite / yellow ochre
and brown ochre.

6 Kyrieleis, H. / Kienast, H. / Neumann, G.: Der grosse Kuros von
Samos, Samos X (1996) pp. 23 ff, footnote 61.
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