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A Helmded Ionian 

WILLIAM R. BIERS 
University of Missouri-Columbia 

A mong the many small vases made to contain 
perfumes and precious unguents in the Greek 
world of the seventh and sixth centuries B. c., 

a number were fashioned in various shapes, such as 
those of animals, birds, humans and parts thereof, and 
as mythological beasts. These "plastic vases" were 
manufactured in centers ranging from the coast of Asia 
Minor to the cities of Etruscan Italy. A favorite and 
therefore common type was that of a male head wear­
ing a helmet. A previously unpublished example of 
one of these helmeted heads is in the collection of the 
Museum of Art and Archaeology of the University of 
Missouri (figs. 1-3)1; close counterparts can be found 
in the collections of the Fitzwilliam Museum, Cam­
bridge, England; The Walters Art Gallery, Baltimore; 
and The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 

The Missouri vase was made in a two-piece 
mold, back and front, with the exception of a wheel­
made vase mouth and handmade ridge and cheek­
pieces. It is decorated with black glaze-paint, added 
red and white, and incision. The object is complete 
and in good condition, except for some incrustation 
and several chips and scratches in the black glaze, 
partially as a result of overcleaning before acquisition 
by the museum. The vase is small and gives a solid 
impression to the viewer-"small, compact, and cosy 
in the hand," as Beazley put it in his comments on 
plastic vases of this type. 2 

2 The journal of The Walters Art Gallery 42/43(1984/85) 

The warrior's face seems to peek out from 
between the massive cheek-pieces of the helmet. His 
features are dominated by the large, arched eyes on 
either side of the straight, narrow nose. The outline of 
the eyes is in relief and painted black. Although there 
seem to be no traces of added white, other examples of 
helmeted-head vases lead to the expectation that the 
eyeball originally would have been painted white. The 
pupil is rendered in relief and is covered by black 
glaze-paint that does not touch either lid. A dot in 
added red can be seen at the center of each pupil. The 
face is further enlivened by narrow black eyebrows, a 
straight groove for the mouth, and a black mustache 
and beard, the latter indicated only by a blob of black 
glaze-paint. The remainder of the face was left in the 
natural color of the clay, or reserved, providing a con­
trast to the relatively highly decorated helmet that 
encloses it. 

The helmet of the Missouri vase is of a distinct 
type known as an Ionian helmet, and is familiar to us 
from plastic vases and a number of other artistic repre­
sentations. Unfortunately, no actual helmets of this 
kind have been found or at least identified. The Ionian 
helmet is distinguished from the more common Corin­
thian helmet by the lack of a strip to protect the nose 
and by a distinctive curved frontpiece (metopon) over 
the forehead. Ionian helmets are also distinctive in 
having a ridge that runs from back to front along the 



 

top of the helmet. This ridge terminates above the 

metopon in a rectangular projection. The intended use 

of this projection is debated; perhaps it had something 

to do with a crest that may have fitted into the ridge, or 

maybe it served simply as a reinforcement at a particu­

larly vulnerable spot. 3 

Each cheek-piece of the helmet is decorated by a 

double-incised line around its border, while the outer 

edges are left in reserve. A stripe in added red is con­

tained within the incised lines. The large cheek-pieces 

extend slightly below the chin of the warrior. They 

were apparently to be understood as hinged, since hor­

izontal hinges at their upper ends are indicated by 

incision. The metopon is also incised around its cir­

cumference with a double line containing a red stripe. 

In the center are the traces of a nine-pointed red-dot 

rosette. 

The rounded sides of the helmet are supported by 

a vertical neck guard that flares out gently at its base. 

The sides are decorated towards the front by an added 

red stripe between two incised lines and, towards the 

rear, by a roughly drawn and uncharacteristically hor­

izontally set acanthus bud. The three-petaled bud was 

red, but the central petal preserves some traces of 

added white. 
The helmet is topped by the previously men­

tioned ridge, which was painted red on its upper sur­

face. The vase mouth is set into the ridge, perhaps 

Figs. 1-3. Helmeted head Vase, Ceramic, East Greece, University of 
Missouri-Columbia, Museum of Art and Archaeology, no. 79. 79. 

where a real helmet would have had a vertical plume 

or other decoration. The mouth has a simple vertical 

neck, capped by a rounded lip. The upper surface of 

the vase mouth is decorated with red dots arranged 

around the filling hole. 

These little vases in the form of helmeted heads 

are products of East Greece; most of them come from 

Rhodes, although there are examples from elsewhere 
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and in other materials. 4 Many helmeted heads, as well 
as the Missouri example, belong to what is known as 
the "Gorgonian Class" of plastic vases, which is char­
acterized by a dark fabric and the use of added red and 
white for decoration. It has been suggested by Nicholls 
that Gorgonian Class vases may have been manufac­
tured in Kamiros on Rhodes. 5 Scholars have studied 
these vases in some detail in an attempt to divide the 
numerous examples into reasonable groups and to 
assign a relative chronology to them. There has been 
little outside evidence available from controlled exca­
vations, and attempts to provide chronology based on 
stylistic changes have provided rather widely differing 
results. Development based on differences in helmet 
shape, presence or absence of incised decoration and 
its shape, or other perceived differences have yielded a 
general framework of the last years of the seventh to 
the middle of the sixth century B. c. or slightly later, 
which also is the dating for plastic vases of the seventh 
and sixth centuries in general. The subject clearly 
needs further work. 6 

Several helmeted-head vases can be associated 
with the Missouri example on the basis of general 
shape and the treatment of the eyes. One of these is in 
the Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge (figs. 4 and 5) . 7 

A comparison of the two vases, particularly in profile 
view, indicates the close similarity in overall shape. 
Although the eyes of the Cambridge example have 
been somewhat recut in modem times, it is clear that 
they are also wide and staring. The Missouri and the 
Cambridge specimens both have incised opening lotus 
buds on the side of the helmet, and buds are a com­
mon decorative motif on helmeted-head vases.8 On the 
Cambridge vase, a broad red band runs down from 
the peak of the helmet and swings upward, terminat­
ing in a vertically placed lotus bud that is quite broad 
for its height-perhaps an indication of an early date. 
A comparison of the bud on the Cambridge vase with 
that on the Missouri example is not encouraging for 
the latter. Here the lotus is separate from the red band, 
but· seems to run next to it, although there is an illogi­
cal cross line just at the point where the upper incised 
line begins to curve towards the back. The horizontal 
placement of the bud is unparalleled, and its shape is 
also unusual.9 

The helmeted head in Cambridge is made of a 
white creamy clay, similar to Corinthian fabrics with 
which this white clay is sometimes confused. This fab­
ric classifies the vase as belonging to the "Pomegranate 

4 

Figs. 4, 5. Helmeted Head Vase, Ceramic, East Greece, Cambridge, 
England, Fitzwilliam Museum, no. GR. I. 1980. 

Class" of plastic vases, named after a common shape 
in this ware. These vases are also apparently from 
Rhodes, and have been assigned to Ialysos by 
Nicholls, who considers the Cambridge vase to be the 
earliest helmeted head attested so far in the "Pome­
granate Class." 10 

Another excellent example, at The Walters Art 
Gallery, Baltimore, may perhaps be grouped with the 
two previous vases (fig. 6). 11 Although lacking a lotus 
bud, the Baltimore example shares a general similarity 
in shape, as well as in the great staring eyes, whose 
pupils do not touch the eyelids. The fabric is dark, so 
the vase belongs with the Missouri head in the 
"Gorgonian Class." 

The final vase to be added here is the well-known 
helmeted head in New York (fig. 7). 12 Here again are 



 

Fig. 6. Helmeted Head Vase, Ceramic, East Greece, Baltimore, The 
Walters Art Gallery, no. 48.2126. 

Fig. 7. Helmeted Head Vase, Ceramic, East Greece, New York, Met· 
ropolitan Museum of Art, no. 41.162 . 74, Rogers Fund, 1941. 

the large, staring eyes and a general similarity m 
shape, though !his example is proportionally some­
what taller than the other three and is certainly more 
highly decorated with the unique Gorgon's head in the 
metopon and the elaborate use of incision. This vase 
has been dated as belonging to the late seventh century 
B.C. 13 

The four vases presented in this article are associ­
ated with one another by the general shape of the 
helmet and the large, seemingly archaic eyes. The hel­
met has an early feature in the slightly curving neck 
guard; later examples have much more widely spread­
ing guards. One might not be far wrong in assigning 
these vases to the beginning of the series of helmeted­
head vases and placing them at about 600 B.c . or m 
the years immediately following. 

NOTES 

I. Inv . no. 79 . 79. Gift of the Charles Ulrick Bay and Jose· 
phine Bay Foundation. H . 0.065 m; L. 0.06 m; W. 0 .041 m . 

2. J . D . Beazley, "Charinos," Journal of Hellenic Studies 49 
(1929), 40. 

3. The latest study on this particular type of helmet is K. H . 
Edrich , Der ionische Helm (Gottingen, 1969) (hereafter, Edrich). 
See alsoJ. Ducat, Les vases plastiques rhodiens (Paris, 1966), 27-29 
(hereafter, Ducat). R . M. Cook has recently suggested that the 
projection might have originated in the "seaming of a wholly 
leather helmet." His remarks also contain the significant earlier 
bibliography on the Ionian helmet-R. M. Cook, Clazomenian 
Sarcophagi, Kerameus 3 (Mainz, 1981), 123, n. 99. 

4. For another East Greek plastic vase in the collections of the 
Museum of Art and Archaeology, see W.R. Biers, "The Dozing 
Duck: A Rare Plastic Vase," MUSE 18 (1984), 26-34. For a 
brief discussion of non-Rhodian examples , see Ducat, 20-23 . 

5. The term "Gorgonian Class" was coined by M. I. Max­
imova in Les vases plastiques dans l'antiquite, trans. M . Carsow 
(Paris, 1927), vol. 1, 174-75 (hereafter, Maximova), and refers 
to a relatively rare form of plastic vase that has the characteris­
tics as described in this article. The term and the grouping it 
designates seem to have been accepted. For the attribution to 
Kamiros, American journal of Archaeology 61 (1957), 304. In a 
paper delivered at the 11th International Congress of Classical 
Archaeology, R . A. Higgins suggested that on the basis of clay 
analysis, these vases may have been made at Ephesos, Aspects of 
Ancient Greece, exh. cat. (Allentown, 1979), 135, n . 8. 

6. Ducat, 7-27 , divides the material into some eleven classes 
with many subdivisions and overlaps ranging in date from 
slightly before 610 e.c. (for N.Y. 41.162.74, see below) to 
slightly later than 570 e.c. Edrich, 5-70, places much of the 
same material into three main groups, also with many subdivi­
sions, dating from 610-530 e.c. and slightly later. The same 
object often finds quite different dates in each scheme. 

7. Inv. no. GR. I. 1980. MH. 0.062 m; W. 0 .049 m. I must 
thank Christopher Simon of the Fitzwilliam for permission to 
publish photos of this vase . 
8. For the motif, see Ch . Kardara, Rodiake Aggeiographia (Ath­

ens, 1963), 265, fig. 251; 266, fig. 253 ; 285, fig . 283. Also, 
Ducat, 180. 

9. Microscopic examination of the incision on the Missouri 
vase reveals no recutting other than some overzealous cleaning 
out of the incision . 
10. For the Pomegranate Class, see Maximova, 173. For the 
attribution to lalysos, American journal of Archaeology 61 (1957), 
304. Ducat dated the helmeted heads of the "Pomegranate 
Class" to 570-560 e .c., 15-18, 25, 165. The information con­
cerning the Cambridge vase was given to me orally by Dr. 
Nicholls, and I would like to thank him for discussing plastic 
vases and particularly the Cambridge example with me . See the 
Annual Report of the Fitzwilliam Museum Syndicate for the Year 1980, 
13, 23. 
11. The Walters Art Gallery, inv . no. 48.2126. H. 0.07 m. 
D. K. Hill, "Accessions to the Greek Collection," journal of The 
Walters Art Gallery 24 (1961), 44-45 ; Ducat, 8, no. 10 (Series B 
variant a) . Appreciation goes to Dr. Ellen Reeder Williams for 
permission to publish the photo of this piece . 
12. Metropolitan Museum of Art, inv. no. 41.162.74. H . 
0.073 m; L. 0.06 m . Ducat, 7, no. 1 (Series A). Most recently 
published in Aspects of Ancient Greece, exh. cat. (Allentown, 1979), 
134-35, no. 64. I would like to thank Dr. Joan Mertens for 
permission to illustrate this vase. 

13. Ducat, 25, considers the vase as being slightly earlier than 
his series B of ca. 610-600 e .c . 
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De Lycurgo Insano: 
The Dionysiac Frieze on a Silver 
Kantharos 
JON VAN DE GRIFT 
Columbia University 

For Ernst Kiinzl 

A ndre could do no more. Thinks the finders 

tried to clean with acids." 

This is the information from an antiqui­
ties dealer to Henry Walters in a letter of 1913 regard­

ing an ancient silver wine cup he had recently 

acquired. Thus, even before the vessel entered the col­
lection of The Walters Art Gallery (figs. 1-5), 1 the 

Parisian restorer Andre had found the object in a 

deplorable state. The corrosion of the surface of the 

cup has obscured conclusive identification of the 
repousee frieze, and prevented the vase from receiving 
the critical recognition it deserves. 

The vessel is a kantharos, a type of wine cup with 

a deep bowl, two loop handles and a high foot. With its 
present restored foot, the kantharos stands 55/s" (14.4 
cm) high. The two handles reportedly found with the 
vase disappeared before Mr. Walters acquired the 

object. The circumstances of the discovery of the vessel 
are not known. Apparently, the kantharos came to 

light sometime before 1907, and although it is said to 

have been found at Cyzicus (Kirmasti) in the Upper 

Nile area, there is no evidence to substantiate this 

claim. 
The subject matter of the relief frieze, situated 

below the vine scroll pattern on the rim, has com­

manded most of the attention among scholars who 

have studied the vase. Dionysos, the god of wine and 
ecstasy (fig. 1) stands in a biga being pulled by a pair of 
brawny centaurs (fig. 2). Presently, only the outline of 

6 Thejoumal of The Walters Art Gallery 42/43(1984/85) 

the god's mantle remains, but the raucous crew of 
satyrs, silenoi, and maenads who precede the biga 

makes it certain that we are dealing with a Dionysiac 

tale (figs. 3-5). The maenad leading the centaurs 
crashes her customary cymbals together as the beasts 

stampede over a fallen victim. This particular part of 

the relief frieze has led nearly all scholars to identify the 
scene as the Indian Triumph of Dionysos, one of the 

god's most celebrated exploits. 

B. Segall suggests that the triumphal procession is 
played by actors in a Dionysiac mime. 2 Some of the 
figures, such as the centaurs and "Silenos," (figs. 2 
and 5) display wide, gaping mouths, resembling the 
masks of Greek and Roman theater. According to 

Segall, who dated the cup to the late third century 
B. c., the scene may be related to the royal procession 
of Ptolemy Philadelphus. This pageant, colorfully 

described by Callixeinos and quoted by Athenaeus, 

was replete with mimes and tableaux on the god's 

mythical biography and miraculous powers. 3 From 

this point of view, the kantharos has been regarded as 

a product of Alexandrian metalwork, reflecting the 

Dionysiac themes intimately linked with the dynastic 

imagery of the Ptolemaic court. 
In a review of Segall's study, F. Matz, a leading 

authority on Dionysiac imagery, noted some peculiar 

iconographic features, discussed below, which led him 

to question the authenticity of the vessel. 4 These 
doubts were dispelled after a recent examination by E. 



 

Fig. I . Kantharos, Dionysos in a Centaur Biga, Silver, Baltimore, The Walters Art Gallery, no. 57 .929. 

Kiinzl. 5 In the present study, Terry Weisser, director of 
The Walters' Division of Conservation and Technical 
Research, reveals her findings on the technical and 
structural aspects of the kantharos. The traditional 
interpretation of the chronology and iconography of 
the vessel are open to question, however, and need to 
be reconsidered. 

The Baltimore kantharos conforms both techni­
cally and stylistically to the type of embossed silver 
vessel characterized by D. Strong as belonging to the 
first century B.c. and again in vogue around the time 
of Claudius and Nero.6 

Iconographic details of the frieze are also consis­
tent with this chronological range. Centaur pairs with 
raised forelegs pulling the triumphal wagon of 
Herakles, in a scheme similar to that on the kantharos 
(fig. 2), first appear as a numismatic type on coinage 
minted by M. Aureli Cotta in 139 B . c . 7 A silver sky­
phos of Tiberian date from the Boscoreale Treasure 
shows a triumphal biga with an eight-spoked wheel 
comparable to the one on the Baltimore cup. 8 Further­
more, the triumphal biga becomes a prominent motif 
on the Alexandrian coinage of Domitian.9 Each cen­
taur on the frieze appears to have held some object, 
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Fig. 2. Another view of Figure I, Cmtaur Biga and Mamad with Cymbals. 

Fig. 4. Another view of Figure I, The Raging King Lykourgos 1i-apped in 
the Vines. 

8 

Fig. 3. Another view of Figure I, Mamad with Torch, Satyr Restraining a 
Panther. 

Fig. 5. Another view of Figure I, Si/mos on a Donkey, Followed by a Satyr 
with a Sacrificial Bowl. 



 

Fig. 6. Drawing after Figure 1 with hypothetical position of handle attachments indicated Q. Van de Grift). 

now m1ssmg. Likewise, the centaurs in Domitianic 
coinage hold a small Nike figure. 10 Although the dam­
aged condition of the kantharos precludes assignment 
of a precise date, the evidence presented above points 
to the late first century B.C. or early first century A.o., 

and not earlier as Segall suggested. 
The triumphant centaur biga conveying Diony­

sos is the only portion of the frieze to which icono­
graphic importance has been attached. A consider­
ation of the entire frieze, however, leads to a new 
interpretation of the scene. 

The frieze consists of eleven figures arranged in 
what hitherto has been called a procession (fig. 6). 
Despite the missing handles, which usually are placed 
on a cup to coincide with the beginning and end of 
each scene on the frieze, the division between two sides 
of the Baltimore cup is apparent from the placement 
and movement of the figures. This frieze, in fact, con­
stitutes a unitary, continuous composition. The han­
dles, which originally extended from the rim to the 
curving underside of the bowl, 11 would have been situ­
ated on either side of Dionysos and his centaur biga, 
and the maenad who leads them. The remaining five 
bacchants (figs. 3-5) are then relegated to the other 
side of the cup. This division is warranted because of 
the break between the god and the figure immediately 
behind, who strides forcefully in the opposite direction 
(fig. 1 ). 

The bacchants on the other side all converge 
upon a central figure who apears to be writhing vio­
lently as ifin an orgiastic dance (fig. 4). From the left, 
a maenad brandishing a blazing torch and a tym­
panum follows a bearded satyr clad in a faunskin (fig. 
3). He seems to be restraining a panther that lunges 
forward with one forepaw raised before a cluster of 
grapes. Because of its grace and savage bestiality, the 
panther was the principal animal sacred to Dionysos. 12 

Silenos, the wise old satyr, approaches the central fig­
ure from the right astride a charging donkey (fig. 5). 

He is followed by another male figure, clad in a short 
apron, who holds out a small circular object, perhaps a 
sacrificial bowl. The donkey wears a broad collar, and 
tramples a victim in the same way that the centaurs do 
on the other side of the cup. Silenos holds a winesack, 
or perhaps the cultic winnowing fan, and a thyrsos-a 
Bacchic wand consisting of a staff tipped with a pine­
cone, ivy, or vine leaves-raised over his head. 
Because Silenos usually appears as a drunken old man 
about to fall off his reluctant donkey, this depiction of 
him as a mounted combatant is notable. 13 

The animated composition of the frieze, there­
fore, is not a procession; this is clear if the scene is 
"unrolled" from the cup, as in Figure 6. The bac­
chants converge on the writhing figure, who is placed 
in the center of the scene on the other side of the cup. 
Dionysos and his centaur biga are also part of the train 
of figures who approach from the left. The two con­
verging groups, as well as the fallen victims trampled 
by the centaurs and donkey at either end of the frieze, 
produce a symmetrical composition. 

The focus of the continuous scene around the 
cup, consequently, is not Dionysos, but rather, the soli­
tary figure toward whom all charge. The true identity 
of this figure provides the key to unlocking the enig­
matic Dionysiac subject of the frieze. 

Designated as a masked participant portraying a 
snake-wielding Silenos in the supposed Dionysiac 
mime, 14 the figure leans backward, with one knee bent 
and his right arm raised overhead. His position is fur­
ther emphasized because he is the only figure to appear 
frontally, framed between the branches of two leafy 
trees or shrubs. Presented in this way, the agitated 
"Silenos" constitutes a significant contrast to the 
poised, stately figure of Dionysos on the other side of 
the kantharos (fig. 1). 

Matz was particularly dubious about this "snake­
swinging Silenos," and he rightly observed that even 
by the Hellenistic period silenoi were no longer 
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Fig. 7. Rothschild Cup (copy drawing), Punishment of Lykourgos, Glass, London, British Museum. 

depicted in art as grotesque dancers with snakes. 15 

Indeed, it was this figure that led Matz to judge the 
cup as suspect. A more detailed inspection of the 
"Silenos" reveals that the figure, and consequently the 
subject of the entire scene, has been misinterpreted. 

The masks supposedly worn by the centaurs and 
"Silenos" are misreadings of the pitted surface caused 
by an early overzealous attempt to clean the vessel. 
Photographs of the kantharos taken soon after its dis­
covery reveal that the centaurs were once fully bearded 
and did not possess the mask-like mouths. 16 On closer 
inspection, moreover, the supposed mouths of the cen­
taurs and "Silenos" are not in alignment with the 
vertical axis of the face. Similar lacunae appear on 
nearly all of the projecting areas of the relief. Thus, the 
scene is not a procession of masked figures in a mime, 
but rather, some other Dionysiac episode. 

"Silenos" appears to be struggling with the ser­
pentine forms that entwine his limbs in thick, double 
coils, recalling the Vatican Laocoon.17 These serpen­
tine forms are actually plant tendrils stemming from a 
thick, knotted trunk near the figure's legs. The cluster 
of grapes suspended from the vines offer further proof 
for the vegetal nature of the coils. Thus, the figure is 
not Silenos engaged in a wild orgiastic dance, but 
rather, a victim trapped in the tendrils, and conse­
quently ready prey for Dionysos and his aggressive 
cortege. 

This problematic figure is not a member of 
Dionysos' circle of devotees, but rather, one of the 
god's principal mortal opponents: the legendary Thra­
cian king, Lykourgos. 18 Lykourgos, like Pentheus in 
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Euripides' Baccha,e, despised the cult and followers of 
Dionysos and so was ultimately destroyed by the god's 
wrath. 

A nearly identical depiction of the Punishment of 
Lykourgos appears on a glass cage-cup of the fifth 
century A.D., the so-called Rothschild Cup in the Brit­
ish Museum. 19 Scholars have linked the scene on the 
Rothschild Cup (fig. 7) to the story of Lykourgos' 
demise as it is recounted in Nonnos' fifth-century epic, 
the Dionysiaca. 20 According to this source, Lykourgos is 
about to slay the maenad-nymph Ambrosia with his 
double-edged ax, the bipennis, but at the very last 
moment the earth mother Gaia transforms her into a 
grapevine whose tendrils trap Lykourgos, rendering 
him defenseless against the revengeful god. 

A comparison between the friezes of both vessels 
(figs. 6 and 7) clearly reveals the schematic and icono­
graphic similarity of the two scenes. In both cases, 
Lykourgos appears as the trapped victim-frontal, 
bearded, struggling with the vines-as Dionysos and 
his throng rush in from both sides. 

The story presented in Nonnos' eclectic compila­
tion is only one of many different versions of 
Lykourgos' demise. The persecution of Dionysos and 
his ensuing triumphant revenge, in fact, constitute 
some of the most characteristic Dionysiac themes in 
Classical literature and art. 21 Other mortal opponents 
of the god who meet their doom include the Tyrrhe­
nian pirates, Pentheus, and the daughters of King 
Minyas of Orchomenos and of King Proitos of Argos. 
Narrative episodes in the life of Dionysos, including 
these tales of revenge, were featured in the Temple or 



Fig. 8. Mosaic, lykourgos and Ambrosia, Delos. 

Sanctuary of Dionysos at Athens. 22 Among the leg­
ends of Dionysiac hostility, the Lykourgos tale is one of 
the earliest attested in Classical literature. According 
to Homer (Iliad, 6.130), Lykourgos is blinded by Zeus 
and dies. Sophocles (Antigone, 955) portrays the Thra­
cian king finally submitting to Dionysos' power after 
having been walled up in a stony prison. Mythogra­
phers of the late Hellenistic period elaborate further on 
the Punishment of Lykourgos. He is variously blinded 
by Dionysos and then crucified (Diod. 3.65), tied to 
horses and torn asunder (Apoll. 3.5.1), or blinded and 
exposed to panthers (Hyg. Fab. 122). The grapevine, 
however, is one of the most prominent motifs in liter­
ary versions by authors during the Roman Empire. 
Servius relates a rendition in his commentary on Virgil 
(Aeneid 3.14) in which the king, raging in a fit of delir-

ium inflicted on him by Dionysos, kills his own sons 
and chops off his limbs, mistaking them for the vines of 
the god. 

The pictorial tradition of the legend is first 
attested in red-figured vase painting in which the rav­
ing king stands over a fallen maenad, or in some cases 
over his son, ready to strike with his bipennis. 23 The 
vine episode first appears, however, in a second­
century B.c. mosaic from Delos (fig. 8) and is elabo­
rated in reliefs and mosaics of the second and third 
centuries A.D., such as on a sarcophagus from Frascati 
(fig. 9) and a floor mosaic from Piazza Armerina (fig. 
10). 24 As on the frieze of the Baltimore kantharos, 
Lykourgos caught in the vines and wielding his bipennis 
is the central element of these compositions. Dionysos 
appears along with the thiasus, including a charging 
panther. Lykourgos is shown attacking a maenad on 
other luxury art objects contemporary with the Balti­
more kantharos, 25 but this vessel is the only extant 
version in early Imperial art in which the punishment 
of the king is depicted. 

The vine miracle also plays an important role in 
the legend ofTelephos. Dionysos Sphaleotas (i.e ., who 
causes one to stumble) traps Telep hos in grapevines 
during his pursuit of the Achaeans at M ysia. The epi­
sode was given monumental expression on the 
destroyed Scopaic west pediment of the Temple of 
Athena Alea at Tegea and on the center of the east wall 
of the Telephos frieze from the Pergamon altar in 
Berlin. The scheme on the Telephos frieze, fragmen­
tary though it is, is similar to the Hellenistic and 
Roman depictions of the Lykourgos episode, especially 
with regard to the epiphany of Dionysos. 26 

The Lykourgos episode presented on the Roths­
child Cup, therefore, constitutes important evidence 
for the identification of the problematic scene on the 
Baltimore kantharos. Both rely on some common 

Fig. 9. Sarcophagus (copy drawing}, lykourgos and Ambrosia, Marble, Frascati, Villa Taverna. 
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Fig. 10. Mosaic, Lykourgos and Ambrosia, Piazza Armerina. 

scheme, and in each case the artist has adapted the 

scene for a decorative frieze on a costly wine cup. 
The two compositions, as well as the mosaics and 

reliefs associated with the Rothschild Cup, differ how­

ever, in two significant respects. On the Baltimore kan­

tharos, neither Gaia nor Ambrosia is present. The 

vines spring from two separate trunks on either side of 

the doomed king. Moreover, the repeated image of the 

trampled victim at either end of the frieze is without 

parallel in the extant repertoire of this Dionysiac story. 

These two iconographic peculiarities must now be 

addressed. 
The fallen victim trampled by a horse is a stan­

dard motif in the repertoire of Hellenistic battle scenes. 

Comparable types are found, for example, on the 

frieze from the Temple of Artemis at Magnesia. 27 The 

scheme of the fallen figure with one arm outstretched 

beneath a horse is also found on Roman sarcophagi of 

the Amazonomachy series. 28 In addition, the motif 

occurs in a Bacchic context on a sarcophagus from 

Cortona, illustrating Dionysos' battle with the Ama­
zons . 29 

The Silenos who drives his donkey over the vic­

tim· is, as remarked earlier, unusual in the Bacchic 

repertoire. Here again a figural scheme has been 

adopted from another iconographic context. The mode 

of attack with one shielded arm outstretched and the 

other hand holding a lance ready is a scheme exempli­

fied by the icongraphy of the Furies. The Fury on a 

sarcophagus in the Lateran extends one arm wrapped 

with a large serpent in a depiction of Orestes' bloody 

revenge. 30 Since Furies were spirits of punishment and 

avengers of the violation of respect, law, religion, and 
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social customs, this modification of the pose of Silenos 

implies the role of a Fury, an appropriate gloss on the 

Lykourgos story. 
The presence of two trodden bodies on the kan­

tharos, however, may be more than just a general ref­

erence to the triumph of Dionysos over Lykourgos. A 

literary version of the episode may explain these two 

victims, as well as the absence of Ambrosia and Gaia. 

An anonymous Hymn to Dionysos3 1 compiled in the 

third century A.D. but consisting of older epic material 

provides a close literary analogue to the Lykourgos 

epi_sode depicted on the Baltimore kantharos. Accord­

ing to this account, the doomed king is confounded 

first by thunder and lightning sent by a revengeful 

Dionysos, and following this he is scourged with 

branches wielded by satyrs and maenads. 32 Driven to 

madness, Lykourgos imagines that he is being 

attacked by serpents. Cytis and two sons Astacius and 

Ardys try to rescue their father Lykourgos, but in a 

rage he mistakes his offspring for serpents and kills 

them both. As a reward for past attempts to warn 

Lykourgos of his hubris, Cytis is rescued from the 

carnage by Dionysos. One last punishment is inflicted 

on Lykourgos before he is sent to Hades: 

Still Dionysos abated not his wrath: as Lykourgos 
stood unflinching, yet frenzied by distress, the god 
spread vines about him and fettered all of his limbs . 
His neck and both ankles imprisoned, he suffered 
the most pitiable doom of all men on earth. 33 

In both the Hymn and the frieze of the kantharos, 

the action is focused on Lykourgos and the fate he 

suffers at the wrath of Dionysos. As on the kantharos, 

neither Gaia nor Ambrosia plays a role. Lykourgos 

first suffers the tragedy of killing both of his sons whom 

he mistakes for avenging serpents. Following this, the 

vine trap is effected directly through the agency of 

Dionysos. 
Thus the two trampled victims on the kantharos 

may serve as both a general image of defeat and also as 

a specific reference to the version of the episode 

recorded in the Hymn. The imagery of the serpents and 

of the vines sent by Dionysos may also reflect the dis­

tinctive narrative version that is preserved in the anon­

ymous Hymn. The Baltimore kantharos is the only 

known pictorial representation of this version of the 

Lykourgos episode, and the earliest example in which 

Gaia and Ambrosia are omitted. The miniature frieze 

on the kantharos may reflect some lost late Hellenistic 

or early Imperial scheme, perhaps a monumental 



 

painted panel or relief, upon which subsequent repre­
sentations of the same scheme on Roman mosaics and 
sarcophagi depend. The episode in the Hymn and the 
scene on the frieze of the kantharos, therefore, both 
may ultimately depend on a common mythographic 
source. 

At first view the use of the Lykourgos theme as 
decoration for an expensive wine cup can be under­
stood as a reference to the great power of Dionysos: a 
lively story from the mythology of Dionysos is a fitting 
accompaniment to the drinking of the gods' sacred 
liquid. Further consideration of the way in which the 
same episode is treated by Greek and Latin poets 
roughly contemporary with the manufacture of the 
kantharos provides new insights into the choice of the 
Lykourgos theme as decoration for costly drinking 
silver. 

As early as Homer the episode of Lykourgos' 
demise provided a Classical example of the terrible fate 
resulting from hubris. 34 This particular aspect of the 
theme is most popular among poets of the first century 
B.c. and the first century A.D. One of the anonymous 
poems of the Palatine Anthology (16.27) describes a 
bronze statue of Lykourgos ready to swing his ax at a 
vine; he is characterized as overbold and insolent. A 
number of other poets from the Anthology consistently 
refer to the vine episode ofLykourgos when addressing 
the subject of wine, and in particular, unsuitable wine 
made from unripened grapes. 35 

In one of his most elegant epigrams Philip (9.561) 
embellishes an invective against sour wine by referring 
to Lykourgos' zeal in ripping the vine shoots of Diony­
sos out of the ground. To illustrate his caution against 
harvesting unripened grapes, Leonidas of Alexandria 
urges the reader to remember the fate of Lykourgos 
(9. 79). 

Tiberius lulus, writing early in the first century 
A.D. curses the person who harvests unripened grapes 
and condemns him to be an enemy of Dionysos 
"because, like Lykourgos, he quenched good cheer in 
its youth. Haply by that drink had some man been 
moved or found relief from plaintive grief' (9.375). 36 

Horace makes similar use of mythological exam­
ples to warn against the excesses ofwine.37 In Ode 1.18 
he cites the rowdy Sithonians, 38 and then the centaurs. 
The centaurs were also used in a similar vein for the 
frieze on a pair of early Imperial silver scyphi from the 
Berthouville Treasure, where they are part of an elabo­
rate allegory on the diverse effects of wine. 39 

Opposition to, as well as overindulgence in, the 
gifts of Bacchus are thus both contrary to the ideal of 
moderation demanded by the god. Those who refuse 
to drink the wine of Dionysos are struck with mania. 40 

In opposing the god, ripping out his vine shoots, and 
stalking his maenad devotees, Lykourgos became a 
notorious spoiler of Dionysos' most precious gift to 
humankind. The legendary triumph of Dionysos over 
Lykourgos as presented on the kantharos is thus con­
sistent with the moralizing use of this theme by early 
Imperial poets. For both the poets' audience and the 
owner of the costly kantharos, the mythical demise of 
Lykourgos served as an appropriate and entertaining 
theme for convivial enjoyment, and perhaps also as a 
warning not to drink too much. 

The Lykourgos kantharos, as the wine cup in The 
Walters Art Gallery may now be designated, consti­
tutes a significant example of the use of Dionysiac 
imagery in luxury art of the late Republic and early 
Empire. Dionysiac themes pervade many aspects of 
private life during these eras, especially as ornament 
for wine vessels fashioned from silver, precious stone, 
and cameo glass, marble and stucco reliefs, and wall 
paintings. The repertoire, including scenes from myth 
and cult, depends on models from the late Classical 
and Hellenistic periods, from which time the imagery 
ofDionysos and the idea ofluxury had been intimately 
linked. The interpretation offered here of the 
Lykourgos kantharos sheds light not only on the choice 
of Bacchic imagery for a costly wine cup, but also on 
the creative processes of adaptation manifested in the 
art and poetry of Rome during a critical phase of 
Hellenization. 

NOTES 
1. The Walters Art Gallery, Baltimore, acc. no. 57 .929. 

D. K. Hill, Greek and Roman Metalware, exh. cat. (Baltimore, 
1976), no. 64, and additional bibliography. The present study is 
adapted from my Ph.D. dissertation, "Dionysiaca: Bacchic 
Imagery in Roman Luxury Art of the Late Republic and Early 
Empire" (Columbia University, 1985), 135-64. A preliminary 
version of my research on the Walters vessel was presented at the 
85th General Meeting of the Archaeological Institute of Amer­
ica (Cincinnati, 1983); for an abstract see American Journal of 
Archaeology 88 (1984), 263. I would like to express my gratitude 
to Dr. Diana Buitron, former Curator of Greek and Roman Art 
at The Walters Art Gallery, who gave me permission to study 
the vessel, and to Dr. Ellen Reeder Williams, current Associate 
Curator of Ancient Art, who encouraged me to publish it along 
with the technical report by Ms. Terry Drayman Weisser, direc­
tor of Conservation and Technical Research. I also wish to 
thank the following scholars who commented on earlier versions 
of the research: Ernst Kiinzl, Richard Brilliant, Andrew Oliver, 
Jr., Warren G. Moon, Dorothy Kent Hill, and Evelyn Harri­
son. 
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The Walters Silver Kantharos: 
A Technical Study 

TERRY DRAYMAN WEISSER 
The Walters Art Gallery 

A I though the authenticity of a late Hellenistic 
silver kantharos depicting Dionysos and 
Lykourgos in the collection of The Walters Art 

Gallery (57.929) is now generally accepted,1 perplex­
ing questions remain, which may be elucidated by a 
review of the object's history and an examination of its 

present condition. Some of the questions addressed in 
this study are: How and why has the vessel changed 
throughout its history? How was it made? What parts 
of the extant vessel are original? What are its metallic 
constituents? What was its appearance when it left the 
hands of the craftsman? 

The earliest known photographs (figs. 1 and 2) 
and description of the kantharos appear in the 1907 
Jahrbuch des kaiserlich deutschen archaeologischen Instituts. In 
an article describing objects from the Egyptian delta, 
0. Rubensohn says of the kantharos: 

Nur durch zwei vor der Reinigung angefertigte 
Aufnahmen . . . kann hier sodann der kostbare 
silberne Becher veranschaulicht werden, als <lessen 
Fundstatte das Delta bezeichnet wurde. Das prach­
tige Prunkgefass ist spater einer griindlichen Reini­
gung unterzogen worden, aus der es sehr gut her­
vorgegangen sein soil. Ich habe es in diesem 
Zustand aber nicht mehr gesehen, kann darum 
iiber Technik und Einzelheiten keine Angaben 
machen. Von den in einer Bliite endenden Henkeln 
ist nur der eine erhalten, von dem anderen sind nur 
Reste der spiralfi:irmig gewundenen Ranken, mit 
denen die Henkel am Gefassrand ansitzen, vorhan­
den. Ein von Rundstaben oben und unten einge­
fasser Eierstab umgibt die Miindung des Bechers, 
darunter sind, den Reliefstreifen oben abschlies-
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send, Girlanden aufgehangt. Das Hochrelief, mit 
dem der Becher geziert ist, stellt Dionysos mit 
seinem Gefolge in der Gigantomachie .... 2 

There are several points to note in the preceding 
text. Rubensohn gave a detailed description of a com­
plete handle, terminating in a flower with a spiral of 
twisting tendrils at the join with the rim, and men­
tioned the remnant of a second handle of which only 
the spiral remained. He wrote of decorative motifs and 
garlands around the rim above the narrative frieze. He 
described the high relief frieze that depicts Dionysos, 
standing in a biga drawn by centaurs and accompanied 
by his retinue. Of equal significance is that he men­
tioned a thorough cleaning of the vessel that was car­
ried out. Rubensohn stated that he had not seen the 
kantharos in its cleaned condition and therefore had to 
wait to make a more thorough examination of the 
cleaned original in order to describe individual features 
and technique. The photographs that accompanied his 
text (figs. 1 and 2) show the vessel before it underwent 
cleaning. 

Through a purchase arranged by the dealer 
Dikran Kelekian in 1913, the kantharos entered The 
Walters from the Dattari collection in Cairo. Its state at 
that time, which also represents its present state, can 
be seen in Figures 3 and 4. There are several impor­
tant changes to be noted in the later photographs. Both 
the complete handle and the remnant of the other han­
dle are missing; a foot has been added; losses in the 
decorative band around the rim make the motifs noted 



 

Fig. I. Kantharos, Silver, Baltimore, The Walters Art Gallery, no. 
5 7. 929 (pre-restoration photograph). 

Fig. 3. Kantharos, Silver, Baltimore, The Walters Art Gallery, 
no.57.929 (present condition). 

Fig. 2. Another view of Figure I (pre-restoration photograph). 

Fig. 4. Another view of Figure 3 (present condition). 
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Fig. 5. Another view of Figure 3 (present condition, detail). 

by Rubensohn unrecognizable; many features in the 
narrative frieze have become less distinct; there are 
holes through many of the high points of the relief­
and the figure of Dionysos, which once occupied a 
focal position in the scene, is missing; only his drapery 
remains (see fig . 5). 

It is unclear who was responsible for the altera­
tions to the kantharos, which took place sometime 
between Rubensohn's viewing of it prior to 1907 and 
its acquisition by Henry Walters in 1913. The changes 
may have been due to the "cleaning" mentioned by 
Rubensohn in the 1907 publication, for at that time it 
was not uncommon for objects entering the art market 
to undergo "cosmetic" treatment in an attempt to 
bring out their original attributes or, in some cases, to 
enhance their general appearance. Damaged pieces 
were often rendered "whole" in appearance by the 
replacement of missing parts and, in some cases, by 
the removal of incomplete original parts. Alterations of 
this kind were meant to improve the marketability and 
value of an object. Original parts removed from one 
object were sometimes "married" to another. It is thus 
possible that the beautiful handle with a flower and a 
spiral of twisted tendrils from the Walters kantharos 
today graces another vessel in another collection. 

The kantharos passed through the hands of Leon 
Andre, a well-known restorer in Paris, before it 
reached The Walters' collection. According to a note 
by Kelekian in 1913, "Andre could do no more. 
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Thinks the finders tried to clean with acids. " 3 What is 
not clear is whether Andre was responsible for the 
thorough cleaning mentioned by Rubensohn, the 
removal of the handles, the loss of surface detail and/or 
the addition of a foot; or whether any or all of these 
changes occurred before the kantharos reached Andre. 

According to a report from the files of The Metro­
politan Museum of Art, the kantharos was scrutinized 
by Francis Taylor, then director of the Worcester Art 
Museum, early in 1937. Taylor's observations are of 
interest; he was convinced of the antiquity of the 
object, but felt that it "had suffered rather than 
improved in the restorer's hands." In the same docu­
ment Taylor recalled Andre's procedures on other sil­
ver objects, which may provide some insight into this 
restorer's techniques: 

. .. after cleaning the book-covers had been washed 
down with a toning fluid, and this same fluid , I 
believe, has been used on the chalice. Its counter­
part in metal restoration is what Marcel Aubert 
calls in stone sculpture "jus des antiquaires. " 
What apprently happened in this case of the book­
covers when they were originally cleaned was that 
they came out too bright, and Andre decided to put 
back a little of the antique appearance by washing 
down with a silver chloride solution . 4 

The kantharos has not undergone any significant 
conservation treatment since it entered The Walters' 
collection. 

The body of the kantharos is composed primarily 
of three separately made but joined pieces: an outer 
shell, an inner liner, and a decorative band. The silver 
outer shell comprises the narrative frieze and the 
ribbed section below the frieze panel. It was decorated 
by working from the reverse in the repousse technique, 
and most likely was chased on the exterior surface to 
create crisp detail. The wheel of the biga was made 
separately and attached, probably by a rivet. Append­
ages of some of the figures (for example, the legs of the 
centaurs) stand out freely above the surface and may 
also have been attached. 

Through microscopic examination of the narra­
tive frieze, traces of gilding have been found in several 
areas, mostly preserved within the corrosion layers. 
Figure 6 shows the suspected areas of gilding in the 
original design, based on the locations of these traces. 
Other areas may also have been gilded. 

Within the outer shell a plain silver liner can be 
seen, which shows evidence of lathe-turning marks on 
its surface. The uppermost part of the liner can be seen 



 

Fig. 6. Drawing after Figure 3 with possible areas of gilding shaded in 
U- Van de Grift). 

on the exterior since it extends beyond the height of the 

outer narrative frieze and forms the rim of the vessel. 
A separate band, once decorated with ivy garlands and 
other motifs, was joined, probably with solder, to the 
flange of the rim on the exterior to bridge the gap 
between the rim and the outer shell's narrative frieze. 
The method of joining the band to the frieze may also 
have been by soldering. Due to its present condition, 
however, it is no longer possible to determine the tech­
nique used to decorate this band. 

Modern alterations to the kantharos make further 
study of the structure difficult. There is no trace of the 
attachment sites of the original handles, which were 
probably cast. The method of manufacture and attach­
ment of the original foot, now missing, cannot be 
determined from the physical evidence that remains. 
The replacement foot may, in fact, be ancient, but it is 
not from this kantharos. 

Figure 7 shows the structure of the kantharos as 
revealed by radiography. The liner within the repousse 
shell and the airspace between the outer shell and liner 
can be seen quite clearly. The decorative motifs below 
the rim can be discerned more easily in the radiograph 
than on the object itself. The replacement foot appears 
to be attached only to the outer shell of the vessel. 

There are several extant vessels from the Helle­
nistic period that are decorated by the repousse tech­
nique in high relief backed with an inner liner.'' The 
purpose of the liner was probably both practical and 
aesthetic. In order to create the high relief of the narra­
tive frieze, the metal had to be stretched and, conse­
quently, thinned to its limit. Sometimes the craftsman 
might have misjudged this limit and actually broken 
through the silver metal. In any case, the thinnest 
areas of metal-those areas in highest relief-probably 
required strengthening. The usual method was to rein­
force with lead filling on the reverse. 6 The liner would 
cover up the lead fills and, in addition, would prevent 
the contents of the vessel from collecting in the hollows 
of the design during use. The liner also makes the 
vessel sturdier. One can only speculate, thinking in 

Fig. 7. Radiograph of Figure 3. 

modern-day terms, that another reason for the con­
struction of the kantharos might have been to insulate 
the contents of the vessel, since the airspace created 
between the inner liner and outer shell would slow 
down changes in temperature . Another possibility is 
that the kantharos was so designed to create the illu­
sion of greater capacity than the actual volume of the 
liner, as in some of today's thick-walled sundae glasses 
and some cosmetic containers. 

It has been stated that the missing figure of 
Dionysos, who once stood in the centaur-drawn biga, 
was cast separately and added to the surface. 7 This is 
certainly plausible since the technique was in use dur­
ing the Hellenistic period. It is difficult to understand 
why one figure would have been cast and added sepa­
rately, however, unless it was intended to contrast with 
the rest of the design. Since Dionysos was the most 
important figure in the frieze, he may have been cast 
separately in gold to emphasize his significance. If the 
surface of the frieze was at least partially gilded, 
though, as the remaining traces suggest, it seems more 
likely that Dionysos would simply have been gilded to 
create the contrast. 
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Fig. 8. Radiograph of Figure 3 (composite view). 

From an examination of the condition of the 

metal around the missing figure, the most likely expla­

nation for the figure's removal is overzealous cleaning. 

The figure of Dionysos may have been very brittle or 

completely converted to corrosion products, leaving it 

especially vulnerable to damage. During cleaning or 

improper handling, it may have been accidentally 

crushed or inadvertently removed by chemicals. 

Some scholars have raised questions regarding 

the authenticity of various parts of the kantharos. 8 The 

foot is justifiably suspect since it was added after the 

photographs in Rubensohn's article were made. It is 

not clear, however, why the inner liner and at least 

parts of the rim have been doubted. The fine condition 

of large areas of the inner liner may have prompted 

some concern. It should be noted, though, that the 

liner contains areas of severe corrosion and loss that 

correspond to equally corroded areas of the outer shell. 

A new liner used as a restoration certainly would be 

complete, and an attempt would have been made to 

give strength to the weakened areas of the outer shell 

by supporting it with the sturdy liner. 
In theory, the good state of preservation of the 

liner can be explained by the differences in the manu­

facturing techniques between it and the narrative 

frieze. As a rule , when two similar metals are together 

in a burial environment, the one with the most stress 
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in its structure will corrode first, and even afford some 

protection to the less stressed metal. In the case of the 

Walters kantharos, the narrative frieze would have 

been highly stressed from the techniques used to pro­

duce the design. Moreover, the craftsman probably did 

not remove the stress through annealing after working, 

since the process would have left the metal of the frieze 

too soft and vulnerable during use. By comparison, the 

liner would have been relatively unstressed and there­

fore less likely to corrode while in contact with the 

narrative frieze during burial. 

The edge of the rim appears to be one piece with 

the liner. A flange on the rim abuts the separate deco­

rative band on the exterior around the top of the ves­

sel. Since the original decoration on the band, 

described by Rubensohn but apparently now missing 

from the surface, is preserved in the remaining corro­

sion layers (see radiograph, fig. 8), there can be no 

question about the authenticity of this part. 

In general, the state of preservation of the kan­

tharos is poor. Aside from about two-thirds of the inner 

liner and the rim, the vessel is fragmentary and brittle. 

There is no evidence that the original foot was ever 

found, and the whereabouts of the handles is 

unknown. 
The extent of the corrosion, combined with inap­

propriate cleaning techniques, has led to further loss. 



 

Apparently, motifs on the decorative band below the 
rim were preserved only in the corrosion layers. The 
method of cleaning employed did not take this fact into 
account, and that led to almost total loss of this decora­
tive element. It is likely that the narrative frieze lost 
detail for the same reason. 

There are holes through almost all of the high 
points of the relief. These holes were thought by some 
scholars to be intentional, since the holes gave many of 
the faces a mask-like quality. This mistaken interpreta­
tion led to serious problems in understanding the ico­
nography of the frieze scene.9 The most probable 
explanation for these holes, however, is corrosion. The 
highest points in the relief would also be the thinnest 
and most stressed from working, which would lead to a 
rapid rate of corrosion and loss of metal. Many of these 
areas would likely have been filled or backed with lead 
during manufacture. Lead is particularly susceptible to 
attack by both acids and bases. This fact, combined 
with the lead's proximity to the silver, which would 
stimulate galvanic corrosion, would also explain loss in 
these high relief areas during burial and subsequent 
cleaning. 

Radiography, as well as a study of the surface 
with the naked eye, under the microscope, and with 
ultraviolet light, demonstrate the extent to which the 
kantharos has been damaged and repaired. Radio­
graphs (see fig. 8) confirm that beneath a gray, putty­
like restoration material and the corrosion, the metal is 
cracked and broken in many places and completely lost 
in others. From all indications the figures are original, 
and although they have suffered loss of detail, and 
some holes remain, there are no major areas of restora­
tion on them. A major loss comprising approximately 
one-third of the liner, and several losses in the back­
ground areas of the outer shell have the gray, putty-like 
material applied to them. A thin wash of a mat gray 
substance can be easily removed from the well­
preserved areas of the liner and some well-preserved 
areas on the outer shell by rubbing. Is this thin gray 
layer a natural corrosion product, or could this be the 
jus des antiqU(J,ires applied by Andre to tone the too­

bright areas, as mentioned by Francis Taylor? 
The kantharos was analyzed by the energy dis­

persive X-ray fluorescence technique. 10 This method 
was chosen because it does not require the removal of 
samples from the object, although there are drawbacks 
associated with it. The results are qualitative or semi­
quantitative at best, and the analysis is restricted to the 

accessible surface of the object. These findings can lead 
to misinterpretation, since the surface of a metal object 
is not necessarily representative of its composition as a 
whole. In addition, leaching and corrosion from burial 
or from cleaning can occur, leading to an alteration in 
the composition of that surface. This analytical tech­
nique can be used, however, to determine which ele­
ments higher than 18 on the Periodic Table are cur­
rently present on the surface. 

The data obtained from the analysis shows that 
the silver is fairly pure and consistent overall, with the 

exception of the foot. Approximately 1.5% copper is 
present, along with smaller amounts of lead and iron. 
Bromine was found over the surface, which may be a 
result of corrosion during burial or perhaps was added 
during "restoration." Chlorine content could not be 
determined, since it is not within the detection range of 
the instrument that was used. A minimum of 0.5% 
gold was found over the entire surface of the kan­
tharos, with higher levels in the relief areas. Zinc was 
found in the foot, but no significant amount was 
detected elsewhere on the kantharos. 

Silver of the Hellenistic period has been reported 
to be quite pure, with additions of copper and gold in 
small amounts. 11 Such a small amount of copper found 
on the surface of the kantharos can be misleading, 
since this element could easily have been leached out 
during burial or cleaning. It is likely, therefore, that a 
higher percentage of copper than the data indicates 
was originally alloyed with the silver. The presence of 
iron could be due to impurities and soil accretions on 
the surface of the vessel. The lead may have been an 

intentional addition to the alloy, or may be present as a 
constituent of the original ore source, or may simply 
have been used as a fill material in the holes on the 
surface. The quantity of gold found overall indicates 
either that gold was an intentionally alloyed element or 
that the entire surface of the vessel was gilded. The 
higher amounts of gold found in the relief areas would 
indicate that the former is true and that only areas of 
the frieze were gilded, as is supported by the traces of 
gilding found in the corrosion layers of the frieze. Since 
the foot is not original to the object, it is not surprising 
that the data obtained for it is at least somewhat differ­
ent; the difference in the amount of zinc found in the 
foot is significant. 

The Walters silver kantharos, at the time of its 
manufacture, must have been magnificent. From an 
examination of its composition, structure, and traces 
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of its original decoration, we are able to imagine a 

gleaming footed vessel with graceful handles that ter­

minate in floral motifs. A decorative band of ivy vines 

running around the rim ties together the decorative 

elements with the iconography of the frieze, as Diony­

sos rides in triumph and Lykourgos struggles with 

vines that entwine his limbs. The figures in the frieze 

stand out in high relief and are partially gilded, giving 

additional richness to the cup as light and shadow play 

over the forms. 
By tracing the history of the kantharos, one can 

see how it has changed physically through deteriora­

tion and so-called restoration. These physical changes 

led to a misinterpretation of the iconography of the 

frieze design and questions concerning the vessel's 

authenticity. It is hoped that this study, along with 

forthcoming metallographic examination and conser­

vation treatment, will lead to a clearer understanding 

and greater appreciation of the kantharos by future 

scholars. 
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A Bronze Matrix in The Walters 
Art Gallery 
ELLEN REEDER WILLIAMS 
The Walters Art Gallery 

A mong those· objects surviving from Antiquity 

are a small number that did not function as 

finished works of art, but rather as implements 

for the use of artisans. Such items are of special interest 

both because they shed light on ancient technical pro­

cedures and because they constitute a kind of personal 

legacy from the ancient world. Used often by their 
owners, these pieces were not intended for public dis­

play and were unintentionally bequeathed to us. 
Within this category of objects are those used in the 
metalworking technique of matrix hammering, a 
process by which a sheet of metal was pressed against 
an intaglio representation to produce a thin metal 
relief. Although the technique was widespread among 

Greek and Roman metalworkers, 1 surviving matrices 
are disappointingly few, probably because once their 

usefulness had ended, matrices were melted down to 

salvage the substantial amounts of bronze that they 

contained. 
~ecause of the paucity of examples, an unpub­

lished matrix in The Walters Art Gallery takes on par­
ticular interest2 (figs. 1-7). Of unknown provenance, it 

has a rectangular shape and bears representations on 

each of its six sides. The carving is very shallow, with 
no undercutting that would impede the removal of the 

relief from its matrix. As seen in the casts (fig. 7), a 

narrow ridge on each side functions as a ground line. 

One of the short ends bears the device of a rampant 
winged griffin seen in right profile (figs. 1, 7). On the 
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opposite end a spherical vessel is flanked by two sym­

metrical rearing rams whose forelegs almost touch 

(figs. 2, 7). Two of the long sides bear images of a 

winged Eros. In one scene he strides forward in right 
profile, a long staff with a curving tip resting in the 

crook of his left arm. Drapery hangs behind his back 

and over his left arm, and in his right hand is what 
appears to be a bird (figs. 3, 7). On the adjacent side 
Eros is seen again, turned three-quarters to his left. 

His left arm is not shown and his right forearm is 
concealed by drapery. Behind him is a Corinthian 
column and, in front of the shaft, as if clinging to his 

left elbow, is a rabbit (figs. 4, 7). Depicted on the 
adjacent side is Athena, who turns slightly to her right, 

where we see an incense burner towards which her 
right arm is extended (figs. 5, 7). Her left leg is relaxed 
and in her left arm she carries a spear, which is partly 

concealed by her shield. Her triple-crested helmet is 

pushed back upon the crown of her head, and under­
neath her aegis is a peplos whose overfold is girded just 

beneath her breasts. The remaining side of the matrix 

bears an image of Zeus, who stands facing, his left 
hand clasping a long staff to his side. His head is 

inclined towards an eagle that is perched in his lowered 

right hand (figs. 6, 7). 
The approximate date of the matrix can be estab­

lished without difficulty because the motifs of the grif­

fin and the rams with a vessel find parallels among the 
Campanian terra-cotta reliefs that date from the first 



 

Figs. 1-6. Matrix, Bronze, Baltimore, The Walters Art Gallery, no. 54.1191 . 

Fig. 7. Casts made from Figure 1. 

century B .c . to the beginning of the second century 
A.D. 3 The ancestry of the figure of Athena lies in the 
late Hellenistic period, when elongated proportions 
and high girding were in fashion, and when incense 
burners of a similar type were being made. 4 The mul­
tiple crests of her helmet, as well as the manner in 
which they are shown without foreshortening, com­
pare with late Hellenistic renderings of the Athena 
Parthenos, whose elaborate helmet was surely the pro­
totype for the version on this matrix. 5 Further compat­
ible with the neoclassical leanings of the late Hellenistic 
age is the archaizing tiptoed stance of the Erotes. All of 
these features suggest a date for the matrix between the 
first century B.c. and the early second century A .D. 

The function of the reliefs made in this matrix is 
more difficult to determine. Although the incense 
burner accompanying Athena has religious connota­
tions, the decorative tone of the griffin, rams, and 
Erotes are best suited to secular use. Reliefs made in 
this matrix were almost certainly intended for decora­
tive use, perhaps as appliques for clothing, or as orna­
ments for a belt or a diadem.6 The artist probably 
worked with a silver sheet, which is more malleable 
than bronze and cheaper than gold, which certainly 
also could have been used. 

Surprisingly few Greek and Roman bronze 
matrices are known. Reliefs made in a seventh-century 
B.C. example in the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, 
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Figs. 8a-d . Matrix, Bronze, Oxford, Ashmolean Museum, no. G 437 . 

were used to produce funerary bands (figs. 8, 9). 7 Like 
the Walters example, the matrix is small and every side 
bears representations in intaglio so that no part of the 
bronze surface is wasted. A second example, of late 
Hellenistic or Roman date, in The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York, served for the manufac­
ture of votive reliefs. 8 This specimen is larger than the 
others and very flat, but both sides are economically 
filled with a profusion of discrete images. Somewhat 
different is a bronze matrix at The Johns Hopkins 
University, which was used to produce cuirass pteryges 
that were possibly applied to parade armor of the first 
or second century A . O. (figs. 10, 11 ).9 The dimensions 
of the matrix were obviously dictated by the size of the 
image so that no space on the obverse is unused, but 
the reverse is completely unworked, an indicator of 
either carelessness or affiuence. 

A fourth bronze matrix is in The Fogg Art 
Museum, Cambridge, Massachusetts, and has the 
shape of a thin disc, which is worked on both sides 
(figs. 12-14).10 The circumference of the matrix coin-
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Figs. 9a-d. Casts made from Figure 8. 

cides with and was determined by the dimensions of 
one of the representations. In that scene (figs. 12, 14) a 
guilloche border in relatively low relief surrounds a 
convex field in which a hybrid being is seen in left 
profile. A nude female torso segues into a snaky form 
from which protrude three canine heads and five or six 
canine forelegs. The maiden's hand is drawn back and 
holds the end of a trident, which she is about to thrust 
forward. In her outstretched right hand is a snail or a 
squid. The figure is undoubtedly Scylla, whose marine 
habitat explains her flowing locks of hair. The repre­
sentation on the opposite side of the matrix also has a 
circular border, but one of smaller circumference (figs. 
13, 14). A slightly raised band of arcs and dots sur­
rounds a convex field in which a draped female is 
seated sideways on a hippocamp whose equine head 
and forelegs are joined to a snaky tail . The maiden 
carries a helmet in her left hand and a shield with 
gorgon emblem over her right arm. She is surely 
Thetis, the sea nymph who procured for her son Achil­
les the special armor made by Hephaistos. 



 

Fig. 10. Matrix, Bronze, Baltimore, The Johns Hopkins University, 
no. 9159. 

Figs. 12, 13. Matrix, Bronze, Cambridge, Mass. , The Fogg Art 
Museum, no. 1960.477. 

Figs. 14a, b. Casts made from Figures 12, 13. 

Fig. 11. Cast made from Figure 10. 
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Parallels to this latter motif appear on rings dated 
to the fourth century B. c . , 11 and it is likely that the 
Fogg matrix is a contemporary work used to make hair 

ornaments or pendants. 12 It is also posssible that the 
reliefs made in this matrix were applied to vessels; the 

perimeter of a Hellenistic silver medallion from Mace­
donia carrying a similar image of Thetis bears numer­
ous holes for attachment. 13 An appropriate recipient 
for that disc, and conceivably for reliefs made in the 

Fogg matrix, would be a silver pyxis for toilet articles 
similar to one now in Boston.14 In the center of the lid 

and worked in low relief is a rosette within two concen­
tric bands of relief ornament. In profile the convex rim 
encloses an inner depressed ring surrounding a raised 
finial. 

All of the matrices discussed above exhibit similar 
characteristics: the intaglio work is shallow with no 
undercutting, and in deference to the cost of bronze, 

all available space on the matrix is utilized. For most of 
the representations, parallels in metalwork can be 
cited, so that we can be confident that the matrices 

were intended for reliefs of metal rather than of terra­
cotta, which could be made much less expensively in 
terra-cotta molds. There can be little doubt, therefore, 

about the function of a bronze object from Olympia 
that bears in intaglio a facing female head in sixth­
century style (fig. 15).15 Because a cast made in the 

piece finds parallels among terra-cotta protomes, and 
because no metal relief of this type is known, the object 
has been described as a mold for terra-cotta images. 

Certainly, however, we are dealing here with a matrix 
from which were impressed votive offerings of silver, or 
possibly of bronze. 

It has long been assumed that bronze matrices 
were made by carving directly into the hard bronze 
surface in the manner in which gems were engraved. 

Certain features of the Walters matrix do indeed sug­
gest that it was at least partially made in this way. 
Details like drapery and wings are worked to such a 
shallow level that they are little more than engraved; 

moreover, the angularity of the griffin's tail indicates 
that the tool encountered the kind of resistance a hard 

metal surface would offer. The representations were 
probably not executed entirely by cold working, how­
ever. Surely the easiest way to make such a matrix 
would be to cast a wax model, which would be pro­
duced either by carving a wax block in intaglio or by 
impressing into a warmed wax block a positive hub 

made of metal, plaster, terra-cotta, or even hard wax. 
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Fig. 15. Matrix, Bronze, Athens, National Museum, no. 6139. 

A mistake made in wax can be corrected, whereas one 

made while carving a bronze matrix is not so easily 
fixed, and could prove to be an expensive mistake if 
part of the bronze surface proved unusable. A proce­
dure involving casting is thoroughly compatible with 

evidence offered by the matrices themselves. The 
Olympia example has such depth in the intaglio that it 
is almost unthinkable that it could have been made in 

any way other than by casting a wax positive, and the 
fluid contours of the Hopkins and Fogg matrices are 
far more appropriate to a wax surface than to an 
unyielding one of bronze. It is reasonable to conclude 
that matrices were made by casting a wax model and 

then adding detail through coldwork, the same method 

in which metal statuettes were traditionally produced. 
While the number of surviving Greek and 

Roman bronze matrices is discouragingly low, stone 
matrices are somewhat more common, with most 
examples of Hellenistic and Roman date. 16 These 

examples exhibit the same characteristics as bronze 
matrices, although every surface may not be so pru-



 

Fig. 16. Matrix (and Cast), Stone, West Berlin, Antikenmuseum, no. 
TC 7440. 

dently rationed. Stone was also employed in Antiquity 
for molds used in bronzecasting, and these can be 
recognized in several ways. 17 Distinctive features of 
stone molds are a pour hole for molten bronze, holes 
by which a cover slab could be secured, and signs of 
burning. In many instances, a stone mold can be read­
ily distinguished from a stone matrix, but a curious 
object in the Antikenmuseum, West Berlin, bears fea­
tures of both kinds of objects and thus invites reconsid­
eration after its long absence from scholarly attention 
(fig. 16). 18 The piece consists of a square stone block 
that has been worked on only one side, which bears a 
hole in each comer. A funnel-shaped depression 
extends from the edge of the stone into the representa­
tion. The cast represents the upper surface of a small 
vessel whose flaring rim is ornamented with a raised 
band of ivy enclosed by two circles of dots. In the 
center of the bowl is the nude figure of Apollo seated 
three-quarters to his left on an omphalos, his left hand 
supporting a kithara on his knee. His head is turned 
slightly to his right, where we see a winged Nike, who 
approaches with a wreath in her outstretched hand. 
Surrounding these figures is a band of seven-petal pal­
mettes, whose flanking petals show alternating 
upturned and drooping tips. While the three-quarter 
angle of Apollo's body might initially suggest a fifth or 
fourth century B.c. date, the Nike's elongated torso 
and high girt peplos point to a Hellenistic or early 
Roman date, when figures posed similarly to the 
Apollo appear frequently in Pompeian wall painting. 19 

The Berlin piece is curious because it bears the 
disinctive characteristics of a mold used in casting: 
holes for dowels, which would slide through a covering 
piece; a funnel-shaped pour hole, through which mol­
ten bronze could be carried to the representation; and 
signs of burning on the edge of the pour hole. These 

features suggest that at some point in its history the 
stone functioned as a mold. It is unlikely that the piece 
was originally conceived for this use, however, because 
the difficulty involved in such a technical procedure is 
hard to justify. The easiest way to cast a bowl like this 
one is to fashion by means of a terra-cotta or plaster 
mold a wax positive, which could then be cast by the 
lost wax method. A far more laborious process is to 
carve out of stone two matching pieces that must fit 
together and yet maintain a sufficiently consistent dis­
tance from each other to result in a cast vessel of uni­
form thickness. Even should this challenge be met, the 
finished casting would still display an unsightly protru­
sion where the pour hole interrupted the ornamental 
border. For these reasons, the Berlin slab seems almost 
certainly to have been a matrix, which at some point, 
still in Antiquity, was unsuccessfully transformed into a 
mold by someone emulating the age-old practice of 
casting simple bronze tools and dishes in open stone 
molds. 20 We know that the project failed because bum 
marks exist only on the pour hole, indicating that the 
endeavor was abandoned not long after it was begun, 
probably because the makeshift cover slab contained 
only a hemispherical cavity for the bowl; without a 
corresponding depression for the rim, however, the 
orifice adjacent to the pour hole would be too small for 
the bronze to enter without cooling almost immedi­
ately. 

Despite the unfortunate outcome of the experi­
ment conducted on the Berlin slab, the venture 
reminds us that in the late Hellenistic and Roman 
periods, bronzecasting and matrix hammering were 
very much in use. We have long known that by the 
fifth century B.C., complicated bronze and silver relief 
work were executed in repousse, a freehand technique 
whereby each side is alternately worked, with the defi­
nition and detail chased or engraved from the front. 21 

But while repousse may have eclipsed matrix hammer.­
ing temporarily, it by no means replaced the tech­
nique; even in the fifth and fourth centuries precious 
items like phialai and gorytoi were made in this way. 22 It 
can be difficult to distinguish, however, between a 
matrix-hammered relief and one made in repousse 
without undercutting, because both reliefs will bear on 
the reverse side the mirror reversal of the representa­
tion. A complex matrix-hammered relief will occasion­
ally carry "slip marks," where the relief slipped in its 
matrix, 23 but for simple, discrete motifs like the ones 
on the Walters matrix, slipping is unlikely. Probably, 
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closer scrutiny of ancient reliefs will facilitate our abil­
ity to distinguish between these techniques, and as 
more matrices are recognized, we will become more 
fully aware of the kinds of objects for which matrix 
hammering was employed. 

The popularity of matrix hammering in Antiq­
uity is significant for several reasons. Not only did use 
of the technique facilitate multiple production and con­
sequent widespread dispersal of iconography and style, 
but the matrices themselves inspired apprentices and 
customers and thus served as further sources of dis­
semination. The use of matrix hammering and the 
tendency to include many motifs on the matrices also 
remind us of the fundamentally eclectic nature of the 
ancient artist. Both the matrices and the multiplicity of 
images on them are difficult to reconcile with the mod­
em concept of originality as an independent creation. 
The evidence examined herein serves to remind us 
rather that the contribution of the ancient artist often 
lay not so much in the freshness of the devices them­
selves as in the innovative ways in which traditional 
images could be reemployed. 
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On Byzantine Boxes 

ANTHONY CUTLER 
The Pennsylvania State University 

T he traditional view of Byzantine art, particu­
larly of its so-called Middle period (from the 
end of Iconoclasm in 843 to the capture of 

Constantinople by the Crusaders in 1204), is of a body 
of work often of high quality, given over to canonical 
and even codified subject matter, and endeavoring, 
though not always successfully, to attain Classical stan­
dards of form. Despite the probability that few cultures 
are likely to display a set of social relationships and 
religious values sufficiently static to allow such norms 
to shape aesthetic performance over the course of more 
than three-and-a-half centuries, the art of Constanti­
nople in the Middle period is generally seen as having 
been sponsored by the emperor and an elite (which 
may have included a considerable number of men of 
provincial origin, as well as a fair proportion of ecclesi­
astics and monks) and, at least ostensibly, as devoted to 
well-defined and broadly accepted Christian purposes. 
It is therefore considered highly serious in purpose and 
as lacking in interest in the contemporary world as it is 
in humor, carnality, and other human concerns. Such 
a view creates problems not only of a general order­
for example, the supposed identity of this era ignores 
marked changes in its political and economic fortunes, 
as in its social and cultural structures-but presents 
other, more specific difficulties when tested, for exam­
ple, against extant products of the period such as those 
which, for reasons to be explained, this author calls 
Byzantine boxes. 
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These boxes challenge every one of the notions 
just described. They are not so few in number that 
they can be safely admitted on the grounds that they 
do not disturb our general picture of the artistic tenor 
of the times, as can, say, the sober canvases of Chardin 
seen against the background of the Parisian Rococo; 
nor are they so devoid of practical function that they 
can be neglected in any discussion of the interdepen­
dence of the makers and users of the artifacts of a 
particular period, as can Faberge's Easter eggs in the 
context of late nineteenth-century Russia. As will be 
seen, these boxes were made in quantity-indeed, 
"mass-produced"-probably for a variety of purposes 
for a broad, urban clientele. More than 125 such 
objects, preserved either complete or in a more-or-less 
fragmentary state, were recorded in the standard cata­
logue1 published more than fifty years ago. Since that 
time, perhaps a dozen others (some of them unac­
knowledged forgeries) have come to light. Of the total 
number preserved, fewer than forty have been identi­
fied as bearing religious iconography. The remainder, 
then, constitute the largest single class of Byzantine 
secular art to have survived, and thus, stand out 
immediately as anomalies in terms of at least one of the 
views outlined above. For this, if for no other reason, 
the boxes deserve closer scrutiny than they have here­
tofore received. 2 

Such an examination must start with the materi­
als and techniques involved in their manufacture, and 



 

Fig. I. Byzantine Box (lid),Jacob andjostph, Ivory, Baltimore, The Walters Art Gallery, no. 71.295 . 

the nexus between technique and styles of carving, 
then proceed through a study of iconography to the 
nature of the public that bought them and the culture 
of which they were a part. Only so systematic an 
approach can shed new light on their date, place of 
origin, and function-vexed questions that art histo­
rians have long sought to answer. Beyond these con­
cerns looms the larger question of how objects should 
be addressed that fail in one or more ways to conform 
to the norms defined for the society from which they 
issue, and which, in one way or another, they should 
reflect. One may reexamine the objects per se or one 
may question the "rules" we have drawn up for that 
society. This paper attempts to both reexamine and 
question. 

The complexity of the undertaking may be appre­
ciated if we begin by examining a box in the collection 
of The Walters Art Gallery which, at least in the con­
tent of the plaques attached to it, accords with much 
that is familiar in Byzantine art. Inserted into the 
upper surface of the truncated pyramid that forms its 
lid, the largest panel on the box shows Joseph being 
ordered by his father,Jacob, to follow his brothers, and 
then setting out under the aegis of the angel of the 
Lord (fig. 1).3 There is no immediate biblical basis for 
the details of these scenes yet, in their essentials, they 

follow the Vienna Genesis. The short sides of the box 
and most of its back lack revetment, but, disordered as 
the narrative sequence now is, the story of the Tempta­
tion and the Fall clearly begins with the one plaque 
remaining on the back, which shows Adam beside the 
tree. The story continues on the front at right, where 
Eve encounters the serpent, followed on the left by 
Adam's transgression, and concludes in a small panel 
under the lock-plate, where he is shown grieving (fig. 
2) . All but the last of these scenes are identified by 
legends, incised probably by the carver himself, follow­
ing an ancient tradition in which ivories were inscribed 
in the shop where they were made rather than sent out 
to an expert in lettering.4 

The epigraphy, clumsy as it is, is useful for our 
purposes, since it shows that all of the plaques were 
inscribed by the same individual: for instance, on the 
lid in Figure 1, the phi in Joseph's name takes precisely 
the same oblique form as that in the word ophis, the 
snake talking to Eve on the front of the box on the right 
in Figure 2. The similarity is important because it 
strongly supports the reasonable supposition that all 
the panels were carved in the same shop; this observa­
tion, in tum, shows that craftsmen carved those mate­
rials that were available rather than insisting, in the 
manner of a modem trade-union member, on working 
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Fig. 2. Front of the box in Figure I, Adam and Eve. 

only in the substance in which he is a specialist. That 
the lid panel is of ivory is indicated by the characteris­

tic grain evident on Joseph's advanced left leg as he 
bows before his father, and again over his legs and the 
adjacent portion of the panel's frame as he leaves the 
scene at right. It is no less certain that the remaining 
plaques are carved of bone, betokened by both the so­
called cancellous material between Eve and the serpent 
and the dense pattern of black flecks-the foramina 

denoting the vascular system of bone-apparent on 
the body of the seated Adam at the center in Figure 2. 
Neither of these traits is found in elephant dentine, 
which has an entirely different structural system. 5 The 
decision to reserve ivory-which, even though it is 

rarer, normally offers much larger sections than 
bone-for the lid, and to employ the more abundant 

and cheaper material for the smaller plaques, is a 

rational one. 
The use of bone alongside ivory was pointed out 

by Kurt Weitzmann,6 but for more than half a century 

the observation has been ignored, and the extent to 
which the materials appear together in Middle Byzan­

tine carving therefore gone unrecognized. The phe­
nomenon is of considerable significance, nonetheless, 
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perhaps as an index to the amount of ivory available 
during the period and certainly to the frugality prac­

ticed by the makers of the boxes, either as a result of 
the limited supply of ivory at their disposal or as a way 
of reducing the cost of their products. Whether both or 

only one of these conditions prevailed ( a determination 
that can be made only after other examples have been 
examined), the result has considerable bearing on the 

price of, and therefore the public for, the objects under 
discussion. 

For now, it will suffice to remark on other aspects 
of the Walters box that point to the careful husbanding 
of both materials and labor. Most obvious of all is the 
fact that the Joseph panel does not fit the space allo­

cated to it on the lid. Originally, this piece was 
designed to be held by pegs set in four holes neatly 
situated in the corners of its frame. That one of these 

holes (at upper left) remains undrilled shows that, at 
the assembly stage, these preparatory borings were 
rejected in favor of four others driven through the 

panel proper; 7 one of these impinges upon the inscrip­
tion of Jacob's name-a sort of intrusion we shall find 
by no means uncommon in the process by which such 

boxes were put together. Immediately to the right of 



 

the departing Joseph is an ornamental strip cut in very 
low relief. Together with its missing counterpart at left, 
it clearly served the function of filling an area inade­
quately covered by the panel. It follows that the Joseph 
scene was cut not for this particular box but prepared 
independently. 

Nowhere can one see more clearly the disruption 
of the carver's schemes when his plaques came to be 
assembled than on the lid of an ivory-clad box in 
Cleveland (fig. 13)8 with which we shall be much con­
cerned in a moment. Here the Creation scenes, obvi­
ously intended to be set horizontally, are applied in the 
only way that the design of the box would allow. It is 
true that many of the pegs originally used on this box 
to fasten these and other plaques have been replaced 
with iron pins, thus theoretically allowing that their 
positions have been disturbed. But nowhere on this 
box, planned with vertical panels on all sides, is there 
any place for plaques of this format. 

A related point is made by the larger Adam and 
Eve plaques on the Walters box in Figure 2, which are 
cut to a standard size (6.4 x 5.0 cm) but which, with 
the aid of filler strips, could be fitted not only to this 
box but to many others of similar design. Indeed, the 
overall dimensions of the Walters box closely approxi­
mate those of at least ten others, 9 and many more if we 
do not impose on the Byzantines an exactness appro­
priate only to an age of genuine mass-production. Two 
modular systems were employed, in both· of which the 
length averaged twenty-seven centimeters, the height 
seventeen centimeters, and the width either seventeen­
and-a-half or twenty-two centimeters, If we allow for 
the variations inherent in all handicraft, and the defor­
mations caused by the aging of both the wooden cores 
and their osseous revetment, the inference is all but 
inescapable that the boxes were produced serially and 
decorated according to a predetermined system. The 
recognition that the rosette borders were prepared in 
advance and cut to size ad hoc10-evident at the top of 
the vertical strips on the front of the Walters box in 
Figure 2-only strengthens this conclusion. An identi­
cal approach was taken towards the second body of 
ornament, the strips of medallion-enclosed busts 
which, inverted on the slope above the Joseph panel in 
Figure 1, are clearly truncated and thus must also have 
been prefabricated. 

Only an anachronistic romantic prejudice against 
such means of production will confuse prefabrication 
with poor design. The ivory panel on the lid is skillfully 

arranged so that the eye travels sequentially from 
Jacob's injunction to his son's departure, the two 
scenes elegantly linked by the figure of the angel 
advancing to the right but looking back towards our 
left. No such subtleties were possible in the much 
smaller plaques on the sides, Even here, however, the 
parallelism between Eve raising her hand to her mouth 
and Adam eating the apple, each standing beside the 
balancing device of a tree, reveals a compositional 
finesse that would have held true even if the relative 
positions of these two plaques were originally reversed. 
What is lacking in the bone carving is the "depth of 
field" that is achieved in the ivory. At their frames, all 
of the panels on the Walters box are remarkably thin 
(varying between 2 and 3 mm), but the relief in which 
Jacob, Joseph, and the angel are carved is consider­
ably higher, projecting, in places, well beyond the 
frame. The result of this technique is that in critical 
areas the figures take on a marked substantiality. 
While none of the limbs are undercut, even cut 
straight back to the ground, Jacob's commanding ges­
ture, the angel's raised arm, and the departing 
Joseph's right leg each has a plasticity almost entirely 
absent from the shallower plaques on the sides of the 
box. There, overlapping is the means used to suggest 
depth. While this thoroughly medieval method is 
apparent also on the lid-notably in the two superim­
posed figures of Joseph-Jacob's chair gives the 
impression of existing in space and a convincing tor­
sion animates the figure of the angel. 

Linking all of the panels of the Walters box is a 
technique of scored guidelines, incisions made before 
internal details of modeling and decoration were 
added. It is important to notice that these lines do not 
circumscribe the entire figures but are purely local 
indications introduced here and there by the carver as 
he blocked out his general design. In its finished form, 
the contour of the angel's right leg and wing follow 
these preliminary outlines quite closely, but in shaping 
the right hip and thigh of the departing Joseph, the 
carver, by ignoring his first, summary indication, 
achieved a more realistic contour. On the bone panels, 
the carver's attitude towards these early drafts was 
even more casual. While the scoring along the left side 
of the standing Adam's torso defines a properly sinu­
ous form, that running up the back of the little seated 
figure in the central panel on the front of the box is 
extrapolated in a manner which, had it been followed 
in the final carving, would have precluded the affecting 
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Fig. 3a. Plaque from a Byzantine Box, Adam, Ivory, Baltimore, The 
Walters Art Gallery, no. 71 . 296. 

Fig. 3b. Reverse of Figure 3a. 

forward cast of the head. Not for a moment should one 

suppose that such a correction was made as a result of 
naturalistic observation. 

For a similar figure, said to represent Herakles, 
on a box in Xanten, a manuscript exemplar has been 
suggested. 11 It seems more probable that our bone 

plaque derives from an ivory model, quite possibly 
from a box clad in this more expensive material. Such 
a panel, larger (6.6 x 7.3 cm) and more skillfully 

carved, is preserved in The Walters Art Gallery (fig. 
3a). 12 Originally attached to its core by an ingenious 
arrangement of beveled and stepped levels cut into its 

reverse (fig. 3b), it presupposes a box that would have 
been not only larger, but altogether more elaborate. 13 

Befitting this more painstaking creation (and undam­

aged by peg-holes), 14 this Adam epitomizes the charac-
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tenst1cs of Middle Byzantine ivory carving. While 
quite malproportioned-note the ratio of the legs to 
the torso and of the figure as a whole to the tree beside 

it-he is a convincing simulacrum of prototypical 

dejection. Although not undercut (the photograph, lit 
from the left, is deceptive in this respect), the head, the 
hand in which it rests, and the tree trunk present a 
genuine impression of volume, while Adam's sunken 
chest, hunched back, swollen abdomen, and bulging 

calf convey an almost expressionistic approach to 
form. Altogether, these properties suggest a very 

refined and large casket, a work of a quality likely to 
evoke imitations, many or most of which-if the 
demand were sufficiently widespread-would have 
been produced in bone. 

Our hypothesis that elaborate ivory boxes carved 
in high relief and probably as unica were serially copied 

in multiple versions of thin bone receives some support 
from the survival of ivory plaques so deeply cut that 
their figures appear to stand within a shadow-box. 

One such plaque, at Dumbarton Oaks (fig. 4a), 15 

smaller in area than those on the Walters box, is exca­

vated so that five of its seven millimeters of depth are 

given over to the relief. Despite this unusual depth, 
emphasized by the beveling of the internal walls, the 
presence of three peg-holes and the fact that the soldier 
holds his spear in the wrong hand (in order to serve as 
a correctly rendered counterpart) leave no doubt that 
the panel once belonged to a casket. Clad in chlamys 

and pteryges, the figure is echoed on two boxes devoted 
to battle scenes and individual warriors, 16 which, like 

the Walters box with Adam andjoseph, have lids fitted 
with ivory, and smaller panels of bone on their flanks. 
Although clearly made for the side of a casket, the 

Dumbarton Oaks plaque is carved in ivory. 
It is important to note that such prodigality in 

itself was no guarantee of diligent craftsmanship: there 

is no necessary correlation between ivory and what, by 
Classical standards, would be considered carving of 
the highest quality. The point can be made with an 
oblique view of the Dumbarton Oaks warrior. His legs 

and left arm are fully undercut, but his head, turned 
three-quarters away from the spectator (fig. 4b), 
presents a surprising reduction. Rather than attempt· 
the difficult task of imposing features on the further 
side of the face, the sculptor continued the helmet, eye, 

and cheek, merely setting them in a plane at a grossly 
obtuse angle to the right side of the head. It is true that 
the left side, disfigured in this way, is almost invisible 



 

Fig. 4a. Plaque from a Byzantine Box, Wa"ior, Ivory, Washington, 
D.C . , Dumbarton Oaks, no. 52.11. 

when the piece is seen en face. But this is scarcely less 
true of The Walters' Adam plaque, where the carver 
took considerable pains to render the features on the 
farther side of the patriarch's head. Lest it be thought 
that the distorted face of the Washington warrior is a 
passing aberration, it must be pointed out that such 
economy of effort is found in other Middle Byzantine 
ivory carving. An oblique view of a much larger panel, 
the Incredulity of Thomas (fig. 5), also at Dumbarton 
Oaks, 17 shows the heads of both Peter and the apostle 
behind him treated in an identical manner. 

This sort of simplification occurs much more fre­
quently on boxes than on ivory icons, and especially 
often on those clad entirely in bone. On the central 
plaque on the back of a very well preserved example in 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 18 heads, cut so that 
they appear to be constructed from two planes meeting 
at an obtuse angle at the nose, characterize the winged 
nude (fig. 6, center); a soldier about to mount his horse 
(fig. 7, front of box); and, particularly clearly, a rider 
at the left side of the box's lid (fig. 8). This does not 
mean that the workmanship is sloppy-indeed, the 
Metropolitan box exhibits a quality of carving as high 
as that of any comparable object and serves to rebut 
any overhasty assumption that the use of bone, ipso 
facto, implies an automatic lowering of standards. 
Most striking of all is the skill with which the figures 
are adapted to the miniature setting. The dignified 
figure seated at the far left appropriately fills the frame, 
achieving an astonishing monumentality within so 
small a space. As against this, the left foot of the mobile 
winged figure shows that the sculptor was uncon-

Fig. 4b. Detail of Figure 4a. 

Fig. 5. Plaque (detail), Incredulity efThomas, Ivory, Washington, D.C., 
Dumbarton Oaks, no. 37. 7. 

strained by the geometry of the space within which he 
was working, a freedom carried even further in the 
vignette of the soldier with one foot in his horse's stir­
rup (fig. 7). All in all, the variety of relationships 
between the figures and the frames around them is as 
diverse as on the metopes of the Parthenon. 

Convincing illusions of depth are conveyed by the 
extensive use of undercutting, as seen in the rider's 
raised arm and the legs, belly, and neck of his horse, 
and by the creation of a large number of planes, so that 
this creature's farther legs are carved in much shal­
lower relief than are their counterparts nearer the spec­
tator. This ability did not carry with it, however, an 
understanding of the importance of, or the means to 
achieve, a figure in three-quarter view. The old man at 
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Fig. 6. Byzantine Box (back side), Various Subjects, Ivory, New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, no. 17 .190.237 (Gift ofJ. Pierpont Morgan). 

the far right on the back of the box assumes an almost 
maenad-like pose, impossibly turning his chest and 
buttocks into the same plane; similarly, the median line 
running through the winged nude's chest is somewhat 
misplaced. At the same time, this figure shows a sur­

prising care for detail. His rib cage, abdominal mus­
cles, and genitalia are as meticulously recorded as are 
the manes, fetlocks, and stirrups of the horses on the 
lid. 

This loving attention to minutiae leads to the con­
clusion that the carving of the plaques and their attach­

ment to the wooden core represent quite different 
stages of production. It might be argued that the inser­
tion of pegs through the rider's chest and at two differ­
ent points along the border of his saddlecloth (fig. 8) 
are attempts to conceal the pegs' existence, but their 

very presence is unnecessary given the superfluous 

number-fourteen pegs to hold a plaque of no more 
than five-by-four centimeters-around its frame. Nor 

can the majority be replacements: the fact that the 
carving of the rider's chlamys and his saddlecloth con­
tinues through the heads of the pegs shows that these 
dowels are original.19 What their excessive number 

does suggest is that the unreliability of the pegs was 
very well known. In an attempt to emulate the carpen­

tered schemes of attachment applied to creations in 
ivory, as shown in Figure 3b, the assembler put his 
faith in redundancy. The expedient was, and was 

probably understood as, vain-the price to be paid for 

a serially produced object. The pegs could crack the 
soft bone that they were meant to hold-as has hap­

pened on the plaque at the far left of the back of the 
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Fig. 7. Detail of the front of the box in Figure 6, Soldier Preparing to 
Mount His Horst. 

Fig. 8. Detail of the lid of the box in Figure 6, Horstmlln. 



 

Metropolitan box-and cause breaks which, in mod­
em times, have been filled with new material, as have 
those in the plaque on the far left of the lid in Figure 8. 
Most often, as on the sides and back of the Walters 
box, and on many other examples, plaques have sim­
ply fallen off. 

Many of the features of the box in New York are 
found also on another example in The Walters Art 
Gallery (fig. 9). 20 Although the subject matter of this 
box is obviously secular, the box is constructed accord­
ing to the same principles as the first that we examined 
in The Walters' collection. Like the lid of the Joseph 
and Adam box, the large panel on the lid of the second 
Walters box is of ivory, but in this case it is surrounded 
by spandrels, plaques, and ornamentation carved from 
inferior, porous bone. The rosette bands have been lost 
from the back of the box, as have the filler strips from 
around most of its side panels. Once again we see an 
inordinate number of pegs and, once again, some of 
them transfix the figures and bear the marks of the 
carver. This implies that the core below the revetment 
is the original matrix, an impression that is strength­
ened by the appearance of the back of the box. Here 
the combination of rotting wood and the scars from 
lost pegs suggests the transitory nature of this mode of 
fastening. The inside is lined with old paper, which 
conceals the manner in which the attachment is 
effected, but a similar box at Dumbarton Oaks,2' also 
with a truncated pyramidal lid, but now stripped of its 
later lining (fig. 10), discloses both the length of the 
bone dowels-averaging about one-and-a-half centi­
meters, they were evidently another device intended to 
prevent plaque loss-and the "hit-or-miss" manner in 
which they were inserted. The interior of the Washing­
ton box also shows the extreme thinness (1-2 mm) of 
the strips of rosette-bearing veneers. On two, and orig­
inally on all four sides of the second Walters box, 22 this 
floral decoration is interspersed with heads in medal­
lions (fig. 11 ). Each rosette and medallion is pierced in 
the center with a peg-hole. 

The recurrence of this system on the so-called 
Apostles casket in Washington (figs. 12a and 12b)23 

demonstrates not only that this mode of fastening was 
quite common, but that such ornamentation was con­
sidered as appropriate to sacred as profane contexts. 
On both boxes, the dichotomy between the care taken 
in carving and the casual manner of assembly is again 
in evidence. The heads on the Washington box, while 
they all display the same physiognomical type-more 

Fig. 9. Byzantine Box, Mythological Scenes, Ivory, Baltimore, The Wal­
ters Art Gallery, no. 71. 298. 

Fig. 10. Byzantine Box (interior), Ivory and Wood, Washington, 
D.C., Dumbarton Oaks, no. 53.1. 

Mayan than Greek-wear a sort of skull cap decorated 
with a variety of patterns. On the Walters casket the 
heads are bare, save for a sort of outsize diadem that 
descends behind the neck. When to these varieties are 
added those of the facial features (in Washington, the 
eyes are treated as if seen from the front) and the 
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Fig. 11 . Detail of the lid of the box in Figure 9, Mythological Figures. 

Fig. I 2a, b. Byzantine Box ( details of borders) , Profile Heads, Ivory, Washington, D.C ., Dumbarton Oaks, no. 4 7. 9 (" Apostles Casket"). 

carriage of the head (upturned on the Baltimore box, 
as on late Antique coins), the diversity of detail among 
surviving specimens, and hence the great number of 
types of boxes available, can be glimpsed if not mea­
sured. 

The only resemblance between the Apostles cas­
ket and the "mythological" box in The Walters is that 
both employ a mixture of ivory and bone, a combina­
tion that suggests that there was no automatic reserva­
tion of the finer material for Christian iconography. 24 

Generally, however, considerably more plaques with 
secular subjects were carved from bone and, as we 
have seen, the material per se did not determine the 
quality of carving. Certainly, the mere use of sacred 
subject matter did not result in more Classical figures. 
Even from the inferior material at his disposal, the 
carver of the Walters box in Figure 11 achieved fully 
and, in such details as the youths' buttocks, even 
excessively rounded forms. The contrast between the 
agile, undercut limbs of the centaur and his compan-
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ions on the one hand, and the puppetlike postures on a 
Cain and Abel box at The Cleveland Museum of Art 
on the other (fig. 13), could hardly be greater. The 
sculptor of the Cleveland box exploited his material to 
create convincing individual parts of the body, model­
ing and polishing arms, abdomens, and thighs, but he 
had no sense of how these parts should cohere. In one 
of the most telling mistakes in the history of medieval 
ivory carving he gave the hoeing Adam what are, in 
effect, three arms, having originally placed one hand 
(in the traditional gesture of grief) under the figure's 
chin, a hand that survives as a pentimento beside the 
forefather's left shoulder (fig. 14). 

No such confusion appears on the corresponding 
panel of a box in Leningrad, 25 a creation so similar in 
style and iconography that, even while differing in for­
mat and ornamentation, it argues for the closest rela­
tionship between the two objects. It is the context here 
that at once justifies the presence of this particular 
scene and, even if the plaque were not inscribed, 



 

Fig. 13. Byzantine Box (lid), Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, Ivory, Cleveland, The Cleveland Museum of Art, no. 24. 747. (Gift fromj . H. Woods, 

John L. Severance, W. G. Mather, and F. F. Prentiss.) 

Fig. 14. Detail of the back of the box in Figure 13, Adam. 

would allow us to identify its subject accurately. But 

the secular boxes meet neither of these conditions. 

Ineluctably, therefore, they have been categorized as 

displaying subjects such as "warriors" and "mytho­

logical figures." The difficulty here may lie not in the 

absence of a text to which they can be related, since, as 

we have seen, some of the Old Testament subjects do 

not depend directly on the Bible, but rather in the way 

the objects that carry these subjects were put together. 

Certainly, it is easy to recognize the cast of characters 

who recur, with the same degree of variation as is 

found in the Christian plaques, in example after exam­

ple. Thus, the old man who strides into battle on the 

back of the Dumbarton Oaks box (fig. 15) is obviously 

no more than the paunchy and arthritic dotard of the 

Metropolitan box (fig. 16) given new life. But, even if 

his companions have been properly identified as ulti-

mately deriving from the Joshua Roll and a bacchic 

vintage scene, 26 their relationship to each other and to 

the elderly aggressor is far from clear. Conversely, 

because the winged and curly-headed nude on the box 

in Washington lacks any inscription, the means to 

identify him may lie instead through his nimble twin in 

the same situation on the New York box in Figure 6 

rather than through his immediate neighbors. When a 

figure is best explained by reference to its recurrence 

on another object rather than to the context in which it 

is found, we are dealing with a method of organization 

different from the systematic programs that allow une­

quivocal readings of most Middle Byzantine sacred art. 

There does not survive a sufficient number of 

elaborate secular objects for us to determine if this lack 

of a strict progam characterizes genres other than the 

boxes. However, there is no doubt that the identifica­

tion of the subjects on a related piece, the so-called 

mythological bowl in Venice, 27 is made more difficult 

by the tendency to assimilate one figure to another, 

even if each ultimately reverts to a discrete personage 

in Classical iconography. On this unique, painted ves­

sel the clothing and ornament of one "hero" is often 

transferred to another. Just so, on the spandrel of a 

pyramidal casket in The Metropolitan Museum of Art 

(fig. 17), 28 a figure , in which the classicist might be 

tempted to see Herakles fighting the lion, assumes the 

conical helmet worn by the mounting warrior on the 

first box from the New York collection that we exam­

ined (fig. 7), while the bowman to the left, wearing the 

same headdress, recurs as a leitmotiv, subject to orna­

mental variation, on half a dozen boxes. 29 
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Fig. 15. Back of the box in Figure 10, Mythological Figures. 

The subjects on the secular boxes, then, are not 
assembled according to a principle of combining 
scenes with precise and specific meanings into a whole 
that is of greater significance than the sum of its parts 
in that it is held mgether by narrative order or typolog­
ical relationships. Instead, if the present hypothesis is 
correct-that of a radical disjunction between the carv­
ing of the plaques and their final assembly as boxes­
the method by which they were arranged is meaningful 
primarily in terms of an emotional tenor and superfi­
cial aesthetic considerations. Once a workshop 
embarked on the production of a "warrior" or "myth­
ological" box-or rather, a group of boxes-figured 
plaques and ornamental strips were drawn from stock 
and assembled with an eye to symmetry, balance, and 
a unifying tone, as in Figure 6. For this reason, no two 
boxes are identical and, for this reason, again, few 
introduce elements of iconography that do not find a 
match, an echo, or a variant elsewhere within their 
class. 

Moreover-perhaps because the makers of boxes 
with purely profane content seem also to have worked 
on caskets with Old Testament subjects, as in Figures 
1, 2, and 13-we find examples of the incursion into 
such religious contexts of figures from the repertoire of 
warriors, putti, and mythology, 30 as well as admixtures 
of these various types of secular iconography. In con­
trast to programs of church decoration where, for 
example at Kiev, profane decoration is shunted off to a 
stair-tower,31 or to manuscript illumination, where it is 
admitted by virtue of the fact that dancers and musi­
cians served well to illustrate the Psalms, 32 ostensibly 
Christian caskets neither preclude nor co-opt profane 
subject matter. Nice distinctions between the "secu-
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Fig. 16. Detail of the front of the box in Figure 6, Old Warrior. 

Fig. 17. Byzantine Box (left side), Warriors, , Ivory, New York, Metro· 
politan Museum of Art, no. 17.190.239 (Gift ofJ. Pierpont Morgan). 

lar" and the "sacred," either as a way of categorizing 
their content or as a basis for deducing the nature of 
their purchasers or functions, may be inappropriate. 

Since, however, what for the sake of convenience 
we call profane subjects are overwhelmingly dominant 
in the decoration of the boxes, it is these that have 
occasioned the most commentary and given rise to 
serious problems of identification. Best known are the 
various interpretations of the scenes said to represent 
the Rape of Europa on the Veroli casket.33 A detailed 



 

Fig. 18. Veroli Casket (detail, lid), Tht Rapt of Europa, Ivory, London,Victoria and Albert Museum, no. 216-1865 . 

Fig. 19. Detail of the back of the Veroli Casket (fig. 18), Aphrodittand Am, Parody of Tht Rapt of Europa, Erolts Playing with a Horst. 

Fig. 20. Detail of the right side of the Veroli Casket (fig. 18), Triton on an Altar, Ntrtid on a Sta Horst. 
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Fig. 21. Front of the box in Figure 17, Matnadsand Warriors. 

analysis of the difficulties raised by this box ( and its 
imitations) requires a separate study34 but a few of the 
problems are directly germane to our investigation. In 
view of the method by which the bone caskets seem to 
have been assembled, it is interesting to note that only 
slightly less arbitrary juxtapositions occur on the ivory 
exemplars which, as is here suggested, prompted emu­
lation in the cheaper material. Thus, on the lid of the 
Veroli (fig. 18), there can be no disputing the identity 
of the bull and its rider. Yet the significance of the 
stone-throwers to the right is perhaps greater. They 
may ultimately come from the Joshua Roll, as Weitz­
mann has suggested, or they may represent Typhon's 
assault on heaven, as Simon preferred, but the point is 
that they are independent of the Europa myth, in 
which no such reception is described . Whatever their 
origin, they depict a sequel to the story that is comic in 
its very inconsequentiality; when things do not turn 
out as the beholder expects, the effect is one of farce, 
not of high drama. 

This flavor is further suggested by the version of 
the scene on the back of the same object (fig. 19). Here 
the stoners are missing and the bull is inserted between 
iconographically unrelated groups. While a Europa 
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seen from the rear is known in one ancient representa­
tion of the incident, 35 it is necessary to point out that 
the figure shown in this way on the box in London is 
probably male. Where female "putti" are shown from 
the rear they are identified as such by their costume, as 
is the nereid lolling on a sea horse like a Boucher nude 
on her sofa (fig. 20). Farce, like tragedy, has its con­
ventions, and on this class of objects male putti are 
shown nude or, at most, draped in a short mantle, 
while females-witness the maenads on the front span­
drel of the pyramidal casket in New York (fig. 21)­
invariably wear some sort of girdle. On the back of the 
Veroli, the rider is nude and therefore is to be under­
stood as a putto playing at being Europa. 36 Hence, the 
scene is a parody, just as the rendering on the lid 
represents a staged version rather than a straight 
account of the myth. 

This attitude towards mythology is one of any­
thing but pious homage. To understand the wide­
spread appeal of the myths - attested to by the 
plaques on the great number of boxes that survive 
-rather than to search for the ancient stories that may 
underlie such scenes, it would be better to respond to 
what is self-evidently comic and then test this judg-



 

Fig. 22 . Back of the box in Figure 13, Adam and Eve (detail). 

ment against the literature and social history of the 
period. The old fool going into battle, as shown in 
Figure 16, heavily armed but bare-bottomed, is amus­
ing for the same reason as is the widespread motif of 
the boy diving headfirst into a basket represented in 
Figure 19. It was Herbert Hunger who was the first to 
see the comic side of the Veroli casket37 and, since his 
and this author's reasoning agree, it seems proper to 
expand this insight. Wherever one looks, the bone 
plaques present a travesty of one sort or another. In all 
their variety, the hook-nosed heads in the medallions, 
found on boxes both with sacred and with profane 
scenes, are caricatures, not merely weak versions of 
ancient coin-portraits. The putto squatting on an altar 
of Aesculapius in Figure 20 is as amusingly lacking in 
respect for Antiquity as the fellow in Figure 9, shown 
aping a Classical philosopher by pensively sucking his 
finger. The schematic torsos of emaciated warriors 
depicted rushing into the fray in Figures 17 and 21 
may not be merely the formal antitheses of the Adam 
carefully rendered in ivory in Figure 3a, but rather, 
intended to provoke derision. It is even possible that 
the clownlike postures of Cain and Abel on the Cleve­
land box (fig. 13), which resemble the dancer on the 
right of the Metropolitan box (fig. 23), are parodies of 
the primal tragedy known in nobler versions. :is 

The enactment of such travesties was far from 
rare in Constantinople: only in a mythical Byzantium, 
always supposed to be universally and unwaveringly 
devout, is the notion of biblical parody inconceivable. 
In fact, in the reign of Michael III (842-67) a parody 
of the Last Supper, with the emperor in the leading 
role, was played out to mock a Patriarch; accompany­
ing a hymn with zithers, a "Dionysiac" procession, 

Fig. 23. Left side of the box in Figure 6, 1i.trkoman Warrior and Dancer. 

which included senators and other worthies, wound its 
way through the streets of the capital . 39 As Franz 
Tinnefeld has shown, testimony to the existence of 
mimes, who were officially-and vainly-banned in 
691, is almost incessant in tenth- and eleventh-century 
sources. 4° Clerics dressed up as soldiers or women, and 
monks and animals paraded through the Great 
Church,41 while in the twelfth century the canonist 
Balsamon proves the popularity of rope-dancers and 
organ- and bellows-players-all of whom appear 
widely on the boxes-by protesting against them. 42 

Nor were these diversions the exclusive preserve of the 
people. Niketas Choniates tells of "young aristocrats 
who had just grown their first beards" participating in 
such games at the palace of Blachernae in 1200. In 
one, a "noble child" kicked the buttocks of the eunuch 
who was orchestrating the performance.43 Thus, while 
a scene such as the spanking administered on the right 
side of the Baltimore casket in Figure 9 may refer to a 
mythological event44 ( or even to a scene of Christian 
martyrdom), the climate that immediately engendered 
it is more likely to have been that of the contemporary 
theater than a mythological handbook of which only a 
few copies could have been known. At the very least 
we have here mockery of, rather than piety towards 
the Classics, in the spirit of the patriarch Photios, who 
reproved pedantic scholars for what he called their 
"hyperatticism. " 45 

But the milieu inhabited by the figures on the 
boxes is not that of the patricarchate nor of scholarly 
criticism.46 These figures echo a world-the city of 
Constantinople-in which some of the unrestrained 
monuments of Antiquity were still visible. Choniates 
described a subject on the Anemodoulion (Tower of the 
Winds), showing naked erotes pelting each other with 
apples,47 which could fit easily into almost any of the 
secular plaques that we have considered. Probably the 
figures on this relief and certainly those on the boxes 

45 



 

display a carnality unknown in other Byzantine art. In 
contrast to ivories on which Adam and Eve have been 
given inadequate and identical genitalia (fig. 22), the 
bodies of male dancers, warriors, and "mythological" 
heroes on the panels in Figures 6, 11, 15, 18, and 21 
are both steatopygic and sexually complete. It was pre­
cisely this frankness in ancient art that aroused the ire 
of twelfth-century churchmen such as Eustathioi, of 
Salonika, 48 yet which bulks so large in the literature of 
the period. The hero of the novel known as Hysmine and 
Hysminias49 enjoys explicitly erotic dreams which, if 
they exceed in frankness even the frolics of the figures 
whom we, as the heirs of Classicism, call putti, gives 
them their proper Byzantine name: attendants of Eros 
are here called meirakia, for which the only equivalent 
English word is "kids." Like the boxes, the novel is 
full of the flotsam of Antiquity-prayers at a shrine of 
Apollo, tests of virginity at a spring sacred to Artemis, 
etc.-and, again like the boxes, it couches these in 
archaizing language. 

The task now is to see through such archaisms to 
the real world, which, in literature as in art, lies just 
below their surface. 50 Part of the difficulty is our own 
creation, for in calling these objects "caskets"-a word 

that to English ears recalls The Merchant ef Venice and, in 
America, carries an unfortunate, funereal connota­
tion-we turn mundane and widely distributed boxes 
into receptacles of high price. Against this understand­
ing, as we have seen, much argues for the fact that 
they were "mass produced." The material of which 
most plaques were made, the lack of anything unique 
in their iconography, the fairly random way in which 
they were assembled, and the intrinsic lack of value 
inherent in the casual way they were attached to their 
cores, all suggest that they were made to serve a broad 
public. Neither their physical form nor any textual 
documentation requires that they were designed as 
"jewel boxes" or "bridal caskets," specific functions 
imposed on them by scholars in an age when objects 
are manufactured for highly specific purposes. This 
was not the medieval way. Some of the boxes have 
locks (original or added later); others do not. We can­
not prove that none were used for the ends now 
attributed to them. 

Nor can we, with any precision, date these 
boxes. 51 Some of them, such as the ones shown in 
Figures 11, 15, and 21, have figures whose feet enter 
into the ground on which they stand, a feature of the 
Cortona cross-reliquary of 965-6952 and of several 
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ivory icons that, with good reason, are supposed to be 
of the tenth century. 53 Others include Turkoman war­
riors in baggy trousers and melon-shaped headgear 
(fig. 23)54 that suggest a twelfth-century date. It also 
seems reasonable to suppose that bone was used at this 
time when ivory was in much shorter supply than it 
had been in the tenth and eleventh centuries. 55 Much 
more secure is the localization, at least of the boxes 
with secular themes that have been treated here. If the 
theory presented in this paper is correct-that these 
plaques are not copies from the Antique, nor even 
directly of manuscript illuminations which preserved 
( or fantasized) ancient sculpture-but that at least 
some of them are imitations of carvings in ivory, then 
the demand that is reflected in the more than one 
hundred surviving examples could hardly have existed 
outside a major, urban milieu. An anthropologist 
might see in these bone derivatives the expression in a 
locally available and hence cheaper substance of values 
first expressed in a much rarer, imported material. 
When these values are taken into account, their pur­
chasers could scarcely be other than the passionate and 
literate devotees of the novels, the circus, and the the­
ater that lay so close to the heart of Constantinople. 56 
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A Byzantine Ana.stasis Icon in The 
Walters Art Gallery 

THALIA GOUMA-PETERSON 
The College of Wooster 

A Byzantine icon of the Anastasis (figs. 1-4) that 
has been in the collection of The Walters Art 
Gallery since 1902 provides a complex and 

interesting example of Palaeologan painting. 1 (See 
color section for Figure 1.) This study will first place 
the icon within the stylistic context of related 
fourteenth-century works and discuss its iconography. 
It will then present the results of a recent technical 
analysis of the painting that has shown that the work 
was carefully restored within, most likely, the first one 
hundred years of its existence. Finally, this paper will 
discuss how the restoration affected the appearance of 
the icon, and suggest how the changes may contain 
clues to the circumstances of the restoration. 

The Anastasis is the characteristically Byzantine 
representation of the Resurrection of Christ. It is based 
on the Apocryphal Gospel of Nicodemus ( or Acts of 
Pilate) and shows the resurrected Christ as He 
descends into Hades to free the Just from the bonds of 
Satan. 2 The scene almost always shows Christ in the 
center, striding across the chasm of Hades and its bro­
ken gates (figs. 5-9). With His right hand He grasps 
the hand of the kneeling Adam to raise him up and 
take him and the other Just out of Hell. Adam is 
usually shown kneeling on (or in) a sarcophagus-a 
very effective way of indicating that he is being raised 
from the dead. Eve, who is not mentioned in the apoc­
ryphal text, is usually shown standing behind Adam 
(figs. 5-7). The other Just are divided into symmetri-

48 The journal of The Walters Art Gallery 42/43(1984/85) 

cal groups flanking Christ, one group behind Adam 
and Eve, and the other behind the Just kings, David 
and Solomon. David plays an important role in the 
apocryphal text in foretelling Christ's coming, as does 

John the Baptist, who, from the late eleventh century, 
began to be included among the Just. During the thir­
teenth and fourteenth centuries, as the iconography of 
the scene became more elaborate (figs. 5, 7, 8), Abel, 
often holding the shepherd's crook, was added and the 
groups of Just were enlarged. 

Within this basic scheme there was room for vari­
ation in the groupings and relationships of various fig­
ures; for example, in the placement of Adam in rela­
tion to David and Solomon (with them, or as a 
pendant figure on the opposite side), and of Christ in 
relation to Adam (whether He was shown in three­
quarter profile bending to raise Adam, or frontally, 
pulling Adam behind him). These latter variants actu­
ally correspond to two different moments in the apoc­
ryphal narrative. The type showing Christ stepping 
toward Adam and raising him from his kneeling pos­
ture corresponds to the moment when "the Lord hold­
ing the right hand of Adam said unto him: Peace be 
unto thee with all thy children that are my righteous 
ones. But Adam, casting himself at the knees of the 
Lord, entreated him with tears. " 3 It stresses the 
human aspect of the narrative and is the type most 
frequently used onward from the eleventh century. 
The other type, which shows the frontal Christ pulling 



 

Fig. 2. Detail of Figure I, Christ, Adam, and tht]ust. 
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Fig. 3. Detail ofFigure I , The just (right side). 

Fig. 4. Detail of Figure I, The Women at the Tomb. 
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Fig. 5. Anaslasis, Tempera on Wood, Ohrid, Church of St. Clement. 

Adam behind Him, corresponds to the moment when 
"the Lord stretched forth his hand and made the sign 
of the cross over Adam and over all his saints, and he 
took the right hand of Adam and went out of Hell. " 4 A 
variant of this type, which became popular during the 
fourteenth century, shows the frontal Christ flanked by 
Adam and Eve and pulling them both out of Hell. One 
of the finest examples of this variant is the Anastasis in 
the parecclesion of the Church of Christ in Chora 
(Kariye Djami) in Constantinople (fig. 8). 5 

The Walters Anastasis belongs to the first type­
that is, Christ raising the kneeling Adam-but it incor­
porates the figure of Eve kneeling on a separate sar­
cophagus from the variant exemplified by the Kariye 
Djami. This is a rather unusual and late elaboration 
that occurs in only a few other examples. Behind 
Adam are David, Solomon, and John the Baptist, with 
a group of other Kings and Just. Behind Eve is the 
young Abel (pointing at Christ), perhaps Moses (hold­
ing the Law), and a group of Just. In addition to these 
canonical groups, the Walters Anastasis also includes 
two subsidiary scenes m the foreground­
representations of the Marys at the Tomb (Matt. 27 .61 
and 28.2). This inclusion, though very appropriate, is 
apparently unique among surviving examples. It 
introduces into the composition a narrative elaboration 

Fig. 6. Anastasis, Fresco, Ohrid, Church of St. Clement. 

Fig. 7. Anaslasis, Fresco, Mount Athos, Karyes, Protaton. 

and symbolic complexity characteristic of fourteenth­
century Palaeologan art. 

The Walters Anastasis can be placed in the 
fourteenth-century on stylistic as well as iconographic 
grounds, for it belongs within a group of Palaeologan 
icons in Greece and Yugoslavia that have been dated 
between about 1300 and 1375. Three of the icons in 
Yugoslavia, an Anastasis (fig. 5), a Baptism, and an 
Incredulity of Thomas, come from the Church of St. 
Clement in Ohrid (formerly the Virgin Peribleptos) 
founded by the heteriarch Progonos Sgouros in 1294/95, 
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Fig. 8 . Anastasis, Fresco, Istanbul, Kariye Djami . 

and decorated with frescoes (fig. 6) by the famous pair 
of artists, Michael and Eutychios, who, it seems, origi­
nated from Thessaloniki. 6 It is generally agreed that all 
of the icons were executed by the same workshop, at 
the beginning of the fourteenth century. The icons in 
Greece to which the Walters Anastasis is most closely 
related are located at Patmos and Meteora. Among 
these are two icons, an Incredulity of Thomas (figs. 11, 
12) and a standing Virgin Hodegetria framed by busts 
of saints (fig. 13), both of which are at the Monastery 
of the Transfiguration at Meteora. These can be dated 
to between 1359 and 1384, since both contain portraits 
of the .Byzantine princess Maria Angelina Komnena 
Dukaena Palaeologina, Despoina of Yannina, a title 
she inherited from her father, Simeon U ros Palaeolo­
gos, Despote of Epiros (1348-1355) and later self-
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declared emperor of the Serbs and Romans.7 In 1359, 
at Trikkala, the capital of her father's kingdom, Maria 
Palaeologina married Thomas Preljubovic. Prelju­
bovic became co-ruler of Yannina with his wife but was 
not granted the official title of despote by his father-in­
law until 1383. A very unpleasant man thoroughly 
disliked by the inhabitants ofYannina, Preljubovic was 
murdered in 1384. It appears that the standing Hodege­
tria icon, with the kneeling Maria Palaeologina at the 
feet of the Virgin, originally formed part of a diptych 
with an icon of a standing Christ containing a dedica­
tion and a similar portrait of the kneeling Thomas 
Preljubovic. 8 

In the Incredulity of Thomas (figs. 11, 12), the 
placement of Maria Palaeologina's portrait is very 
unusual in that it has been included among the group 



 

Fig. 9. Anastasis, Mosaic, Thessaloniki, Church of the Holy Apostles. 

of Apostles to the left of Christ (fig. 12). Xyngopoulos, 

who first published the icon, argued that the figure 

behind and to the left of Maria, looking out at the 

spectator, is Preljubovic himself, who, unlike his wife, 

is not dressed in princely regalia since he had not 

received the official title of despote.9 That the Palaeolo­

gina icons ended up at Meteora is not surprising since 

Maria had special connections with the monastery; her 

brother, John-Josapha Uros Palaeologos, was its sec­
ond founder and became a monk of the monastery 

sometime between 1372 and 1381. According to con­

temporary documents, Maria gave both money to 

enlarge the church of the Monastery of the Transfigu­

ration and a gift of liturgical objects, some from mon­
asteries of Yannina and others that had belonged to her 

husband. This gift may well have included the icons 

under discussion. 
An icon of the Crucifixion on Patmos (fig. 10), to 

which the Walters Anastasis is closely related, has been 

associated with both the Ohrid icons and the Maria 

Paleologina icons on stylistic grounds. 10 This fairly 

wide range of datings (a span of some seventy years) 

for the same icon exemplifies the difficulties that con­
front the student of Palaeologan painting when dealing 

with works that are not precisely dated-that is, the 

majority of icons. In a general way, all these icons 
share the "classicizing" Palaeologan style, already 

clearly articulated by around 1310, and derived from 

earlier Byzantine prototypes, especially tenth-century 
manuscripts. 11 The prime examples of the "mature" 

or second phase of this style are the frescoes and mosa­

ics of the Kariye Djami (figs. 8, 14, 15), carried out 

under the sponsorship of Theodore Metochites, the 

Fig. 10. Crucifixion, Tempera on Wood, Patmos, Chapel of the 

Annunciation. 
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Fig. 11 . lncrtdulity of St. Thomas, Tempera on Wood, Meteora, 
Monastery of the Transliguration . 
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Fig. 12. Detail of Figure 11, Portrait of Maria Palaeologina . 

prime mm1ster of emperor Andronikos II, between 
1315 and 1321. 12 This well-preserved ensemble of fres­
coes and mosaics provides a useful chronological divid­
ing line that can help to place less precisely dated 
works. 

Characteristic of both the mosaics and the fres­
coes of the Kariye Djami is symbolic complexity and 
pronounced interest in narrative. These trends were 
present in Palaeologan art during its formative period, 
in the last decades of the thirteenth century, but they 
became more pronounced after about 1310. Also, in 
the earlier monuments, the drama and intensity of the 
narrative had been emphasized through a "heroic" 
figure style, often of statuesque proportions (figs. 5, 6), 
while in the Kariye Djami and monuments of its time 
(such as the Holy Apostles Church in Tessaloniki [fig. 
9; ca. 13151),13 the tone of the narrative changes. The 
figures become more numerous, smaller in size, and 
less heroic, and their attitudes, postures, and gestures 
become more restrained and timid-in some cases 
they even appear elegant and mannered. 14 Anecdotal 
detail increases and the narrative is less intense and 
expressive; the figures decrease in size and in propor­
tion to their setting, and the setting itself becomes 
more elaborate. The story-telling aspect of the compo­
sition becomes most important, and to clarify it, fig­
ures are shown in a great variety of poses, looking at 
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Fig. 13 . Virgin Hodegetria (detail of side panels, with saints), Meteora, 
Monastery of the Transfiguration. 

one another and gesturing; three-quarter back views, 
and even fleeing profiles become common (figs. 14, 15). 

These changes, from the heroic narrative of the 
late thirteenth century to the anecdotal narrative of 
about 1310 to 1320, reached beyond Thessaloniki and 
Constantinople to neighboring lands under Byzantine 
influence. Among the most representative examples of 
this change are the frescoes of Saint Nikita near Cucer 
(fig., 16; 1307-10); of Saint George at Staro Nagori­
cino (1316-18); and of the Church of the Virgin at 
Gracanica ( 1318-21 )-all three foundations of King 
Milutin of Serbia and all decorated by Michael and 
Eutychios and their workshop. 15 That the work of the 
same two painters, who around 1294-95 worked in 
Saint Clement at Ohrid in the "heroic narrative style" 
(fig. 6), changes so profoundly within one decade 
proves that the new anecdotal and restrained style had 
become the accepted mode, at least among prestigious 
patrons. This did not mark a break with the earlier 
Palaeologan traditions; rather, it was a stage of elabo­
ration, expansion, and toning down. Variations of it 
continue to run through most of the painting of the 
fourteenth and the first half of the fifteenth century. 16 

Though it is not easy to establish with precision 
the chronological context of undated works, a compar­
ison of paintings that can be securely dated to around 
1300, such as the frescoes of Saint Clement at Ohrid 



 

Fig. 14. John tht Baptist Bearing Witness, Mosaic, Istanbul, Kariye 
Djami. 

and of the Protaton on Mt. Athas (figs. 6, 7), and ones 
dated to about 1310 to 1320, such as the frescoes of 
Saint Nikita (fig. 16), the mosaics of the Holy Apostles 
(fig. 9), and frescoes and mosaics of the Kariye Djami 
(figs. 8, 14, 15), do show consistent differences. 17 The 
more heroic, monumental, and dramatic style of Saint 
Clement and of the Protaton, with few and large fig­
ures, which creates the illusion of plastic projection and 
spatial recession, contrasts with the more crowded, 
multifigured, flatter, and less dynamic compositions of 
1310 to 1320. Even the expression in the faces has 
changed; stoic melancholy replaces intense and vigor­
ous concentration. 

Similar differences exist between the Ohrid icon 
of the Anastasis of about 1300 (fig. 5) and the Walters 
Anastasis (fig. 1). Again, the dynamism and intensity of 
the Ohrid work is striking; the figures are fewer and 
larger, they are more statuesque, and they occupy a 
larger proportion of the total space. The physical and 
emotional drama of Christ's action as he forcefully 
grasps Adam with his right hand is powerful and con­
vincing, and is the absolute focus of the composition. 
The Walters Anastasis, although a bit smaller than the 
Ohrid icon (36.0 X 26.5 cm vs 45 X 37 .5 cm), con­
tains almost twice as many figures; the flanking figures 
have more than doubled in number and two subsid­
iary events, involving five figures, have been added in 
the lower part of the composition. The Walters figures 
are both smaller and more crowded; they are shown in 
a greater variety of postures, and they interact with 
one another visually. Several, including Adam, are 

Fig. 15. Mothers Mourning Thtir Children, Mosaic, Istanbul, Kariye 
Djami . 

shown in complete profile and one in fleeting profile 
(upper left figure in the left side group). Most striking 
is the much less dynamic relationship between Christ 
and Adam, especially because their postures are 
almost identical with those in the Ohrid icon. Even 
Christ's mantle, which in the Ohrid icon swells and 
billows forcefully as an extension of His motion, has 
become an ornamental flourish in the Walters icon. All 
this indicates that the Walters Anastasis is later, and 
postdates the paintings of the Kariye Djami. 

The structure of the subsidiary groups in these 
two icons, their melancholy expressions, the varied 
postures, and even the articulation of specific heads 
also occur in the Meteora Incredulity of Thomas of 
about 1359 to 1384 (figs. 11, 12). 19 In this icon, narra­
tive and symbolic complexity are achieved by the 
inclusion of Maria Palaeologina and (perhaps) 
Thomas Prejlubovic among the group of Apostles. 
Again the composition is pyramidal, with Christ 
standing higher than the two flanking groups, and the 
base of the pyramid is formed by a sequence of three 
broad steps leading up to Christ and the very elaborate 
architectural structure that frames him. In all three 
icons, a shallow composition is arranged in a planar 
and vertical sequence, and the setting is elaborate and 
crowded. The similarities of the Patmos Crucifixion, 
the Meteora Incredulity of Thomas, and the Walters 
Anastasis clearly indicate that they emerged from the 
same cultural and chronological context-that is, the 
period from about 1350 to about 1384 of the Palaeolo­
gina icons. 
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Fig. 16. Christ Purging the 1implt, Fresco, (near) Cucer, Church of St. Nikita. 

In the Walters Ana.stasis, symbolic and narrative 
elaboration has resulted in the unusual combination of 
the Ana.stasis with two sequential events based on the 
Gospel of Matthew. The particular moments from the 
Gospel narrative are specified by two inscriptions: one 
on the left, next to the two seated women, which reads 
"and they were sitting opposite the grave" (Matt. 
27.61), and the other, on the right, between the stand­
ing women and the angel, which reads "Mary Magda­
len and the other Mary came to see where he was 
buried" (Matt. 28.2). The passage in the Gospel 
(Matthew 28.2-6) continues: 

Suddenly there was a violent earthquake; an angel 
of the Lord descended from Heaven; he came to 
the stone, rolled it away, and sat himself down on 
it . . .. The angel then addressed the women: 
"you," he said, "have nothing to fear. I know you 
are looking for Jesus who was crucified. He is not 
here; he has been raised again, as he said he would 
be . Come and see the place where he was laid. 

This, in summary form, is represented in the icon. 
The angel sits on the stone that he has rolled away, 
looks at the frightened women, and points to the 
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empty tomb and shroud. In an almost simultaneous 
sequential action, Christ is shown after "He has been 
raised again" and has broken the gates of Hell to res­
urrect the Just. We therefore have a narrative sequence 
of three events: Mary Magdalen and the other Mary, 
on the evening of the Crucifixion, looking at the tomb 
in which Christ had been buried; two days later, at 
dawn, returning to look at the grave and being con­
fronted by the angel and, as the angel speaks, Christ 
resurrecting the Just. The sequence is very effective 
and appropriate, but the result of making the Ana.stasis 
the culminating event in a sequential narrative is 
highly unusual. 

Narrative elaborations of the Ana.stasis do occur in 
other Palaeologan paintings, but they involve intro­
ducing angels in Heaven and in the chasm of Hades, 
increasing the number of the Just to the point of add­
ing a second pair of sarcophagi below those of Adam 
and Eve, and showing angels binding a figure of 
Satan. All these details exist in the Ana.stasis of Gra­
canica (1318-21), which is one of the most elaborate 
versions of the scene. 20 Though different from the Wal-



 

ters Anastasis in both composition and iconography, the 
Gracanica version does share with it the unusual place­

ment of Eve by herself on the right, while Christ holds 
only Adam by the hand. 21 Since Eve is not mentioned 
in the apocryphal narrative, her placement in the scene 
was presumably determined by the person who com­
missioned the work, by the advising theologian, or by 
the painter. The traditional scheme, however, from the 
eleventh century on, had been to show Eve standing 
behind Adam. She is placed independently, on her 
own sarcophagus, only when Christ is also holding her 
(fig. 8). The variant of the Walters icon and the Gra­
canica fresco appears to be a Palaeologan elaboration 
of around 1320.22 It emphasizes the presence of Eve in 
the traditional iconographic type, which normally 
focuses on Adam and casts Eve in a subsidiary role. In 
the Walters Anastasis, the role of women in general is 
stressed: in addition to the two Marys represented 
twice in the foreground, two women are included in 
the group of Just on the right. This "female presence" 
is unusual for an Anastasis and may express the specific 
wishes of the donor, who may have been a woman. 
The Maria Palaeologina icons make it clear that the 
donor's wishes could affect the iconography of tradi­
tional devotional images. The emphasis placed on the 
two Marys in the Walters icon, who are identified by 
name in the inscriptions, may indicate that the donor's 
name was Maria; that this "Maria" might have been 
the Maria Palaeologina of the Meteora icons remains 
an attractive but remote hypothesis. 

Early in its existence, probably within one hun­
dred years, the Walters Anastasis icon underwent a 
thorough restoration. 23 The reasons for this are 
unclear, since there is no evidence of damage by water 
or fire, or by other external mechanical forces; the 
extensive insect damage that now marks the panel 
came at a later date. The worn, discontinuous charac­
ter of the original painted images indicates that the 
damage was confined to the upper layer, and the exten­
sive reworking makes it clear that it extended over a 
substantial portion of the object's surface. The repaint­
ing was laid directly on the remains of the original 
pigments and not, as was common, on the layer of oil 
typically rubbed on finished icons as protective var­
nish. This suggests that the original surface may have 
been damaged during the removal of that oil, which 
might have become sooty from the smoke of candles 
and oil lamps placed nearby. It is also possible that the 
icon had been used extensively during travel by its 

successive owners (its small size would make such use 
suitable), and that constant moving, wrapping, and 
unwrapping had contributed to the abrasion. 

The early restoration is most evident to the unas­
sisted eye in the retouching of garments with bright 
blue (Christ, the left sleeve of Adam's tunic, and robes 
of some Just), intense red (Eve's mantle, robes of Just 
[especially King David]), and dark browns (extreme 
right figure in the group of Just, the cloak of one of the 
Marys [right figure in seated group, left figure in 
standing group]). These observations were corrobo­
rated by examination under stereomicroscopic magni­
fication. Restoration is also evident in the rather arbi­
trary outcroppings of orange and purple mountaintops 
behind and above the light gray rocks in the back­
ground. 

Under magnification, the most readily noticeable 
restoration is the intense and coarse ultramarine blue 
that has been applied to the mandorla and to the figure 
of Christ, to garments, and to the angel's wings; in a 
much thinner, washlike form it also appears through­
out the painting, where it was used to create shadows 
and to strengthen worn areas. Generally, this wash 
enhances and defines the original forms without dis­
guising them. In the areas restored with the thick 
ultramarine pigment, the underlying original seems to 
be a thinly applied layer composed of white lead with 
finely divided ultramarine particles similar to, but 
more subdued than, the repaint. Because the restora­
tion covers almost exactly the same area, it is difficult 
to differentiate between it and the original. Since the 
materials and technique in the intense blue areas are 
cruder, however, than those in the earlier portions of 
the painting (for example, Adam's intense blue left 
sleeve versus the rest of his light grayish garment), they 
cannot be considered to be by the same hand. 

Other parts of the restoration can be identified by 
their relationship to the layer of intense ultramarine 
blue. The vermilion garments and boots of the two 
kings (left) and of Eve's cloak lie on top of the ultrama­
rine glaze. The dark brown garments, on the other 
hand, both cover and are covered by the ultramarine 
glaze. In some places, a brownish red color shows 
under the vermilion and suggests that although these 
sections were originally a somewhat duller red tone, 
the restorer adhered to the original color scheme. In 
fact, throughout the icon the repainting closely follows 
both the shapes and the colors of the original. Only in 
a few areas is there a slight deviation, as, for example, 
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in Eve's outstretched leg, where a bluish haze of seem­
ingly original paint appears on the upper part of her 
calf, suggesting that originally the blue portion of her 
tunic extended farther up. In other instances, the devi­
ations are even less obvious, as, for example, in traces 
of duller ultramarine blue that appear below the brown 
strokes in the angel's right wing, underneath the shoul­
der of the seated Mary on the right. There are just two 
areas where the restorer may have taken some liber­
ties: the rocky mountains in the background (for the 
orange outcroppings were added on top of gilding) and 
the cross held by Christ (which was certainly rein­
forced, and may even have been an addition of the 
restorer). 24 Much of the gilding in the background and 
on the halos appears to be original, but the gold high­
lights that accent the clothing, the angel's wings, the 
inscriptions at the bottom, and the mandorla have 
been applied on top of the intense ultramarine glaze 
and therefore must be part of the restoration. Further­
more, in the inscriptions, the gold leaf accents have 
been applied over brown paint, which creates an 
appearance similar to the other brown retouchings, 
and which descends into tiny cracks in the panel's 
surface. 

There are indications that the flesh tones through­
out the image have been reworked. That is, in several 
spots the flesh color lies on top of the intense ultrama­
rine glaze, and in others, additional ultramarine parti­
cles are present on top of the flesh tones ( suggesting 
that the two were contemporaneous). Generally, the 
relative coarseness of materials and technique, and the 
density of the paint mixture suggest the work of a less 
competent hand, as does the style and the unevenness 
of quality in the modeling of the faces. In fact, this 
unevenness of quality suggests that some of the origi­
nal faces were better preserved, and that in those cases 
the restorer was able to retain more of the original style 
(for example, the faces of Christ, John the Baptist, 
David, Eve, the two Marys). In other instances, espe­
cially among the clustered groups of Just (fig. 3), but 
also in such major figures as Solomon, Adam, and the 
angel, faces become slightly misshapen and flattened, 
presumably because less of the original structure was 
left. Generally, the modeling in most faces of the Wal­
ters Anastasis lacks the density and subtle graduation of 
tones evident in most Palaeologan icons, and its high­
lights are more linear and sparse than would be 
expected. Furthermore, the restorer seems not to have 
quite understood the original structure of the mouths, 

and thus often added a thin red stroke between the 
lips. 

A second restoration, which appears to have been 
carried out considerably later, probably in the nine­
teenth century, was performed primarily to correct 
structural damage to the icon. A cradle was applied to 
the back of the panel and the frame was regilded. 
Additions to the surface of the image were minimal 
and consist primarily of brown repainting on the cross 
held by Christ and in the chasm of Hell. Thin brown 
accents (for example, on the Baptist's garments) and 
strokes of dense blue paint ( such as those on the gar­
ments of David) were added to some figures to make 
them more distinguishable; it also appears that gold 
leaf was laid on the clothing of King David. But in 
general, this second restoration did not affect the 
appearance of the image in any significant way. 

A third restoration was undertaken at The Walters 
Art Gallery in 194 7, and was confined to new splits 
caused by the cradle. Losses were filled with gesso and 
inpainted with tempera. Also, the icon was cleaned and 
covered with a coat of natural resin varnish. 

It appears, then, that the earliest restoration was 
the only one that significantly affected the appearance 
of the Walters Anastasis icon. But the outstanding char­
acteristic of this restoration is its faithfulness to the 
original image. Clearly, the painter/restorer, presum­
ably at the owner's request, tried to preserve the origi­
nal Palaeologan style of the panel. This suggests that at 
that time it was still in use as a devotional image, and 
was valued for its beauty and (or?) "antiquity." It also 
suggests that the restoration was undertaken in a 
milieu where the Palaeologan style was understood, 
and where painters well versed in traditional methods 
of icon painting could be found. The apparent desire 
to restore the image to its original brilliance may indi­
cate that it was owned by a lay person. 25 

Of the possible contexts wherein these hypotheti­
cal conditions are likely to have existed in the late 
fifteenth century-the Balkan peninsula, Crete, Ven­
ice, and Russia-the latter, and especially Moscow, 
seems to be the most likely. For the milieu where the 
icon was restored had to be foreign enough for the 
painter to misinterpret small details and not to be com­
pletely conversant with the subtleties of the original 
modeling. This could not likely have happened in 
Crete or Venice, where icon painters continued to be 
trained in the traditional Palaeologan manner and 
could reproduce it faithfully when called upon to do 



 

so. 26 On the other hand, this milieu had to be sophisti­
cated, and both artistically and theologically cognizant 
of the Byzantine tradition to appreciate and value a 
Palaeologan original enough to wish to preserve it as 
closely as possible. Also, the owner had to be a person 
of considerable wealth in order to pay for the ultrama­
rine blue and gold leaf extensively used in the restora­
tion. It seems doubtful that such conditions would 
have then prevailed in the Balkan peninsula, which by 
about 14 70 was either occupied or besieged by the 
Turks. 

On the other hand, the Russian milieu, with its 
own flourishing tradition of icon painting growing 
directly out of Palaeologan art and its general admira­
tion for Byzantine culture would have encouraged the 

preservation of a Byzantine original. A Russian owner 
would likely have considered it a valuable possession 
both as a devotional image and as an "authentic Greek 
painting.'' If a member of the aristocracy, this owner 
could have easily afforded the expensive pigments used 
in the restoration. Furthermore, a Russian icon 
painter of that period would have had the training to 
successfully restore a Byzantine icon without imposing 
an alien style on it. But, a Russian painter's training 
and taste were different from those of a Palaeologan 

painter of the mid-fourteenth century, and they were 
bound to show in unintentional changes. Hence, from 
the point of view of an admirer of fourteenth-century 
Palaeologan art, the ultramarine blues and vermilions 
look coarse, rather flat, and too bright; moreover, the 
contrast between the gray rocky mountains and the 
bright orange and purple additions seems arbitrary. 
Again, from this "Palaeologan" person's point of 
view, the dark brown of the cloak of one of the Marys 
would appear too dark and flat, and would contrast too 
sharply with the more restrained and modulated green 
of the other cloak. However, all of this was perfectly 
normal and desirable in Russian icons of this period, 
where brilliant blues and reds were freq"4ently used to 
create contrasts, and where abrupt juxtapositions of 
darks and lights were common. Moreover, dark brown 
was frequently used for the Virgin's cloak, as the Rus­
sian version of the Byzantine purple. Generally, in 
Russian icons of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, 
surfaces are flatter and less subtly modulated than 
they are in Palaeologan paintings of the fourteenth and 
early fifteenth centuries. Highlights are applied as lin­
ear contrasts against darker garments or dark flesh 
tones. Finally, the anomalous darkness of Adam's left 

sleeve, which stands out from the rest of his garments 
and which visually relates to the blue garments of 
Christ, also is characteristic of Russian icons. There 
are many Russian examples of the Anastasis wherein 
the sleeve of Adam's arm, on the side on which Christ 
grasps him, is painted the same color as Christ's gar­
ment. 27 This both creates a coloristic harmony 
between the two figures and establishes an obvious 
symbolic connection between the resurrected Christ 
and Adam in the process of being resurrected. 

In conclusion, I would like to suggest that by 
around 14 70 the Walters Anastasis icon had traveled to 
Russia, where it was carefully restored. That it might 
have traveled there in the retinue of Sophia Palaeolo­
gina, the Italian-educated niece of the last emperor of 
Byzantium, who came to Russia in 14 72 to marry 
Ivan III, seems quite possible. That Sophia might 
have inherited an icon commissioned by another 
Palaeologina some one hundred years earlier will have 
to remain a remote but attractive hypothesis. 
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A Pounced Design in 
David and Bathsheba 
by Paris Bordone 
SUSAN F. LAKE 
Hirshhom Museum and Sculpture Garden, 
the Smithsonian Institution 

I n 1976 Federico Zeri attributed The Walters Art 
Gallery's David and Bathsheba (fig. 1) to the Vene­
tian painter Paris Bordone ( 1500-71 ). 1 In his dis­

cussion, Zeri mentioned the remarkable similarity of 
the architectural background in David and Bathsheba to 

that in Bordone's Annunciation (fig. 2), in the Musee 
des Beaux-Arts, Caen. In 1982 The Walters Art Gal­
lery conservation laboratory received David and Bath­

sheba for full treatment. When discolored varnish and 
repaint were removed, a pounced underdrawing was 
discovered. Most of the pouncing was concealed by the 
final paint layer, but the black dots were easily visible 
where the paint had been heavily abraded (fig. 3). 

Because pouncing is a technique used by artists 
for the transfer of a design, its presence implies the 
reproduction or duplication of an image. A technical 
investigation of the pounce marks in David and Bath­

sheba was therefore undertaken to help explain the sim­
ilarity between the two architectural backgrounds: one 
painting could have served as a model for the other, or 
Bordone might have routinely used a pounced cartoon 
to reproduce a stock background. It was hoped that the 
investigation would establish the relationship between 
the two paintings. 

Pouncing is a way of exactly transferring a pre­
paratory drawing or design to a surface prepared for 
painting. Colored powder is forced through a drawing 
whose outlines have been perforated. As the paper is 
dabbed with a pounce bag ( a loosely meshed cloth 
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through which the powder sifts), the colored particles 
pass through the punctures in the paper. The resulting 
dots duplicate the perforated pattern, making an 
underdrawing that the artist then follows in creating 
the painting. The pouncing technique has been used 
extensively over a long period of time. Although perfo­
rated drawings exist from the Middle Ages, Cennino 
Cennini, in The Craftsman's Handbook of about 1390,2 

was the first to describe how perforated tracing sheets 
were used to transfer designs for gold brocade. By the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the technique of 
pouncing was widely used in art studios throughout 
Europe both to reproduce entire compositions and to 
duplicate portions or elements of a painting. 3 

Most of the pounce marks in David and Bathsheba 
were visible neither in infrared photographs no:r in 
radiographs. For this reason a limited number of paint 
cross sections were taken. A conservator uses paint 
cross sections to examine the paint layer structure and 
pigment composition of a painting, with an aim 
toward better understanding the overall and specific 
features of a painter's technique. 4 In this case, it was 
hoped that the cross sections would also help determine 
the extent of the pounced drawing beneath the painted 
surface. 

Of the nine cross sections prepared, five displayed 
particles in an underdrawing layer. These five samples 
were all located in the architectural background of the 
painting. Samples taken from the sky and from the 



 

Fig. I. Paris Bordone, David and Bathsheba, Oil on Canvas, Baltimore, The Walters Art Gallery, no. 37 .2371. 

Fig. 2. Paris Bordone, The Annunciation, Oil on Canvas, Caen, Musee des Beaux-Arts. 
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Fig. 3. Detail of Figure I: The pounce marks in the area of the bal­
cony. 

figure of Bathsheba did not reveal drawing particles, 
their absence being evidence that the foreground fig­
ures are not part of the pounced design. Moreover, a 
pentimento of Bathsheba's right leg further indicates 
that she was not part of the pounced drawing, for the 
artist apparently had some difficulty positioning her on 
the fountain base and probably worked out the altera­
tions of her figure directly in paint. 

The drawing particles in the cross sections from 
the architectural background are for the most part very 
thick and heavy (fig. 4). The clusters of black particles 
constitute a tightly packed layer as thick as some of the 
paint layers. While it was not possible to isolate 
enough of the black pigment to carry out any specific 
analysis, examination of the particles with the polariz­
ing microscope and comparison with reference sam­
ples suggest that the irregular splintery drawing parti­
cles are charcoal. The cross sections also show that the 
drawing particles are not between the ground and 
paint layer, as would be expected, but are sandwiched 
between two ground layers. 

Unlike Venetian painters of an earlier generation, 
such as Titian for example, who used a thin gesso 
ground and with whom Bordone is said to have stud­
ied, Bordone applied a very heavy two-part ground to 
his linen support. In places it measures more than two 
hundred microns, with the lower layer about two 
thirds the thickness of the upper. The ground is made 
up of rather large aggregates of white particles, which 
were confirmed by laser microspectral analysis as 
being white lead. 5 Biological stain tests indicate that 
the white lead is in an oil medium. 
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Bordone apparently put down an initial white 
lead ground layer on the canvas. The pounced draw­
ing was then transferred to this surface, and over the 
charcoal particles another layer of white lead was 
applied. This layer was thick enough to hold the parti­
cles in place, but thin enough so that the accumulation 
of pounced particles was still visible. The presence of 
this upper ground may explain why the pounce marks 
were not readily visible with the infrared viewer and in 
the radiographs. 

The Annunciation 1s 10 cm shorter and 54 cm 
wider than David and Bathsheba, which is 112 cm high 
and 142 cm wide. A comparison of the two paintings 
reveals that the architectural backgrounds of both are 
not only remarkably similar, but also are identical in 
scale. The differing dimensions of the paintings simply 
accommodate the different scale of the figure groups in 
the foreground. The most obvious similarity between 
the two architectures is in the foreground columns and 
arches. In fact, measurement of them reveals that all 
the background architectural elements of David and 
&thsheba that are repeated in the Annunciation ( the 
columns and arches, the staircase, the balcony, the 
tower) are identical in size. Only the decoration or 
placement of minor architectural details differs. For 
example, the decorations of the capitals and bases of 
the columns in the Annunciation are more elaborate 
than those in David and Bathsheba, a window has been 
replaced by a wall, and a small projecting bay has been 
added. But these alterations are all minor compared to 
the overall similarities between the two paintings, and 
such details probably would not have been included in 
the pounced drawing. 

Closer examination of the two paintings does 
reveal, however, that the major architectural back­
ground elements have been shifted in one painting 
relative to the other. For example, the diagonal row of 
columns in David and Bathsheba occurs in the first bay 
from the left side of the painting, while those in the 
Annunciation are in the second bay from the left. In fact, 
all the aforementioned shared background architec­
tural elements have been shifted in the Annunciation one 
bay to the right relative to those in the Walters paint­
ing. This implies that the perforated drawing that was 
used to transfer the architectural backdrop of David and 
Bathsheba consisted of at least two parts: one included 
the foreground columns and arches, while the other 
contained the background architectural elements. One 
sheet could thus be easily shifted relative to the other 



 

I. Lower white lead ground 
II. Pounced drawing particles 
III. Upper white lead ground 
IV. Original paint layers 
V. Varnish and overpaint 

during the tracing process to allow for space to accom­
modate or delete the necessary figures. 

Technical evidence is helpful in determining 
which work was painted first. It is possible that both 
were painted at approximately the same time and that 
the design of the architecture was pounced for both 
paintings from the same perforated sheets. There is 
evidence that David and Bathsheba was painted later 
than the Annunciation, however, and that the traced 
drawings used for its architectural background were 
taken directly from the Annunciation. A publication 
from the conservation laboratory of the Louvre that 
describes the examination of the Annunciation upon its 
acquisition by the museum in Caen makes no mention 
of pounce marks. 6 It does mention, however, that a 
radiograph reveals that the architecture was executed 
without changes. The author then suggests that the 
painting might have been executed from a squared-off 
sketch, as implied by a series of regular lines beneath 
the paint layer. If Bordone painted the Annunciation by 
gridding off the prepared ground of the painting and 
transferring the design freehand from a smaller grid­
ded sketch, it would imply that the Annunciation pre­
cedes David and Bathsheba and that the architecture of 
the latter was traced directly from the Caen painting. 
The article dates the Annunication between 1545 and 
1550, which suggests that David and Bathsheba was 
painted sometime after those dates. 

Fig. 4. Diagram and photograph of a cross section from near the 
column base at the foot of the staircase in Figure I. 

A search of catalogues raisonne on Paris Bordone 
has revealed no other painting with an architectural 
background similar to that in David and Bathsheba and 
the Annunciation. 7 Because The Walters' painting is not 
included in either of these catalogues, it would be 
unwise to conclude that the pounced drawings used in 
David and Bathsheba were used only once and that other 
paintings with a similar architectural backdrop do not 
exist. 

NOTES 

1. F. Zeri, Italian Paintings in The Walters Art Gallery, 2, (Balti­
more, 1976), 397-98. 

2. Cennino d' Andrea Cennini, The Craftsman's Handbook (Il 
Libro dell'Arte), trans . D. V. Thompson, Jr. (New Haven, 1933) 
(reprinted New York: Dover Publications, 1954), 27. 

3. J. Taubert, "Pauspunkte in Tafelbidern des 15. und 16. 
Jahrhunderts," Brussels: Institut Royal du Patrimoine Artisti­
que: Bulletin 15 (1975), 387-401. 

4. Joyce Plesters, "Cross-sections and Chemical Analysis of 
Paint," Studies in Conservation 2 ( 1956), 110-5 7. 

5. I would like to thank Joyce Plesters and Ashok Roy of the 
Scientific Department, The National Gallery London for their 
help with the analysis of the cross sections. 

6. S. Beguin, "L'Annonciation de Paris Bordon au Musee de 
Caen," Bulletin du Laboratorie du Louvre 12 ( 1968), 26-31. Exami­
nation of the Annunciation while it was hanging in the galleries in 
Caen did not reveal any pounce marks; like David and Bathsheba, 
however, the painting appears to have extensive overpaint. 

7. G. Mariani Canova, Paris Bordon, (Venice, 1964); L. Bailo, 
Delle vitae delle opere di Paris Bordone (Treviso, 1900). 
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Recent Acquisition: Wtewael 's 
Saint Matthew 

ERIC M. ZAFRAN 
The Walters Art Gallery 

T he Walters' most recent acquisition of a Euro­
pean painting is a work by the Utrecht Man­
nerist Joachim Wtewael (1566-1638). 1 This 

powerful painting of Saint Matthew (fig. 1 )2 is datable 
on stylistic grounds to about 1618-20. After 1610 
Wtewael devoted much of his time to his business and 
political activities, and the number of his paintings 
decreased. He tended to paint smaller-scale works such 
as the Saint Matthew on panel, and whether the content 
was mythological, genre, or religious, to isolate single 
large figures against a dark background. 3 

The Walters painting of the evangelist is certainly 
from a set of the authors of the Gospels, and two of the 
others have been located: a signed Saint John, now at 
the Mead Art Museum, Amherst College, Amherst, 
Massachusetts (fig. 2), and the Saint Luke, in a private 
collection, Washington, D.C., (fig. 3). As Anne 
Lowenthal has observed, it is possible that there never 
was a Saint Mark, for an inventory of paintings belong­
ing to Wtewael's descendants lists an incomplete set of 
only three Evangelists, without naming them. 4 

The characteristics that the three existing paint­
ings share are the representation of a vigorous figure 
crowded into a confined space with its respective dis­
tinguishing attributes-the angel, eagle, and ox-and 
each is shown pausing in the act of writing, as if in the 
throes of divine inspiration. There is particular 
emphasis on their large powerful hands, as if to stress 
that these humble men, despite the array of carefully 
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delineated scribe's tools, were not originally trained as 
writers. 

The color scheme of the Walters painting, with its 
flickering orange tonalities, retains some of the vivid­
ness of Wtewael's earlier period, but the somewhat 
looser handling of paint and the concern for texture 
reveals his style being tempered by the new naturalism 
that was entering Dutch painting at this time and dis­
placing the Mannerism of which he had been a chief 
representative. The gaunt, balding figure that 
Wtewael uses to represent Saint Matthew also appears 
as one of the followers of Christ in his 1621 painting of 
Christ Blessing the Children (Hermitage, Leningrad) and 
again as one of the doctors in a painting of Christ Among 

the Doctors (private collection, New York) attributed to 
Joachim Wtewael and his son Peter. 5 

NOTES 
1. The name is given various spellings, but "Wtewael" is the 
one found on most of the painter's signed works. 
2. Oil on panel, 77 x 61 cm. Provenance: Francis Howard, 
Darking, Surrey; sold at Christie's, London, 14 May 1965, no. 
10; Schickman Gallery, New York; sold at Christie's, New York, 
6June 1984, no. 134. 
3. C. Lindeman, Joachim Anthonisz. Wtewael (Utrecht, 1929), 
106, 110-12; Vassar College Art Gallery Dutch Mannerism 
(Poughkeepsie, 1970); Anne Lowenthal, "The Paintings of Joa­
chim Anthonisz. Wtewael (1566-1638)," Ph.D. diss., Colum­
bia University, 1975, (hereafter, "Lowenthal"), 339-40, no. 
A-73. 
4. Lowenthal, 423. 
5. Both works reproduced in Anne Lowenthal, "Some Paint­
ings by Peter W tewael ( 1590-1660)," The Burlington Magazine 
116(1974), 458-66, figs. 52 and 63. 



Fig. I. Joachim Wtewael , Saint Matthew, Oil on Panel, Baltimore, The Walters Art Gallery, no. 37 .2617. 
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Fig. 2. Joachim Wtewael, Saintjohn the Evangelist. Oil on Panel. Massachusetts, Amherst College, Mead Art Museum. 
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Fig. 3 Joachim Wtewael, Saint Luke, Oil on panel, Washington, D.C ., Private Collection . 
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Essai de recomtitution d 'une 
gamiture de madame de Pompadour 

' PIERRE ENNES 
Musee du Louvre 

L 'acquisition recente par le departement des 
Objets d'art du Musee du Louvre d'une pen­
dule en porcelaine tendre de Sevres (figs. 1-3)1 

offre !'occasion d'evoquer une garniture ayant appar­
tenu a madame de Pompadour, dont cette pendule fut 
peut-etre !'element central. 

D'une forme tres inhabituelle, pour de la porce­

laine, la pendule du Musee du Louvre, dont le cadran 
et le mouvement sont signes de l'horloger parisien 
Romilly (fig. 4), 2 a pour particularite de reposer sur 
quatre pieds termines par des sabots. La forme 
generale, d'un style Louis XV tres affirme, presente 
des details qui rappellent les arts du metal tels des 
"branches de celeri", qui, partant des pieds, enca­
drent le boitier. Une couronne formee de larges inden­
tations enserre le cadran et s'eleve en une double 
coquille concave formant une sorte de fronton sur­

monte par un bouquet de fleurs et de feuilles en relief. 
Malgre ces quelques elements "rocaille", le decor 
plastique de la face et des cotes reste d'une symetrie et 
d'un equilibre caracteristiques du gout classique fran­
c,;ais. 

Le decor peint est egalement, clans son ensemble, 
tout a fait traditionnel: une couleur de fond verte 
souligne la structure generale de la pendule, ainsi que 
les pieds et les "branches de celeri" qui s'en echap­
pent, laissant en blanc de grandes surfaces de porce­
laine: la couronne entourant le cadran, la coquille 
superieure et les deux cotes. Ces parties blanches sont 
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peintes de guirlandes de fleurs polychromes et, sur la 
coquille a l'avers de la pendule, d'un trophee evoquant 
le Temps. 

Une tres belle dorure vient encore souligner }'en­
semble: les parties blanches sont bordees de "peignes" 
disposes, vers l'exterieur, en deux rangs, comme pour 
evoquer le mouvement de reflux d'une vague; la 
dorure, toujours en "peignes", forme egalement un 
dessin de croisillons sur les parties vertes; des fleurs 
dorees marquent l'ecartement des pieds; enfin, sous la 
pendule, des rinceaux masquent la soudure des pieds 
au boitier (fig. 5); la dorure releve encore le bouquet 
blanc du couronnement et dessine les nervures des 
feuilles. 

Ce decor peint presente, cependant, quelques 
particularites. La couleur de fond, en premier lieu, est 
une sorte de vert turquoise, assez proche du ''bleu 
celeste" mais qui ne ressemble a rien de connu a 
Sevres. Les fleurs stylisees, ensuite, sont plus proches 
des lndianische Blumen de Meissen que des fleurs de 
Vincennes ou de Sevres, traditionnellement natura­
listes. Cette derniere regle presente, cependant, une 
exception au moins sur des pieces signees du peintre 
Ch.-N. Dodin, portant les dates de 1761 et 1763, sur 
lesquelles nous reviendrons. Le trophee du fronton, en 
dernier lieu, offre des details inhabituels: au milieu du 
sablier a ailes de papillon et des ciseaux enrubannes, se 
dressent une faux et une quenouille terminees, l'une 
par un croissant, et l'autre par une superposition de 



 

Fig. I. Pendule (face), Porcelaine tendre de Sevres, Paris, Musee du Louvre, departement des Objects d'art, no. OM 10899. 
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Fig. 2. Une autre vue de Figure I, revers . 

petits disques qui ressemblent a un instrument de 

musique appele "chapeau chinois". Nous verrons que 
ces particularites ont une raison d'etre. 

II existe une autre de ces pendules, connue seule­

ment par la photographie en noir et blanc et la descrip­
tion d 'un catalogue de vente3 (fig. 6). Cette pendule 
serait "bleu celeste"4 et ressemble a s'y meprendre, 

d'apres la photographie du cataloque, a la pendule du 
Musee du Louvre, a deux details pres, (si on excepte le 

socle de bronze dore dont cette deuxieme pendule est 
pourvue): d'une part le trophee du fronton qui est 
remplace par des fleurs (comme au revers de la pen­
dule du Musee du Louvre), et, de l'autre le cadran qui 

ne porte pas le nom de Romilly. Cette pendule presen­
terait , en outre, d'apres la notice du catalogue de 

vente, la signature du peintre Thevenet ( certainement 
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Fig. 3. Une autre vue de Figure I , vue laterale. 

L.-J . Thevenet, appele egalement Thevenet pere) avec 
la date de 1761. 

Si l'on se reporte aux registres de vente de la 
manufacture de Sevres correspondant aux annees pro­
ches de 1761, on releve une livraison de pendule verte 
(la premiere pendule qui soit mentionnee dans ces 

registres) au marchand Poirier, deuxieme semestre de 
l'annee 1760, pour le prix de 480 livres. 5 Cette date 

exclut, bien entendu, la pendule du catalogue de 

vente, mais pas celle, non datee, du Musee du Louvre. 
Une autre pendule fut vendue a madame de Pompa­

dour le 25 juin 1762 . Elle fait partie d'une garniture 
decrite en ces termes: 

'' 1 pendule petit verd .................... 432 L. 

"2 pots pouris a feuillages verds Chinois .. .. . 864 L. 
" id. bobeches id. . .... 672 L. 



 

Fig. 4. Detail de Figure I, signature de Romilly, au revers du mouve­
ment. 

Une precision supplementaire concernant la pen­
dule nous est fournie par l'inventaire apres-deces de 
madame de Pompadour, redige en 1764, dans lequel 
on peut aisement reconnaitre la garniture mentionnee 
dans les registres de vente de la Manufacture. Au cha­
teau de Menars se trouvaient, en effet, "Dans des 
armoires pratiquees dans le Coridor du premier etage 
du chateau, a coste du garde meuble: . . . Une pen­
dulle, faite par Romilly, a Paris, dans sa boeste de 
porcelaine de Seve . . . " et "Quatre vases de porce­
laine verte, dont deux avec bobeches de cuivre dore 
d'or moulu .. . " 7 

Grace a !'important element d'identification que 
constitue ce nom de Romilly, M. Pierre Verlet avait 
deja pu faire le rapprochement entre la pendule de 
l'inventaire apres-deces de madame de Pompadour et 
la pendule de porcelaine du Musee du Louvre.8 Un 
autre element, cependant, permet de renforcer l'hy­
pothese de l'identite des deux pendules: !'existence de 
deux pot pourris "a feuillages," main tenant a la Wal­
ters Art Gallery, qui, ayant encore accompagne la pen­
dule jusqu'a une date assez recente9 (fig. 7), pour­
raient bien etre deux autres pieces de la garniture 
mentionnees, et dans les registres de vente de la Ma­
nufacture, et dans l'inventaire apres-deces de madame 
de Pompadour. 

Fig. 5. Detail de Figure I, les rinccaux dores qui dissimulcnt la 
soudurc des picds. 

Fig. 6. Pendule, Porcclaine tendre et hronze dore , localisation actuelle 
inconnue. 
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Fig. 7. Page du catalogue de la vente de la collection Chappey, en 1907, montrant la pendule du Musec du Louvre flanquee des deux pots-pourris 

"a feuillages" de la Walters Art Gallery. 

Fig. 8. Pots-pourris "a feuillages" (face), Porcelaine tendre de Sevres, Baltimore, The Walters Art Gallery, nos . 48.590, 48.591 . 
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Fig. 9 . Une autre vue de Figure 8, revers. 

Les pot-pourris de la Walters Art Gallery10 (figs. 
8, 9) presentent bien des decors chinois et une nuance 
de vert legerement differente de celle de la pendule, 
confirmant ainsi les mentions de "petit verd", pour la 
pendule, et de "verds", pour les pot-pourris. Cette 
curieuse disparite de couleur est tres certainement acci­
dentelle et pourrait provenir, clans le cas de la pendule, 
ainsi que l'a fait remarquer M. Antoine d'Albis11, 
d'une trop longue cuisson, sans doute rendue neces­
saire par les nombreuses difficultes techniques que dut 
poser sa realisation. La legere devitrification de la sur­
face, par endroits, confirme bien cette hypothese12 . II 
existe, d'ailleurs, deux autres exemplaires de cette 
pendule qui temoignent de ces difficultes: un exem­
plaire au Musee de Sevres13, probablement laisse en 
blanc et recouvert au debut du XIXe siecle d'une pein­
ture mate de petit feu de couleur bleue, et un exem­
plaire clans une collection privee, sans doute jamais 
acheve, car ii est ampute de ses quatre pieds a sabots, 
rem places, a l 'epoque ou fut applique le decor de la 
pendule du Musee de Sevres, par quatre gaines de 
bronze dore (fig. 10). 

Le parti pris du decor a fleurs stylisees, dont nous 
avons deja souligne le caractere exceptionnel a Sevres, 

Fig._ 10. Pendule, Porcelaine tendre de Sevres, bronze et marbre, 
Pans, collection particulaire. 
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Fig. 11 . Pot-pourri "vaisseau," Porcelaine tendre de Sevres, Paris, 
Musee du Louvre, departement des Objects d'art, no. OA 10965. 

Fig. 13. Pendule, Bronze, modele attribuc a Duplessis, London, Wal­
lace Collection . 
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Fig. 12. Pendule, Boitier en bronze signe de Saint-Germain, Paris. 
Paris, Musee du Louvre, departement des Objects d'art, no. OA 6884. 

se comprend mieux si on considere qu'il devait s'har­
moniser avec le decor chinois des autres pieces de la 
garniture, dont Jes pot-pourris qui presentent egale­
ment, au revers, des branches ornees de fleurs directe­
ment copiees sur des decors chinois. On comprend 
egalement )'inspiration exotique du trophee sur la 
coquille et la presence de "chapeau chinois" au bout 
de la quenouille. L'auteur de ce decor est certainement 
le meme que celui de la pendule du catalogue de vente, 
Louis-Jean Thevenet OU Thevenet pere, qui fut actif a 
Vincennes puis a Sevres entre 1741 et 1777 . Thevenet 
etait un peintre de fleurs traditionnelles et on sent qu'il 
eut du mal a se plier a un programme d'ensemble qui 
Jui fut certainement impose par le peintre de figures 
Charles-Nicolas Dodin . 

C'est, en effet, a Charles-Nicolas Dodin 14, par 
rapprochement avec un groupe de pieces que nous 
avons deja signalees, portant Jes dates de 1761 et 1763 
et signees par Jui, qu'on peut attribuer, en toute certi­
tude, le decor des pot-pourris "a feuillages" . La carac­
teristique de ce groupe est de s'inspirer de decors chi­
nois probablement releves sur des porcelaines de la 
"famille rose" OU, peut-etre, comme l'a suggere M. 
Ronald Freyberger, sur des emaux de Canton 15 • Le 
Musee du Louvre possede encore une piece d'inspira­
tion tres proche. II s'agit du pot-pourri "vaisseau" a 



 

Fig. 14. Fran~ois Desportes, Pieces d'orfevrerie, vases, pate, Huilc sur toilc, Scvrcs, Manufacture Nationale. 

fond rose16 (fig. 11 ), non date, ayant egalement appar­
tenu a madame de Pompadour et qui, livre en 1760 a 
cette derniere, pourrait etre le premier exemplaire de 
ce style17 . 

La forme de la pendule du Musee du Louvre qui 
n'a laisse aucune trace a la Manufacture de Sevres, ni 
sous forme de dessin, ni sous forme de modele, et dont 
on ne connait meme pas la date de creation, merite 
quelques remarques a cause de son evidente parente 
de style avec des pendules de metal du milieu du 
XVIIIe siecle. Elle est tres comparable, par exemple, a 
une autre pendule du departement des Objets d'art du 
Musee du Louvre, signee Saint-Germain 18 (fig. 12) 
sur laquelle on trouve le meme ecartement des quatre 
pieds, des coquilles surmontant le cadran, des fleurs 
au-dessus du boitier et meme un trophee en bronze. 
Une autre pendule a la Wallace Collection, a Lan­
dres, 19 (fig. 13) presente un mouvement des pied et des 
proportions encore plus proches, mais ces pieds, au 
lieu de se terminer par des sabots, disparaissent clans le 
mecanisme d'une boite a musique qui sert aussi de 
socle. II est interessant egalement de noter que le des­
sin de cette derniere pendule a pu etre attribue ajean­
Claude Duplessis20 , ce qui ne doit pas nous etonner, 
sachant le role que Jean-Claude Duplessis, orfevre de 
formation, joua a la Manufacture clans le choix et clans 

Fig. 15. Modcle en platre des pots-pourris a feuillages, portant le nom 
de "vases pot pourri myrthc" qui lcur fut donne au XIX,. sieclc, Sevres, 
Manufacture Nationale. 
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Fig. 16. Page non signee representant les profiles des deux pots· 
pourris "a feuillage" de tailles dilferents avec leur couvercles, Sevres, 
Manufacture Nationale, Archives, armoire 1, liasse 3, fol. 3. 

Fig. 17. Page non signee representant plusiers profils de pots-pourris 
"a feuillages" de meme hauteur. Le couvercle est dessine en bas, a 
gauche. Au centre est represente le profile d'une cuvette avec indica­
tions d'epaisseurs, Sevres, Manufacture Nationale, Archives, armoire 
1, liasse 3, fol. 4. 
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la creation de modeles. Quant aux pieds en forme de 

sabots qui sont une des caracteristiques du mobilier du 

debut du XVIIIe siecle, ils se retrouvent egalement sur 

certaines pieces d'orfevrerie de cette epoque, comme 

on peut s'en rendre compte sur des tableaux de Fran­

~ois Desportes, appartenant a la Manufacture de 

Sevres, qui representent des pieces realisees pour le 

jeune Louis XV: un surtout21 (fig. 14) livre en 1719 

par Nicolas Besnier et des sucriers22 qui auraient ete 

ceux du service des petits cabinets du Roi a Versailles, 

livres de 1735 a 1737 par Claude II Ballin. Une autre 

oeuvre23 montre egalement une terrine posee sur des 

pieds se terminant par des sabots. 

Si Jes archives de la manufacture de Sevres sont 

muettes sur la date de creation de la pendule, ii n'en 

est pas de meme pour Jes pot-pourris dont le materiel 

de fabrication, en trois grandeurs, est, en effet, signale, 

sous le nom de pot-pourri "a feuillage [sic]" clans l'in­

ventaire du premier janvier 1762 parmi le travail de 

176 l24 . Ce pot-pourri est egalement appele pot-pourri 

"feuilles de Mirtre [sic)" en aout 1761 clans Jes regis­

tres de defournement25 , nom qui est repris en 1766 

Fig. 18. Modele en platre de pot-pourri "girandole" ou "a 
bobeches", portant le nom de "Flambeau forme vase" qui lui fut donne 
au XIX,. siecle, Sevres, Manufacture Nationale. 



 

clans Jes registres de vente au sujet de la livraison au 

secretaire d'etat Bertin de deux "vases feuilles de 
Mirte"26 . L'inventaire du XIX" siecle se fait l'echo de 

cette derniere appellation puisque le modele en platre 

qui subsiste encore a la Manufacture fut baptise "Vase 
pot pourri Myrthe"27 (fig. 15). L'appellation la plus 

souvent usitee clans Jes archives reste, cependant, celle 

de pot-pourri "a feuillages." Les archives de la Manu­
facture conservent egalement deux dessins sur lesquels 

ces pot-pourris sont reproduits en trois grandeurs28 

(figs. 16, 17). L'exemplaire de la Walters Art Gallery 
est de la deuxieme grandeur. II correspond a la taille 

du modele en platre. Malgre la mise en fabrication, la 

meme annee d'un modele simplifie, sans feuillages2'\ 
le pot-pourri "a feuillages", connut un tres grand 

succes30 dont temoigne le nombre important d'exem­
plaires ayant survecu31 . 

Les pot-pourris "a bobeches", en revanche, 

troisieme element de cette garniture, sont beaucoup 

plus rares. On en connait, en effet, seulement deux 
paires clans des collections publiques32 et une paire 

clans une collection privee33 . II faut sans doute Jes 

reconnaitre clans Jes pot-pourris "girandole" dont Jes 
moules et modeles apparaissent clans l'inventaire du 

premier octobre 1759. Le modele en platre34 (fig. 18), 

inventorie au XIXe siecle sous le nom de '' Flambeau 

forme vase", subsiste encore a la Manufacture. Les 

exemplaires qui accompagnaient la pendule et Jes pot­

pourris "a feuillages", au chateau de Menars 
semblent avoir disparu. Deux pot-pourris de ce type, 

cependant, a fond "turquoise" et a decor "chinois", 

qui auraient pu faire partie de la garniture de madame 
de Pompadour, figurerent a une vente en 187fl:> (fig. 

19). 
La fragilite des binets de porcelaine ajouree 

devait, sans doute, rendre ces luminaires tres vulnera­

bles a la chaleur des bougies. Les pot-pourris "a 

bobeches" de madame de Pompadour, si on accepte 

de Jes reconnaitre clans la vente du due de Praslin en 

179336 auraient ete casses des le XVIIle siecle. Peut­

etre etaient-ils deja casses du vivant de madame de 

Pompadour, bien que l'inventaire apres-deces de cette 

derniere n'en fasse pas mention, ce qui expliqueraient 

qu'ils aient ete ranges clans un placard? 

Fig. 19. Page du catalogue de la vente Goding, en 1874, montrant les deux pots-pourris verts a decor "chinois". 

Fig. 20 . Montage photographic restituant !'aspect probable de la garniture du pot-pourri "vaisseau" (Musee du Louvre), avec les pots-pourris 
"fontame" U. Paul Getty Museum), et le modele en platre du pot-pourris "girandole" ou "a bobeches" (Manufacture Nationale de Sevres). 
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Fig. 21. Paire de "bras de chcminee duplcssis", Porcelainc tcndrc , Sevrcs, Paris, Musee du Louvre, department des Objects d'art, nos. OA 
I I027-l 1028. 

On peut se demander, egaJement, si cette garni­
ture n'aurait pas pu etre completee, a l'origine, par 
une paire de bras de lumiere. La garniture du pot­
pourri "vaisseau", qui d'ailleurs comprenait egaJe­
ment une paire de pot-pourris "a bobeches, mainte­
nant disparue (fig. 20), etait, en effet, pourvue de deux 
"bras de chemineee duplessis", maintenant au Musee 
du Louvre37 (fig. 21 ). L'inventaire apres-deces de 
madame de Pompadour signaJe bien qu'il se trouvait 
"Deux bras de cheminee a trois branches et trois 
bobeches de cuivre dore d'or moulu" en porcelaine de 
Sevres dans le "Grand Cabinet", au rez-de-chaussee 
du chateau de Menars38 . On peut remarquer que la 
tablette de la cheminee de cette piece semble etre vide 
puisqu'on n'y signaJe aucune pendule, ni aucune 
autre,piece d'ornement. La garniture de la pendule du 
Musee du Louvre et des pot-pourris de la WaJters Art 
GaJlery auraient done tres bien pu orner la cheminee 
de cette piece qui servait sans doute, comme le suppose 
Jean Cordey, de cabinet de travail a madame de Pom­
padour.39 

Ainsi, avec la garniture du pot-pourri "vais­
seau", dont trois pieces sont au Musee du Louvre et 
deux autres au J. Paul Getty Museum a MaJibu, la 
garniture de la pendule, dont les elements connus 
pourraient se trouver au Musee du Louvre et a la 
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WaJters Art GaJlery, serait la deuxieme garniture 
reconstituee ayant appartenu a cette grande protectrice 
de Sevres que fut madame de Pompadour (fig. 22).40 

NOTES 

I. No. OA 10899 (H.38.0 cm). Provenance: marquise de Pom­
padour (1721-1764; jusqu'en 1764) (?), Renault-Cesar-Louis 
de Choiseul, due de Praslin ( 1735-1791; la vente de ses biens, 
clans laquelle on pourrait reconnaitre cette pendule, eut lieu en 
1793) (?), Edouard Chappey (jusqu'en 1907, date de sa vente , 
clans laquelle figure cette pendule), E. M. Hodgkins, Sir Robert 
Abdy, Sir Valentine Abdy. Acquise par arrete du 2 mai 1982. 
Bibliographie: A.-] .Paillet, Catalogue des tableaux pricieux des ecoles 
d'ltalie, de Flandres, de Ho/Lande et de France; . .. Le tout provenant 
du cabinet defeu M. Choiseul-Praslin, Paris, 1792, 123, No. 338(?) 
(ci-apres, Paillet, Catalogue); Catalogue des objets d 'art et d'ameuble­
ment, anciennes porcelaines de Sevres . . . dependant des collections de M. 
Edouard Chappey (troisieme vente), Galerie Georges Petit, Paris 
(27-31 mai 1907), 18, No. 1105, reproduite (ci-apres, Cata­
logue); Comte X. de Chavagnac, "Porcelaines de Sevres. Collec­
tion E. M . Hodgkins" LesArts89(mai 1909), 23, reproduite(ci­
apres, Chavagnac, "Porcelaines"); "Recent Acquisitions by 
Major Museums," The Burlington Magazine /127 (1985), 339, 
No. 15, reproduite. Expositions: Special Exhibition of Sevres Porcelain 
on View at the Galleries of E. M. Hodgkins, Londres 1908, 6, No. 3 
(ci-apres, Special Exhibition); La porcelainefran{aise de 1673 ti 1914, 
Paris, Pavilion de Marsan (1929), 57, No. 652; Musiedu Louvre: 
Nouvelles acquisitions du dipartement des Objets d'art, 1980-1984, 
Paris, Musee du Louvre (1985), No. 79, reproduite (ci-apres, 
Nouvelles acquisitions) . 

2. Jean Romilly (1714-1796), horloger d 'origine genevoise 
qui travailla a Paris, fut re,;u maitre en 1752. II fut l'un des plus 
celebres horlogers du XVIII'' siecle . II collabora notamment a 



 

Fig. 22. Montage photographique restituant l' aspect probable de la gamiture de madame de Pompadour, avec le pendule (Mu see du Louvre), les 
pots-pourris "a feuillages" (Walters Art Gallery), et le modele en platre du pot-pourri "girandole" ou "a bobeches" (Manufacture Nationale de 
Sevres). 

l' Encyclopedie de Diderot (voir: C. Cardinal, Catalogue des montres 
du Musie du Louvre I, la Collection Olivier Paris, 1984, 248). 

3. Important Continental Porcelain. The Properties of the Rt. Hon. 
The Lord Hillingdon ... , Christie, Manson & Woods, Londres, 
(25 mars 1968), No. 66, reproduite, Photograph courtesy Chris­
tie, Manson & Woods. 
4. Nous avons signale que la nuance de vert de la pendule du 

Musee du Louvre est assez proche du "bleu celeste" pour qu'on 
puisse parfois commettre la confusion. C'est notamment ainsi 
qu'elle est decrite par X. de Chavagnac, clans !'article qu'il a 
consacre aux porcelaines de la collection Hodgkins, en 1909 
(voir note 1 ). La couleur de cette pendule est neanmoins quali­
fiee le plus souvent de "bleu turquoise". 

5. Manufacture Nationale de Sevres, Archives, Vy 3, fol. 
32v. On trouve, en fait, une mention de pendule des decembre 
1749, a propos d'un paiement effectue a Le Boiteux pour une 
pendule qui fut donnee a Machault d' Arnouville. Mais, comme 
le fait remarquer Mme Tamara Preaud, ii s'agit vraisemblable­
ment d'un exemplaire de L'Heure du Berger, voir: Porcelaines de 
Vincennes. Les origines de Sevres, Paris, Grand Palais (1977-1978), 
61. On trouve encore une pendule mentionnee clans Jes registres 
de defournement de biscuit, le 8 novembre 1756, accompagnee 
de cette observation: "fentes" (Bibliotheque de l'Institut de 
France, Mss 5673, fol. 66) . Peut-etre cette pendule est-elle une 
des deux pendules de biscuit mises au rebut, citees clans l'inven­
taire du premier janvier 1757 (Manufacture Nationale de 
Sevres, Archives, carton I 7). 

6. Manufacture Nationale de Sevres, Archives, Vy 3, fol. 
115 V. 

7. J . Cordey, lnventaire des biens de Madame de Pompadour apres 
son dices, Paris, 1939, 187, Nos. 2272 et 2274 (Ci-apres, Cordey, 
lnventaire). 

8. Ibid., note 1. 

9 . La pendule du Musee du Louvre et Jes deux pot-pourris de 
la Walters Art Gallery sont reproduits sur la meme photographie 
clans le catalogue de la vente des collections de E. Chappey, en 
1907 (voir note 1 ). II est a remarquer que Jes deux pot-pourris 
ne portaient pas la monture en bronze dore dont ils sont 
actuellement pourvus. 

10. Inv. 48.590 et 48.591 (H. 28 cm). Provenance: marquise de 
Pompadour (1721-1764; jusqu 'en 1764), Renault-Cesar-Louis 
de Choiseul, due de Praslin (1735-1791; la vente de ses biens, 
clans laquelle on pourrait reconnaitre ces deux pot-pourris, eut 
lieu en 1793), Edouard Chappey Uusqu'en 1907, date de sa 
vente, clans laquelle figurent ces deux pot-pourris), E. M. 
Hodgkins, Henry Walters (acquis en 1928 chez A. Seligmann, 
Rey & Co). Bibliographie: A.-J.Paillet, Catalogue, 123, No. 338; 
Catalogue, 18, No. 1106, reproduits; Chavagnac, "Porcelaines," 
22, reproduits; Catalogue of an Important Collection of Old Sevres 
Porcelain, Louis XV and Louis XVI Period Belonging to E. M . 
Hodgkins. Paris, (s.l.,s.d.), Nos . 2 et 3, reproduits ; C.-Ch. 
Dauterman, "Chinoiserie Motifs and Sevres: Some Fresh Evi­
dence," Apollo 84 (1966), 479, figs. 5 et 6; R. Freyberger, "Chi­
nese Genre Painting at Sevres," American Ceramic Circle Bulletin, 
1970-71, No. 1, (1975), fig. 11 (ci-apres, Freyberger, "Chinese 
Genre"); Nouvelles acquisitions, fig 79a. Expositions: Special Exhibi­
tion, 5, No. 1; Age of Elegance: The Rococo and Its Effects, Balti­
more, The Baltimore Museum of Art (1959), No. 152; Vincennes 
and Sevres Porcelain, New York, The Frick Collection (1980), No. 
32; The Taste of Maryland, Baltimore, The Walters Art Gallery 
(1984), No. 165. 
11. Communication orale. 

12. Ce terme "petit verd" est cependant employe a plusieurs 
reprises clans Jes archives de la Manufacture. Le Roi, par exem­
ple, acheta le 24 decembre 1761, trois dejeuners "petit verd et 
frize" ainsi que deux vases "hollandais" "petit verd Marine" 
(Manufacture Nationale de Sevres, Archives, Vy 3, fol. 82v). 

13. Inv. MNC 24973. Acquise en vente publique le 18 decem­
bre 1981 (Vente Faiences et porcelaines, Hotel Drouot, Paris, 18 
decembre 1981, No. 128). La pendule du Musee de Sevres 
porte la marque habituelle de Sevres inscrivant la lettre-date C 
(1755), ainsi que la lettre U, pour un peintre ou doreur non 
identifie, dessines a !'or. Cette marque est sans doute fausse 
mais on ne peut, neanmoins, pas exclure la possibilite d'une 
marque authentique recouverte de dorure au moment ou la 
pendule a ete decoree OU redecoree. 
14. Pour la biographie de Charles-Nicolas Dodin, voir: S. 
Eriksen, The James A. de Rothschild Collection at Waddesdon Manor: 
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Sevres Porcelain, Fribourg, 1968, 323-324 (ci-apres, Eriksen, 
Rothschild Collection . ) 
15. Voir Freyberger, "Chinese Genre," 29-44. Freyberger 
recense quatre de ces pieces datees portant le sigle de Charles­
Nicolas Dodin: 1) une cuvette "Courteille" conservee au Met­
ropolitan Museum of Art a New York, datee 1761 (lettre-date I); 
2) une paire de cuvettes "Mahon" egalement datee 1761, au 
British Museum a Landres; 3) une paire de vases "hollandais", 
au Rijksmuseum d' Amsterdam, datee 1763 (lettre-date K); 4) 
une paire de vases "gobelet a dauphins" (sans dauphins) faisant 
partie des collections de Viscount Gage, a Firle Place clans le 
Sussex, datee 1763 egalement. Un petit plateau illustre clans le 
catalogue de la vente de la collection de madame Gemeau 
(Hotel Drouot, Paris, [24-25 fevrier 1938], No. 97, reproduit) 
mais dont la localisation actuelle est inconnue aurait porte la 
lettre-date I pour 1761. 

16. Inv. OA 10965. (H. 37 cm). Voir Nouvelles acquisitions, No. 
78. 

17. Freyberger, "Chinese Genre," 41. 

18. Inv. OA 6884 (H. 46 cm). 

19. Voir F.J.B. Watson, Wallace Collection Catalogues: Furniture, 
London, 1956,96,pl. 52. 

20. Voir: G. Levallet, "Jean-Claude Duplessis, Orfevre du 
Roi", La Renaissance de l'artfran(jais (fevrier 1922), 60-67. 

21. Manufacture Nationale de Sevres, S. 268 (voir exp. L'Ate­
lier de Desportes, Paris, Musee du Louvre [1982-1983], No. 135). 

22. Ibid. S. 194 (ibid., No. 134). 
23. Ibid., S. 1 7 4 ( depose au M usee National du chateau de 
Compiegne). 

24. Manufacture Nationale de Sevres, Archives, carton I 7. 

25. Bibliotheque de l'lnstitut de France, Mss 5676, fol. 14v. 

26. Eriksen, Rothschild Collection, 168, No. 52. 

27. H. 31,5 cm. 
28. Manufacture Nationale de Sevres, Archives, armoire 1, 
Hasse 3, fols. 3 et 4. Dim.: fol. 3, H. 36 cm, L. 24 cm; fol. 4, H. 
32,5 cm, L. 22 cm. 
29. Voir: M. Brunet et T. Preaud, Sevres. Des origines a nosjours 
Fribourg, 1978, no. 119. 
30. L'inventaire du premier janvier 1762 signale six pot­
pourris "a feuillages" a 36 livres en biscuit et l'inventaire du 
premier janvier 1763 n'en signale pas moins de treize, au meme 
prix (Manufacture Nationale de Sevres, Archives, carton I 7). 
31. Voir: M. Brunet, "French Pottery and Porcelains," The 
Frick Collection. An Illustrated Catalogue, Porcelains, New York, 
1974, 248. Mlle Marcelle Brunet en compte vingt de differentes 
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grandeurs clans des collections publiques, dont la paire de la 
Walters Art Gallery et !es trois de la Frick Collection, repartis 
entre la Huntington Art Gallery a San Marino en Californie, le 
Philadelphia Museum of Art, la Wallace Collection a Londres et 
Waddesdon Manor. Le Musee des Arts decoratifs de Paris en 
conserve un exemplaire en blanc. On peut encore ajouter a cette 
serie une paire au Detroit Institute of Arts. 

32. Au Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York (Voir C.-Ch. 
Dauterman, "Sevres Porcelains" Decorative Art from the Samuel H. 
Kress Collection, New York, 1964, 204-205, no. 37 a-b, fig. 147-
150) et]. Paul Getty Museum, Malibu (voir G. Wilson "Sevres 
Porcelain at the J. Paul Getty Museum," The J. Paul Getty 
Museumjoumal4 [1977], 20-21). 

33. L'auteur adresse ses remerciements a M. Adrian Sassoon 
qui Jui a signale une paire de pot-pourris "a bobeches" ayant 
jadis fait partie des collections de The Antique Porcelain Co. a 
New York, appartenant maintenant a une collection privee de 
Chicago. 

34. H. 25 cm. 
35. Catalogue of a Remarkably Choice Collection of Old Sevres Porce­
lain, the Property of a Well-known Collector [W Goding], Christie, 
Manson & Woods, London, (19 mars 1874), no.99 (renseigne­
ment transmis par M. Adrian Sassoon). 

36. La vente eut lieu le 18 fevrier 1793 "et jours suivants". 
Voir Paillet, Catalogue, 123, no. 338: "Une garniture de chemi­
nee, composee de cinq pieces de porcelaine de Seve, fond bleu 
celeste & a cartouches de sujets Chinois. Cet article interessant 
presente pour piece de milieu une pendule, mouvement de 
Romilli (sic) a Paris, deux vases avec leur couvecle (sic) decoupes 
a jour, & deux girandoles garnies de leurs bobeches (sic) 
decoupes a jour, dont une est entierement cassee." Un exem­
plaire annote de ce catalogue de vente, conserve a la bibliothe­
que de l'Institut (Duplessis 8° 418) nous indique que le prix de 
vente de la garniture fut de 515 francs. 

37. Inv. OA 11027-11028. (H. 43 cm) Les "bras de cheminee 
duplessis" sont signales clans l'inventaire du premier janvier 
1761, parmi Jes modeles de 1760 (Manufacture Nationale de 
Sevres, Archives, carton I 7). 

38. Cordey, Inventaire, No. 1!'42. 
39. Ibid., note 1. 

40. L'auteur adresse ses remerciements tout particuliers a 
Mlle Rosalind Savill. II remercie egalement Mme Tamara 
Preaud, Mlle Michele Beiny, M. Antoine d' Albis, M. Hugo 
Morley-Fletcher, M. Adrian Sassoon et M. Michel Vander­
meersch qui ont permis de mener a bien cet article. 



 

A Classical Revival Ivory Tankard 
in The Walters Art Gallery 

BERNARD BARRYTE 
Joslyn Art Museum 

A round the turn of the century, during what 
might be called the "heroic age" of art collect­
ing in America, Henry Walters distinguished 

himself among the truly great collectors by his enthusi­
asm for the decorative arts. Characteristic of his taste 
for precious objects displaying fine craftsmanship, he 
accumulated more than four hundred western ivories 
that range in date from antiquity to his own time. 1 

Although ivory was used only infrequently in 
Italy after the Middle Ages, Mr. Walters was able to 
secure a splendid nineteenth-century Italian Neoclassic 
ivory tankard (figs. 1,2). 2 Bold in ornamentation, this 
object is notable not only for the beauty of its carving, 
but also for its interest as a document in the history of 
taste. Specifically, it provides an example in the minor 
arts of the "Iphigenia revival," which formed an 
important theme in the Neoclassical revival of the 
antique;3 its subject matter, Orestes and Pylades with 
Iphigenia in Tauris, is associated with the imagery of 
several key monuments of this movement. In its treat­
ment of the subject, however, the Walters tankard 
demonstrates the popularization of antique themes as 
decorative motifs, distinct from the antiquarian erudi­
tion and ideals underlying the Neoclassic movement. 

Nothing is known of the tankard's history before 
1 April 1880, when it was auctioned in Florence as 
part of the collection of Count Girolamo Possenti of 
Fabriano. A highlight of the sale, this "superb 
sixteenth-century Italian work" was thought to depict 
an "antique sacrifice. " 4 Museum records affirm only 
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that Henry Walters acquired the tankard prior to 1931 
from one of his usual sources, the Venetian dealer Fer­
dinando Ongania. Soon after Mr. Walters' death, the 
tankard was correctly identified as an example of early 
nineteenth-century craftsmanship. In this early inven­
tory, however, the relief was thought to represent 
scenes from the legend of the Dioscuri. 

In fact, the earlier interpretation of the relief was 
more accurate: the ten figures carved in deep relief 
replicate figures on a second-century Roman sarcoph­
agus ornamented with scenes from Euripides' Iphigenia 
in Tauris (fig. 3).5 The play takes up the tragic tale of 
Orestes after he has killed his mother in order to 
avenge her participation in the murder of his father, 
Agamemnon. Orestes follows the dictates of Apollo to 
free himself from the wrath of the Furies, who torment 
him for matricide. The hero travels to Tauris with 
Pylades, hoping to steal the cult statue of Artemis and 
bring it to Athens. Upon his arrival in this barbaric 
northern kingdom, Orestes and his companion are 
captured and taken to the temple, where local custom 
demands that all Greeks be sacrificed to the lunar god­
dess Artemis. This moment is depicted in the central 
scene on the sarcophagus. The ivory carver has repro­
duced accurately the Classical composition, which 
shows Orestes and Pylades bound as prisoners, facing 
the priestess who will purify them for sacrifice to the 
goddess, whose statue is visible in the background. 

To fill lacunae in the marble prototype certain 
elements that distort the Classical narrative have been 



 

Fig. I Tankard, Orestes and Py/ades with Iphigenia in 7auris, Ivory, Baltimore, The Walters Art Gallery, no. 71 .348. 

invented. The scene on the left represents the priestess 
reciting the letter that reveals her identity as Orestes' 
sister, Iphigenia. Missing from the sarcophagus are 
Iphigenia's right forearm and the hand in which she 
presumably held the writing tablet inscribed with her 
letter. In the ivory version of the discovery scene, Iphi­
genia makes an inappropriately beguiling gesture 
towards her brother with her invented right arm. In a 
similar departure from the Classical narrative, the 
scene on the right has been given a conspiratorial con­
notation on the tankard: rather than holding the sword 
suggested by the surviving marble pommel and the 
scabbard that he clutches with his left hand, the nude 
Orestes on the ivory appears to pass a bag of coins to 
the Scythian on his right . In this context, the twisted 

body in the foreground suggests foul play rather than 
the struggle to escape from Tauris described by Euri­
pides. Although it is clearly illustrated on the extreme 
right of the sarcophagus, the associated episode in 
which Orestes helps his sister into his galley has been 
deleted from the ivory. 

While lack of space on the tankard undoubtedly 
prompted this omission, the other "restorations" sug­
gest that a lithograph published in 1831 by Antonio 
Sanquirico (fig. 4) served as the source for the ivory 
carver's design. (It is less probable that both the tan­
kard and the lithograph depend upon a common, lost 
design .) Together with its Italian provenance, use of 
this source, which did not enjoy wide circulation, 6 sug­
gests that the tankard originated in Italy, presumably 
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Fig. 2. Drawing after Figure I . 

Fig. 4. C. Rizzardini, Basso rilievo de[ Palazzo Grimani in Venezia, raprese­
tanlt I 'Oresteide. Opera greca in marmo statuario illustrate dal Signor A. L. Mil­
lin, Lithograph, 1831. 

in Venice, and probably during the 1830s. 
The sarcophagus upon which the Walters tankard 

is based was probably excavated on the Grimani land 
on the Quirinal in Rome, by either Cardinal 
Domenico Grimani ( 1461-1523) or his nephew 
Giovanni, patriarch of Aquileia ( c.1500-93). 7 It may 
have been one of the "due tavole historiate . . . tutte di 

ma.nno, antiche" for which Giovanni sought an export 
license on 22 February 1575.8 In any case, two sar­
cophagi with Orestian reliefs were installed as over­
door decorations in a room frescoed by Giovanni da 
Udine in the Palazzo Grimani at Santa Maria For­
mosa, Venice.9 After the patriarch died, leaving his 
antiquities to Venice, the Grimani heirs were unwilling 
to dislodge the imbedded reliefs. They contested the 
will and won their suit. 10 The sarcophagus remained in 
the palace until the 1830s, when its contents were dis­
persed by the renowned Venetian art dealer, Antonio 
Sanquirico. 11 

Prior to their sale, descriptions of the two Gri­
mani sarcophagi were published by the French anti­
quarian Aubin Louis Millin ( 17 59-1818) in his essay, 
L'Orestiide, ou description de deux bas-reliefs du Palais Gri­

ma.ni Venire ... (Paris, 1817). Applying the method 
established in his influential Galerie Mythologique (Paris, 
1811), Millin assembled a corpus of related artifacts 
and literary sources and discussed the Grimani sar­
cophagi within this context, analyzing the Orestian 
myth and the cults mentioned in the legend. 12 

Sanquirico was familiar with Millin's essay when 
he embarked on the sale of the Grimani estate. In 
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Fig. 3. Sarcophagus,Omtts and Pylades in Tauris, Marble, Weimar, 
Schlossmuseum, no. G 1744; line drawing after, from S. Rcinach, Reper­
toire de Reliefs Crees et Romains (Paris, 1912), II, 92. 

Fig. 5. Engraving after the sarcophagus in Figure 3, used to illustrate 
Aubin Louis Millin,L 'Orestiide, ou description de deux bas-reliefs du Palais 
Grimani Vtnise . ... , Paris, 1817. 

order to promote sales, this innovative dealer initiated 
publication of an elaborate illustrated catalogue, Monu­

menti del Museo Grima.ni pubblicati nell'anno 1831, in 
which he cited Millin's essay as a virtual endorsement 
for the sarcophagi, and also adopted the plate accom­
panying Millin's text for his own purposes.13 

Whereas the actual appearance of the sarcopha­
gus is documented in the engraving that illustrates 
Millin's essay (fig. 5), the damage wrought by time has 
been repaired without trace or comment in C . Rizzar­
dini' s lithograph for Sanquirico. It is difficult to say 
uncategorically that this graphic "restoration" was 
intended to deceive potential clients. That Sanquirico 
was an astute and enterprising dealer is unquestiona-

. ble. It is therefore possible that he sought to represent 
the sarcophagus in its pristine condition. The contem­
porary restoration of Ludwig I's Aegina marbles 
(Munich, Glyptotek) by the Neoclassic sculptor Bertel 
Thorvaldsen suggests that connoisseurs and artists 
continued to prefer their antique statues in perfect con­
dition. 14 While it is possible that Sanquirico shared this 
taste, his "less than scrupulous attention to archaeo­
logical accuracy betrays the immediate commercial 
end. " 15 Whereas the missing elements hypothesized in 
Millin's etching are consistent with Euripides' text, 
Sanquirico chose to disregard the Classical narrative in 
his reconstruction. Instead, he published a version that 
appealed directly to the new Romantic sensibility. In 
his reconstruction, the figures act out a drama with a 
plot that apparently involves captivity, rivalry, conspir­
acy, and bloodshed. This design was accepted uncriti-



 

Fig. 6. Johann Heinrich Wilhelm Tischbein, Goethe in the Campagna of 
Rome, Oil on Canvas, Frankfurt am Main, Stiidelsches Kunstinstitut. 

cally and reproduced by the nineteenth-century carver 
of The Walters' ivory tankard. 

Personal taste, and perhaps family tradition, 
rather than Sanquirico's promotional efforts, were 
probably responsible for the acquisition of the Grimani 
Sarcophagus by Archduke Karl Alexander von 
Sachsen-Weimar (1818-1901) during his Italian tour 
of 1834-35. In 1775, the Archduke's grandfather, 
Duke Karl Augustus (1775-1828), invited Johann 
Wolfgang von Goethe (1748-1832) to Weimar, where 
management of the court's amateur theatricals were 
among the writer's diverse responsibilities. When 
Goethe produced the prose version of his Iphigenia in 
Tauns in 1779, Karl Augustus graced the boards as 
Pylades in the third performanace, playing opposite 
the author as Orestes. 16 Goethe remained dissatisfied 
with his text, however, and in 1786 began a version in 
verse. He took this manuscript with him when, that 
September, he departed precipitately for Italy. 

While in Rome, Goethe was befriended by the 
painter, Johann Heinrich Tischbein (1751-1829). In 
his journal, Goethe noted that on 29 December Tisch­
bein informed him that he was working on the writer's 
portrait: 

I have often noticed Tischbein giving me a close 
scrutiny and now the reason has come out; he is 
thinking of painting my portrait. The sketch is 
already finished, and he has already stretched the 
canvas . He wants to paint me as a traveler, 
wrapped in a white cloak, sitting on an obelisk and 
looking toward the ruins of the Campagna di 
Roma in the background.17 

Fig. 7. Benjamin West, Pylades and Orestes Brought as Victims before Iphige­
nia, Oil on Canvas, London, Tate Gallery. 

A preliminary sketch in the Goethe Nationalmuseum, 
Weimar, also includes the suggestion of a fragmentary 
relief behind the tumbled obelisk upon which Goethe 
reclines. Six days after Tischbein revealed his plans, 
Goethe noted that his Iphigenia was finished .18 This 
accomplishment no doubt prompted the painter to 
include in the portrait, now in the Stadelsches Kun­
stinstitut, Frankfurt am Main, a specific reference to 
the drama that Goethe had completed in his studio 
(fig. 6). 19 

Unlike Angelica Kaufmann, whom Goethe 
reports as having illustrated "the turning point in the 
play, the moment when Orestes comes out of his swoon 
and finds himself in the presence of his sister and 
friend, " 20 Tischbein chose to depict Orestes and 
Pylades bound as prisoners, an episode that twenty 
years earlier had been singled out for illustration by 
Benjamin West in his acclaimed Iphigenia in Tauris of 
1766, which is now at the Tate Gallery, London (fig. 
7). The appearance that year of a new edition of Gil­
bert West's 1749 translation of Euripides' play well 
may have inclined Benjamin West or his patron, the 
influential Sir George Beaumont, toward this subject. 
The choice of this particular episode probably was 
determined by Classical artifacts, which provided the 
motifs that West skillfully synthesized into an original 
composition. Both artist and patron were familiar with 
the ancient fresco depicting Orestes and Pylades 
bound as prisoners, which was preserved at Hercula­
neum and published in 1757; West surely knew, also, 
the related composition on a sarcophagus then in the 
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Villa Ridolfi, Rome, which provided models for his 
figures of Orestes and Pylades. 21 

Tischbein certainly was familiar with both West's 
painting and his sources. During. the year following 
West's triumph at the Royal Academy, the Ridolfi sar­
cophagus was published by Winckelmann in the sec­
ond volume of his Monumenti antichi inediti (149) and 
West's painting itself was engraved by James Basire for 
Boydell in 1 771. Most significantly, the harmony 
between moral and physical beauty achieved by West 
was praised by Tischbein's friend, Johann Caspar 
Lavater, who included two engravings of details in the 
first volume of his Physiognomische Fragmente. 22 That 
Tischbein was familiar with the Herculaneum fresco is 
documented in his watercolor copy in the Frankfurter 
Goethe-Museum, Freies Deutsches Hochstift, Frank­
furt am Main, and by his use of that composition in a 
watercolor variant of his own canvas at the Goethe 
Nationalmuseum, Weimar. 23 It is evident that Classic 
and contemporary precedents influenced this element 
of Tischbein's idealized portrait of Goethe. On the 
fictive bas-relief of his finished canvas, Tischbein, too, 
paraphrased his sources, creating a pictorial allusion to 
Goethe's success in paraphrasing Euripides. 24 

The torment of the protagonists, the joy of discov­
ery, and the moral dilemma that confronted Orestes 
and Iphigenia provided eighteenth- and nineteenth­
century artists, writers, and performers with an occa­
sion for presenting the succession of intense emotions 
that appealed to their audiences. In 1779, the year in 
which Goethe first produced his play at Weimar, the 
German composer, C. W Gluck introduced his opera, 
with a libretto adapted by N. F. Guillard from M. de la 
Touche's 1757 Iphigenia in Tauride. 25 The year after 
Tischbein completed Goethe's portrait, the artist 
returned to the subject of Iphigenia in an independent 
painting, The Recognition of Orestes by His Sister, which is 
in the Furst von Waldek collection, Arolsen, Schloss. 
The heroine in that work is a portrait of Emma, Lady 
Hamilton.26 That Iphigenia was a permanent feature 
in Lady Hamilton's repertoire of "attitudes" is docu­
mented by F. Rehberg in his drawing, engraved by 
Tommaso Piroli, and published in 1 794. 27 Interest in 
the subject persisted into the nineteenth century. Upon 
entering Benjamin West's studio in 1809, Thomas 
Sully produced as his first project a copy of West's 
Iphigenia. 28 A general familiarity with the subject is 
suggested by the writer Ludwig Strack's immediate 
recognition of the motif when he saw the unfinished 
portrait of Goethe in Tischbein' s studio in 1787. 29 
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During the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries, Orestes and Iphigenia appeared in their 
original forms and in the guise of various literary and 
pictorial paraphrases. Their frequent appearance was 
symptomatic of the serious interest in Classical themes 
that was shared by the intellectual avant garde associ­
ated with the Neoclassic movement. The nobility with 
which the protagonists suffered adversity was per­
ceived as relevant and exemplary; the rigor with which 
they responded to their extraordinary fate stirred the 
imagination. As with other historical and mythical 
figures who entered or re-entered the intellectual lexi­
con of the time, Orestes and Iphigenia exerted an 
appeal beyond the realm of antiquarianism in keeping 
with the increasing emphasis on moral and ideological 
rectitude. 

Popularity was a consequence of the enthusiasm 
for the Antique, and it became a characteristic of the 
age to replicate antiquities in a variety of media and in 
different scales. 30 While the Walters tankard is related 
to this phenomenon, its appearance in the 1830s is 
symptomatic of a major transition in the perception of 
the Antique, concomitant with alterations in social and 
political attitudes. With its modified narrative, the 
design of the tankard is indicative of both a domestica­
tion of antique subject matter and of a persisting taste 
for Classical form as a preference in decorative style. 
Reflecting Sanquirico's lack of concern for the literary 
significance of the relief, the anonymous ivory carver 
has created a fashionable object, the antique appear­
ance of which was intended primarily as an expression 
of taste; only on a secondary level does it evoke the 
emotional response associated with Romantic nostal­
gia. In this manifestation, the figures of Orestes and 
Iphigenia are no longer symbols of the Neoclassic ide­
ology of virtue, but simply dramatic embellishments, 
making the tankard a vessel of beauty. 
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A Group of Ingres Letf£rs 

THOMAS B. BRUMBAUGH, 
Vanderbilt University 

T he five letters of Jean-Auguste-Dominique 
Ingres (1780-1867) are published here in full 
for the first time. Two were written to the 

painter's intimate friend, the sculptor Edouard Gat­
teaux, and another was written to MmeJ.-1. Hittorff, 
wife of the distinguished architect, while the other two 
unfortunately lack any address leaf, envelope, or con­
tents by which the addressees might be identified with 
absolute certainty. 1 Nonetheless, we may not be too far 
afield in assuming that the letter of 29 June 1848, 
because of its similar greeting, is also to Mme Hittorff 
and the same "bien bonne amie," and that the fifth is 
probably the letter to the painter Albert Magimel, 
from which Henri Lapauze quotes the final sentence in 
his biography of Ingres. 2 It should be remembered, 
however, that under pressure of a vast correspondence, 
Ingres sometimes wrote very similar accounts to a 
number of people. All of the letters were written within 
a period of nine years, from 1845 to 1854. In all of 
them, the tone of the painter's writing is consistently 
personal and affectionate, although obviously less so in 
the fifth example, in which we see him much stirred by 
the visit to his studio of the emperor Louis Napoleon 
and the empress Eugenie. 

Jacques-Edouard Gatteaux (1788-1881), recipi­
ent of the first two letters, was a successful and prolific 
designer of medals and medallions, who exhibited in 
the Salon from 1814 to 1855. A Pomona in marble for 
the Tuilleries Gardens is one of his best-known public 

90 Thejoumal of The Walters Art Gallery 42/43(1984/85) 

works, but he produced, in addition to various large­
scale sculptures, an impressive number of portrait and 
ideal busts of such worthies as Michelangelo, Sebas­
tiano del Piombo, Rabelais, Napoleon Bonaparte, and 
the Empress Marie-Louise. Gatteaux inherited a large 
fortune that allowed him to fill a Paris house and his 
chateau at Neauphle-le-Vieux with the collections of a 
lifetime, including among them a magnificent group of 
paintings and drawings by Ingres. 3 The two men 
became acquainted in 1810, when Gatteaux visited the 
artist's studio in Rome, and they remained close until 
Ingres' death more than half a century later. 

Two large murals commissioned from Ingres in 
September 1839, for the great hall of the chateau at 
Dampierre (Seine-et-Oise), were part of the eighth due 
de Luynes' plans for restoration of his family seat. The 
painting actually was begun in August 1843, and con­
tinued, with a number of interruptions, until 184 7. We 
learn from the second letter to Gatteaux in the series 
that Ingres was struggling as late as July 1845, "to 
render so clear in all respects" the basic composition of 
the Age ef Gold and the Age ef Iron. The design of the 
room itself and the wall spaces for the paintings are 
reminiscent of the Vatican Stanze with their Raphael 
frescoes, and thus the challenge was felt profoundly by 
one who adored the Renaissance master as a demigod. 
We learn too that Ingres had drawn upon the erudition 
and authority of Gatteaux in his role of severe and 
"Aristarchian" critic of the murals. The search for a 
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Fig. I. Letter of Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres to Mme Jacque-Ignace Hittorlf, dated 29 June 1848, Baltimore, The Walters Art Gallery. 
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Classical ideal of harmony and beauty had been aided 
by a number of such learned advisers, who were fre­
quently in residence at the chateau, along with Mme 
Ingres, Alexandre Desgoffe, his chief assistant with the 
painting, and a group drawn from among other favor­
ite pupils and their families. In fact, arranging their 
arrivals and departures is an important business of 
three of the following letters. When there was a lull in 
the stream of visitors, particularly when the "amiable 
Dames" and their children, the dear Pamelas and the 
lovable bebelles had gone, the "long and solitary" eve­
nings were "killed" with games oflotto and charades. 

Patiently indulgent of so many activities taking 
place under his roof, the due de Luynes seems to have 
honored Ingres' request that he not inspect the Age of 
Gold mural until it was well advanced. Something of 
the difficult situation that developed during two full 
years of painting, is documented by the second letter of 

21 July 1845. When it was at last revealed, the ill-fated 
scheme with its profusion of nudes was to cause a rift 
between Ingres and his disappointed-even 
scandalized-patron and, as a final blow, the death of 
Mme Madeleine Chapelle Ingres in July 1849, made it 
impossible for the deeply bereaved artist to live and 
work alone at Dampierre. By a contractual agreement, 
the project was abandoned in 1850. 

In all of the following letters, we find that the 
familiar image of Ingres as the complete bourgeois is 
only reinforced. Illnesses of friends and family are dis­
cussed with a great show of sympathy, and it is charac­
teristic to find the painter looking forward to next Sun­
day's dinner or worrying about the disposal of small 
sums of money. He is concerned that Auguste Pichon, 
a former pupil, may be flagging in his work on the 
background of an unnamed picture which will "very 
much advance my affairs." Pichon was forty years old 
at the time and although he had won a number of 
medals at the Salons after 1835, was to achieve a rather 
modest success in his career. On occasion, Ingres 
helped him and others with finances and, of course, it 
was an honor and privilege to serve the acknowledged 
champion of the Classical taste in French painting. We 
know that Pichon was working with the Age of Iron 
designs then, and it is most likely that he was develop­
ing the background of Jesus Among the Doctors. This 
large painting, now in the Musee Ingres, Montauban, 
had been commissioned in 1842 by King Louis­
Philippe for the chapel of the Chateau de Bizy, but 

with the collapse of the July Monarchy, it was not to be 
finished until twenty years later. 4 

Certainly the fourth letter, of 29 June 1848, is the 
most vivid extant expression of Ingres' conservative 
political position. The letter (figs. 1 and 2) fairly bris­
tles with indignation at those "scoundrels," the Paris 

workers, who fomented the Revolution of 1848 and 
brought upon themselves the terrible retributory kill­
ings of the June Days. They are "French cannibals" 
whose repression by the courageous General 
Cavaignac is "great and just." They are creatures 
from hell, lacking even human faces, who would 
threaten the stability of church and state, institutions 
to which Ingres rendered unquestioning fealty 

throughout his life. Not surprisingly, the letter closes 
with a sentimental effusion, "with all our hearts, a 
thousand friendly greetings, tender and affectionate. " 5 

There are a number of contemporary accounts of 

the-visit of Louis Napoleon and Eugenie to the paint­
er's studio early in February 1854 to see the Apotheosis 
ef Napoleon I, commissioned for the Hotel de Ville, 
Paris. A letter of the second Mme Ingres, Delphine 
Ramel, written to her uncle, Charles Marcotte, is the 
most extensive;6 but the brief fifth letter reproduced 
here is written with the excitement of the event still 
fresh in the artist's mind. The informality of the occa­
sion, the arrival of the imperial company, "quite sim­
ply, without any guards," was a thrilling display of 
confidence and generosity to one who so passionately 
savored such recognition. After the Dampierre fiasco, 
it must have been particularly welcome, and we should 
remember Ingres' fascination with literary and art­
historical anecdotes of noble condescension. They 
range from the Betrothal ef Raphael (1813) to Moliere 
Dining with Louis XIV at Versailles (1860). Drawing upon 
Vasari's account, he conceived the Death ef Leonardo da 
Vinci (1818) as taking place in the tender embrace of 
Francis I. To have been the honored participant in a 
more or less analogous event at that stage of his life, 
was surely the ultimate accolade. The letter ends with 
a practical question about a photographer, and the 
deep sigh of the sixty-six-year-old artist, however 
much laden with honors, who only craves "the plea­
sure of being alone in my studio to finish up my old 

paintings! " 7 

Except for the regularizing of diacritical markings 
and an occasional adjusting of punctuation, I have 
transcribed the following letters as faithfully as possi-
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ble. I have not reproduced the sometimes curious 
spellings (Gattaux for Gatteaux; becoup for beaucoup; 

seur for soeur, among others) as they seem unnecessar­

ily distracting for the reader. 

To: Monsieur Gatteaux a Nauphle-le-Vieux. Postal 

stamps: Chevreuse 6 act. 1844 (72); Neauphle-le­

Chateau, 7 act. 44 (72) 

Mon cher ami, 

J'allais ainsi par une petite lettre vous rappeller notre 

rendez-vous a Dampierre ou, attendu que j'ai 

beaucoup travaille, et que malgre cela il me reste tant a 

faire avant de desirer vous voir, et que bien entendu M 

le Due que je tiens en haleine doit voir le premier, je ne 

vous voudrais, malgre mon grand desir, qu 'a partir du 

15 de ce mois, cela ne derangera-t-il point vos affaires. 

Je le desire, cependant s'il en etait autrement, vous me 
le direz franchement. Nous sommes bien contents de 

vos bonnes nouvelles, excepte de la bonne Mme 

Anfrye8 que nous plaignons de tout notre coeur; a 

commencer par votre chere mere veuillez bien agreer a 

tous mes tendres amities. Done a bientot, et en chere 

compagnie, tout a vous cher ami. Ma femme vous 

remercie de votre hon souvenir. 

Ingres 

Ce petit mot n' a ete que pour vous mieux re1;evoir et 

savoir vos projets. 

To: Monsieur Gatteaux, membre de l'institut, rue de 
Lille 35, Paris. Postal stamps: Chevreuse 21 juillet 

1845; Paris 21 juillet 

Mon cher Gatteaux, 
Ou etes-vous, a la ville OU a la campagne pres de nous, 

et vous ne venez pas voir ces pauvres abandonnes 
depuis vingt jours avec la pluie, tous [les] jours; mais 

en revanche je suis en bon entrain, j 'ai ete plus satisfait 

a ma premiere vue, j 'ai tout repris tout va bien, et je 
suis content. Le vingt, je compte continuer la composi­

tion que je tache de rendre en tous points si claire que 

je veux n'avoir a y rien arranger excepte que mon 

aristarque ami ne la veuille autrement. Voici, 

viendrez-vous un jour nous voir tout seul; je n'ose y 

compter, mais vous savez d' abord nous vous desirons 
avec votre chere Pamela, que Mme Foumier9 a pro­

mis a ma femme de venir passer quelques jours avec sa 

petite fille. Et bien, tout 1;ela ne se pourra pour vous 
re1;evoir tous, que du premier au 5 du mois prochain, 
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parce que nous avons ici, ma soeur, Mme Hittorff et sa 
fille, 10 qui doivent nous quitter a cette epoque. Alors 

moi ou vous, nous ecrirons pour combiner ce beau 

jour. Nous esperons que notre bonne petite Pamela est 

enfin delivree de son mal, et que vous vous preparez a 
quitter Paris pour Nauphle ou Dieppe ce que je crois, 

ferait le plus indisputable bien a votre bonne Mme 

Gatteaux que nous voudrions bien revoir ici aussi. 
Quand vous reviendrez, cher ami, la menagere vous 

prie de lui apporter un peu d'argent; et en cela je 

prends la liberte de tirer sur vous pour cinquante 
francs que l'on viendrait vous demander pour le 

compte de Joseph Tourtin11 cet eleve que j'ai ici avec 

moi. C'est Mlle Chavassieu, eleve de Flandrin qui ira, 

vous demander cet argent. Voila done les Flandrins 

partis, je plains la pauvre ainee que nous aurions 

voulu avoir avec nous. Faites-moi le plaisir, cher ami, 

de passer a mon atelier y voir Pichon12 lui faire bien 

mes amities. II peint le fond demon tableau, et !'en­

courager a travailler s'il y allait de main morte, et de 
vouloir bien m 'en donner des nouvelles, car je suis tres 

interesse a ce travail qui avance beaucoup mes affaires. 

Adieu, a revoir, cher ami, ecrivez-nous un mot sur 

tout ceci, et croyez a notre vive et tendre amitie. 

Ingres 

To: Mmejacques-Ignace Hittorff, c. 1843-44 

Madame et bien bonne amie, 
Votre bonne lettre nous a fait bien plaisir, et aussi la 
belle flanelle qui certes ne s' est pas faite attendre par vos 
soins, les gilets sont deja faits et je m'en pare 

aujourd'hui. Cette pauvre Mme Desgoffe, 13 sa sante 

nous affiige beaucoup, nous esperons la ramener a 
Dampierre avec nous, car il est bien vrai que nous 
quittons ce beau sejour samedi matinjusqu'a lundi, et 

apres le bonheur de vous embrasser nous acceptons 

avec grand plaisir votre diner de bonne grosse maman 

dimanche. 14 Nous sommes encore a jouir du bonheur 
d'avoir vu Gros Papa a Dampierre de quoi nous le 

remercions bien ainsi qu'a hon et brave petit papa. 

Quant a vous nos aimables Dames, s'il etait possible 

de vous aimer encore plus, ce serait par votre si aima­

ble sejour ici, mais cela n'etait pas possible. Seule­
ment, notre sejour est assez triste depuis votre depart, 

plus de vous, plus de bebelle, aimable enfantjustement 
cheri, plus de musique . . . , nous tuyons nos soirees 
solitaires et longues aujourd'hui avec le loto charmant 
parses varietes et ces charades de calcul; mais il n'y a 



 

plus qu'un mois a passer, et heureusement que le jour 

je suis vous le savez terriblement occupe: quant au 

malade il a tra :e encore 4 jours pas bien, mais il est au 

mieux aujourd'hui merci: c'est a vous Madame et a 

vous taus excellents amis que nous devons des remer­
ciements de vous etre separes pour venir faire si bonne 

compagnie, oui, vous aurions voulu encore mieux 

faire pour de si bans, excellents amis que vous etes 

pour nous, et pour toute la vie et toute apres en atten­

dant, madame et bien bonne amie et vous taus, nous 

vous embrassons bien fort de tout notre coeur, a 

dimanche, VOS amis bien devoues et tendres, 

Ingres 

M. Louis15 vous prie d'agreer ses remerciements pour 

votre ban souvenir et J arnette qui ne vit pas sans sa 

bebelle vous presente ses hommages et ses vifs remer-

ciements. Mardi matin. 

To: Mme Jacques-Ignace Hittorff (?) 29 juin 1848 

(figs. 1 and 2) 

Madame et bien bonne amie, 
Dans ces affreux malheurs horribles a decrire j 'ai le 

bonheur de vous annoncer qu' aucun de nos amis 

n'ont ete atteints pas ses cannibales fram;:ais. J'ai 
regret de le dire ainsi, excepte cependant M. Roger16 

peintre qui a eu le malheur d'avoir le bras gauche 

fracasse; c'est !'auteur de cette belle chapelle de St. M. 

de Lorette. Mais vous aussi a votre tour vous ne savez 

encore rien de Sargets (?) et Brillat (?) de Thomas le 

comp. 17 aussi et peut-etre encore de beaucoup d'au­

tres, car a peine revenus de notre cataclisme nous ne 

pouvons encore tout savoir: nous nous rejouissons de 
tout notre [coeur] Madame, que le patriotisme de ban 
franc;:ais qui anime l'ame honnete de votre digne epoux 
et votre cher fils, ils n'ayant apres tout, pas eu }'occa­

sion de le montrer a la boucherie de ces cannibales car 

qui sait: il y a tant de victimes! ! ! Vos pensees ant ete 
naturellement les miennes, Madame, nous sommes 

alles savoir de vous tous a votre maison et la nous 

avons heureusement appris que vous allez tous bien, et 

la prise d'armes de votre cher enfant; tout est fini 

comme danger; et le brave Cavaignac18 nous reste 
toujours avec son etat de siege urgent encore, la 

repression est grande et juste, oui, il faut qu'ils 

rentrent clans l'enfer dont ils etaient sortis, ces scelerats 
qui n'avaient pas meme la figure humaine. Les recits 

sont horribles ... et si on ne purifie jusqu'au bout le 

pays de pareils monstres nous serions desormais taus 

perdus. Mes hon Flandrins qui seront bien sensibles a 

votre souvenir sont encore arraches du service de vous 

qui les saluez et se sont montres taus au peril. Nous 
vous remercions bien, excellente Madame, du nouvel 
interet que vous nous portez ainsi qu'a mes amis, et 
ma femme et moi, vous embrassons, Madame et bien 

bonne amie, tous les trois de tout notre coeur bien 

attache mille amities tendres et affectueuses, 

Ingres 

J e pense que sitot VOS arrivees ici vous voudriez bien 

venir nous trouver. 29 juin 1848 

To: Albert Magimel (?) fevrier 1854 
Cher et digne ami, 

L'empereur et l'imperatrice sont venus hier a trois 

heures. Je suis encore emouve de leur visite qui'a ete 

bonne, tres bonne. Tout le quartier a ete, comme vous 

pensez en emoi qu'ils sont venus tres simplement, sans 

gardes aucun. 11 m'a tendu tout d'abord sa main en 

souriant, et je crois qu'il a ete content: i1 a traduit 

}'inscription a l'imperatrice, 19 et il m'en a remercie en 

s'en allant, l'imperatrice etait redoublee de bonte et de 

grace. J'ai besoin de vous voir pour en causer avec 

vous; man exposition est terminee ajourdhui, sans 

appel; je vois consacrer ma semaine a vite donner le 
dernier coup de pinceaux et puis, et puis y faire venir 

d'Oster, pour en avoir le trait puis les photographies et 

daguerreotypes, puis terminer les figures; puis je ver­

rai venir, et que <lieu m'octroye le bonheur de me 

revoir seul a man atelier pour y terminer mes vieilles 

toiles. A revoir done cher et tres hon ami, votre affec­

tueux de coeur 
Ingres 

Ou trouverai-je Mr Oster. Si vous avez son adresse je 
vous prie de me la donner. 

NOTES 

I would like to thank the American Philosophical Society for a 
grant from the Penrose Fund. It has helped to support my 
research on this and other Ingres correspondence during a sab­
batical from teaching duties at Vanderbilt University, fall 1982. 

1. Collection of The Walters Art Gallery. The letters were 
bought in trade over a period of some twenty years. 

2. Henry Lapauze, Ingres, sa vie et son oeuvre (Paris, 1911), 
4 72. The first two sentences of the second letter, 21 juillet 1845, 
are quoted in Lapauze, 418. Professor Daniel Ternois, Institut 
d'Histoire de I' Art, Universite Lyon, informs me that some 
fragments of the two letters to Gatteaux were published in the 
Bulletin Charavay, Paris, no. 711, mars, 1963, as no. 29137 (that 
of6 octobre 1844) and no. 29136 (that of21 juillet 1845). 
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3. Collection de 120 dessins, croquis et peintures de M. Ingres, de la 
collection Gatteaux, du Musee du Louvre, et l'ecole nationale des beaux­
arts, classes et mis en ordre par son ami Edouard Gatteaux (Paris, 
1873?). 

4. Lapauze, 422-24. 
5. Another version of this letter, addressed to Charles Mar­

cotte, is quoted in Lapauze, 424. 

6. Lapauze, 470-72. 

7. Ingres' care in having his pamtmgs photographed and 
engraved has preserved the general aspect of the Apotheosis. It 
was painted in a studio on the rue de Lille, provided by Gat­
teaux, and was destroyed in the burning of the Hotel de Ville, 
Paris, during the Commune riots, May 1871. 

8. MmeJ.-J.-J. Anfrye, nee Louise-Jeanne-Hyacinthe Das­
tros, was the mother of Mme. H. Fournier (see note 9). Ingres 
drew her portrait in 1834. See Hans Naef, Die Bildniszeichnungen 
vonj.-A.-D. Ingres(Bern, 1979), 3:171. 
9. Mme Henri Fournier, nee Eugenie Anfrye, was the 

daughter of Mme Anfrye (note 8). Ingres drew her portrait in 
1834. Naef, 3:173. Pamela de Gardanne was the daughter of 
Edouard Gatteaux's sister, Virginie, and her husband, C.-P.-L. 
de Gardanne. She appears as the standing figure in the Gat­
teaux family drawing of 1850. Naef, 2:492-501. 

10. Mme Jacques-Ignace Hittorff, nee Elisabeth Lepere, was 
the wife of the German-born architect and archaeologist. Ingres 
drew them in 1829 and painted her as both Juno and Minerva. 
See Naef, 3:68-83. Of Ingres' sisters, either Marie or Augus­
tine, later Mme Clement Dechy, is mentioned here. 
11. Joseph Tourtin was a portrait painter and a pupil of Ingres 
and Flandrin. His salon debut was in 1877. In the next sen­
tence, Adele Chavassieu d'Haudebert (1788-?) was a copyist 
and painter of religious pictures who made her salon debut in 
1806. Hippolyte-Jean Flandrin (1809-64), distinguished mural­
ist and portrait painter, won the Prix de Rome in 1832. He was at 
the Villa Medici at the same time as the composer, Ambroise 
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Thomas. He came under Ingres' influence there and worked at 
Dampierre in 1841. 
12. Auguste Pichon (1805-1900) was a landscapist, lithogra­
pher, painter of portraits, historical, and religious subjects. His 
portrait of Gatteaux is in the collections of the Musee Ingres, 
Mon tau ban. 
13. Mme. Alexandre Desgoffe, nee Aline Lemaire, was the 
wife of the landscape and genre painter, one of Ingres' earliest 
pupils. Desgoffe painted much of the landscape for the Age of 
Gold. 

14. "Gros Papa" and "Grosse Maman" are the architect, 
Jean-Baptiste Lepere (1761-1844) and his wife, Elisabeth, nee 
Fontaine. Ingres drew them both in 1829. They were the par­
ents of Elisabeth Lepere, later Mme. J.-1. Hittorff. In the next 
sentence, "bebelle" refers to the Hittorffs' daughter, Jeanne­
Elisabeth. See Naef, 3:77-78. 

15. I have been unable to identify either M. Louis, possibly 
the history and portrait painter, Jean-Baptiste Louis, or 
"J arnette." 

16. Adolphe Roger (1800-80), history and religious painter, 
was a pupil of Gros, and exhibited in the salon, 1827-57. 

17. Ambroise Thomas (1811-96), opera composer, won the 
Prix de Rome in 1832. He had his greatest successes with Mignon 
and Hamlet. Encouraged by Ingres, he wrote chamber music 
and piano works while living in Rome. I have been unable to 
identify "Sargets" and "Brillat." 

18. Louis Eugene Cavaignac (1802-57) was a French general 
with republican sentiments, who had been governor general of 
Algeria. He was made Minister of War, 24 June 1848, and was 
responsible for suppressing the workers' rebellion. In the presi­
dential elections that followed, he was a candidate, but lost to 
Louis Napoleon. 

19. The inscription on the steps of the throne was In nepote 
redivivus ("Born again in his nephew"). 



 

Manet's At the Cafe: 
Development and Structure 
E. MELANIE GIFFORD 
The Walters Art Gallery 

E douard Manet's At the Caje1 in the collection of 
The Walters Art Gallery well may be the great­
est work from an 1878-1879 series of paintings 

in which Manet explored Parisian cafe life. The scene 
is the Cabaret de Reichshoffen. 2 A gentleman in a 
black silk hat and a woman in beige sit at a counter. 
The woman is lost in thought, the man watches a stage 
show whose singer is reflected in a mirror at the upper 
left. Behind them, a waitress takes a moment to drink 
a beer. A muted range of colors is enlivened by the 
greenish blues of the mirror and a napkin on the 
counter. The triangular grouping of three figures, each 
turned outward, is a strong image of private thought in 
a busy cafe. 

Manet did not achieve this brilliant composition 
effortlessly. A technical examination of the painting 
reveals that he repainted the work more than once in 
search of this image. The investigation under discus­
sion clarifies the place of the Walters picture in the 
artist's group of paintings and drawings of cafe scenes. 
The relationships within this group are complicated 
because Manet worked and reworked the theme of 
Paris night life. The study of his materials shows the 
complex and unorthodox ways in which he handled his 
paint. Comparison of the results with other technical 
examinations, 3 in particular an investigation by David 
Bamford and Ashok Roy of the London Waitress (fig. 
2), has proved invaluable. 
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It is clear that the handling in At the Cafe is not 
consistent throughout the painting. The man in the 
black silk hat, and the blue coat of the man behind him 
at the right edge, are painted loosely, allowing the 
ground to show between strokes. In this man's right 
eye the ground serves as a light color and the gray eye 
appears to be a smudge of a thinly brushed prelimi­
nary design. 4 Everywhere else the paint is worked 
heavily and opaquely. The ground is completely cov­
ered and variations in texture imply that there are 
several layers of paint below the surface. 

Further examination using a stereomicroscope 
and x-radiography shows evidence of Manet's compo­
sitional changes. A few microscopic cross sections of 
paint, which show the complete sequence of design 
layers, were removed for analysis. 5 The painting's 
excellent condition limited the opportunities for safe 
sampling to the rare paint losses along the edges. 

Along the lower and right tacking edges, only the 
ground, which prepared the canvas for the artist's 
paint, is visible. This suggests that on these sides the 
painting is unchanged from its original dimensions. 
On the upper and left tacking edges, however, is paint 
showing details that do not relate to the present image. 
The assumption here can be only that the canvas was 
cut down along these edges, eliminating part of an 
earlier painting. Since the paint on the edges was dry 
before the picture was cut down, it must have stood in 
Manet's studio for some time before he cut it. 



 

Fig. I . Edouard Manet, At the Cafi, Oil on Canvas, Baltimore, The Walters Art Gallery, no. 37 .893. 
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Fig. 2. Edouard Manet, A Waitress &rving Bttr. Oil on canvas, 98 X 79 
cm. National Gallery, London, no. 3858, Reproduced by courtesy of 
the Trustees, The National Gallery London . 

The painted details that survive on the upper and 

left edges give hints of the painting's original appear­

ance in the larger format (fig. 4). (See figures 4 

through 8 in color plate section.) Along the grayish 

mauve upper edge are a thin yellow stripe, what 

appears to be a floral cluster in dark green and dark 

red, and two somewhat broader stripes in bright 

green. To the left of the green stripes the grayish paint 

has been dragged over a bright red lower paint layer 

(figs.6a, 6b, cross section #632). These elements sug­

gest a background strikingly like that in the Waitress 

Serving Beer (fig. 3) in the Musee d'Orsay, Paris, with its 

wallpaper of green and red clusters of flowers separated 

by yellow stripes. In fact, the wallpaper's background 

(fig. 5) in color reproductions of the Paris work seems 
also to be a grayish tone dragged over a bright red. 

The lower half of the left edge is black, its upper 

border sloping up to the right. This appears to have 

been a figure in black placed where the woman in 

beige now sits. The sloping upper border must have 

been the right proper shoulder. Above this the back­

ground is grayish mauve with a red horizontal stripe. 

After cutting down the first composition , Manet 

restretched the painting in the present format, and 

repainted the work, preserving only the man in black. 
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Fig. 3. Edouard Manet, A Wailrtss Serving Bttr. Oil on canvas, 77 .5 X 

65 cm. Musee d' Orsay, Galerie dujeu de Paume, Paris. No. 
R .F. 1959-4. 

There is evidence, however, that that revision is not 

the painting we see today. Traces of an intermediate 
paint layer, which relate neither to the floral wallpaper 

of the first composition nor to the present composition, 

are visible with a stereomicroscope. At the left edge an 

intermediate light blue paint layer suggests that a fig­

ure in blue sat to the left in the first revision. In a paint 

cross section (figs. 7a, 7b: #630), this layer is clearly 
visible between the black of the garment in the first 

composition and the yellowish paint of the beige dress 

in the final composition. A trace of flesh-colored paint 

suggests that that figure may have rested a hand on the 

bar as the woman in beige now does. A cross section 

(figs. 8a, 86: #631) shows the gray-green base color of 
the woman's hat lying directly over the grayish mauve 

of the first composition's background. Most of the 

painting's background shows evidence of an interme­

diate layer of mid-blue with a dark blue pattern. A coat 

rail, like the one in the final composition, was in a 

similar position. Since the cross section does not show 
this blue layer under the hat, the same hat may have 

appeared in the intermediate composition, worn by a 

woman in blue. Because no traces of this layer extend 

onto the tacking edges, it must have been painted after 

the canvas was cut down and restretched . Scars visible 



 

Fig. 9. Allht Caji x-radiograph. 

with the stereomicroscope show that the artist scraped 
away most of this intermediate composition while it 
was still wet. 

The x-radiograph of the painting (fig. 9) is 
blurred in most areas by this process of scraping and 
reworking. The man in black, the only passage that 
pleased Manet without revision, clearly shows the art­
ist's bold, suggestive brushwork. The x-radiograph 
does show some pentimmti in the foreground. The beer 
glass and napkin have been moved into a close group­
ing. The man in black once rested his left hand on a 
glass of beer. As the painting appears today he rests his 
wrist on the handle of his cane; his glass has been 
moved to the side. In another change, the beer­
drinking waitress was turned from a full profile slightly 
toward the viewer. The evidence available does not 
prove conclusively when these changes were made. It 
is possible that these pentimmti represent features of 
the intermediate composition, which Manet altered 
slightly as he incorporated them in his final work . 

This study allows some speculation on Manet's 
development of At the Cafe. The first composition was 
larger than the work as it now appears. At the right 
was the man in a black silk hat, his hand resting on his 
glass. At his side was a figure in black. Behind them 
were probably other patrons of the cafe, and in the 

background was a mauve wallpaper with red and 
green clusters of flowers and stripes of green and yel­
low. 

Clearly, Manet was satisfied only with the man in 
black. His revisions were experiments with the sur­
rounding scene to find a setting strong enough to bal­
ance that forceful image. He cut away the top and left 
side of the painting, then restretched the canvas in the 
present format . When he first reworked the painting it 
probably approached the final composition. The man 
in black was preserved. Seated beside him was a figure 
in light blue. This figure may have been similar to the 
woman now visible, probably wearing the same hat 
and resting one hand on the counter. The almost 
entirely mid-blue background had a pattern in dark 
blue, with a coat rail on the right. The waitress proba­
bly appeared in this painting, turned in full profile. 

Manet scraped away his still-wet paint, and with 
subtle variations to the intermediate composition, 
painted the work we see today. The predominantly 
blue tone was muted. The figure in light blue was 
replaced by the woman in the beige dress. The pat­
terned blue background was replaced with a continu­
ous streaky gray on the right. The arrangement on the 
counter in front of the figures was changed slightly. 
The man's beer mug was moved from under his hand 
to the side, and his cane was moved under his wrist. 
His relaxed hand now suggests his absorption in th~ 
stage show. A new focal point was added in the green­
ish blue mirrored reflection on the upper left. In this 
final composition Manet at last balanced the dominant 
figure of the man in black with the brilliant color of the 
mirror, which reflects the singer he watches outside our 
field of view. 

Manet's paint mixtures in At the Cafe are as com­
plex as the painting's compositional development6 . 

Only the occasional color accent is a pure dab of a 
single pigment, and few of his mixtures show less than 
four pigments (see Table 1). He seems to have subtly 
balanced the ratios of the many component pigments 
to achieve specific tones. Even his black c·ontains 
admixtures of several colors. The pigment mixtures 
seem to be consistent within the three compositions. 
The palette as a whole relates closely to that of the 
London Waitress, as described by Ashok Roy. 7 

Though opportunities for paint cross sections 
were limited, it was possible to take dispersed paint 
samples, which consist of only a few grains of pigment 
from the top surface, from many areas of the painting. 
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Table 1 Paint mixtures for At the Cafe 1 

Color of Location Version of Pigment Comeosition: 
area sampled (WAG sample#) painting Major Minor Trace 
Light blue4 garment (?) below beige dress: left intermediate lead white colbalt blue vermilion 

edge (#638) cerulean blue 
ultramarine 
yellow earth 
red lake 
ivory black2 

Mid-blue napkin on counter (#646) final lead white vermilion 
cerulean blue 

Dark blue background above waitress' hand intermediate? cobalt blue cerulean blue 
(#645) ultramarine 

vermilion 
Bright green background: stripe in wallpaper? first emerald green red lake ultramarine 

(#633) black2 (yellow earth)3 

Bright green napkin on counter (#641) final emerald green cerulean blue vermilion 
Naples yellow 

Mid-green seated woman's hat (#643) final lead white cerulean blue yellow earth 
ultramarine 
viridian 

Dark green background: floral cluster in first ultramarine 
wallpaper? (#634) red lake 

emerald 
Yellow chandelier (#647) final Naples yellow 

lead white 
Yellow background: stripe in wallpaper? first Naples yellow lead white ultramarine 

(#636) yellow earth 
red lake 
(emerald green) 

Orange seated woman's beer glass (#642) final chrome orange 

Bright red seated woman's hand (#644) final vermilion 
Dark red background floral cluster in first ultramarine Naples yellow (yellow earth) 

wallpaper? (#635) red lake black2 vermilion 
lead white 

Dark red seated woman's hat (#648) final cobalt blue lead white 
vermilion 
red lake 

Flesh(?) associated with blue garment (?) intermediate yellow earth cobalt blue cerulean blue 
below beige dress left edge 
(#639) 

Flesh seated woman's hand (#640) final 

Grayish mauve background color of wallpaper? first 
(#637) 

Black5 garment (?) below beige dress: left 
edge (#630) 

first 

1. For convenience in comparison of results this table follows 
the format used by Ashok Roy in publishing his analysis of 
the London painting (see text note 3). Unless otherwise indi­
cated limited sample avaiiability restricted analysis to polar­
ized light microscopy. 

2. The variety of black is specified only when cajcium and phos­
phorous were observed by x-ray fluorescence (bone or ivory 
black), or when splintery particles were clearly observed with 
a microscope in transmitted light (charcoal black). 

vermilion emerald green 
lead white (red lake) 

black2 

lead white yellow earth ( cobalt blue) 
vermilion emerald green 

Naples yellow ultramarine cobalt blue 
lead white yellow earth 

red lake 
charcoal black2 

ivory black2 cobalt blue white lead 
yellow earth 
chrome orange6 

red lake 

3. Samples including only single particles of a pigment are 
listed in parentheses. 

4. Pigment composition established by polarizing light micros­
copy and by x-ray fluorescence on the cross section. 

5. Pigment composition established by x-ray fluorescence on 
the cross section. 

6. Presence of this pigment inferred from microscopic observa­
tion of the cross section in reflected light only. 



 

These samples were examined by polarized light 
microscopy and helped to establish the pigments 
Manet chose and the ratios in which he used them. 
Information on the layer structure must be deduced 
either from cross sections of the same area, if available, 
or by studying the surface of the painting with a ste­
reom1croscope. 

For his blues Manet used mixtures in which two 
blue pigments predominate. A dark blue, which prob­
ably corresponds to the intermediate composition's 
background, is primarily cobalt blue. The greenish 
blue of the napkin is a mixture of lead white and ceru­
lean blue. The pale blue garment to the left of the 
intermediate composition is made of white lead tinted 
with small amounts of cobalt blue, cerulean blue, and 
the blue synthetic ultramarine. In the London paint­
ing, ultramarine was a minor component of the blues 
except for one added section of canvas. Likewise in the 
Walters work it appears in blue colors only as a minor 
component. 

Roy reports purples made of mixtures of red and 
blue with a minor component of cobalt or manganese 
violet. No violet pigment appears in the Baltimore 
painting. Instead, an intimate mixture ofred lake with 
either cobalt blue or ultramarine serves this function in 
dark purplish reds. Though ivory black was used in 
most of the painting, the grayish mauve background of 
the first composition includes large splintery particles 
of charcoal black. This pigment mixed into lead white 
may have given a bluer cast than the more uniform 
mixture of the finer black. 

At the Cafe includes two green pigments, viridian 
and emerald green, but viridian is used only as a 
minor component. The bright green of the stripes in 
the first composition's background, and a touch of 
green on the napkin are almost pure emerald green. 

Naples yellow is the primary pigment in bright 
yellows of both the original and final compositions. 
Roy reports that the yellow used in the London paint­
ing is genuine Naples yellow rather than the mixtures 
that were sometimes substituted for it in the nineteenth 
century. The pigment in the Baltimore painting is opti­
cally identical to a Naples yellow reference sample 
which has been analyzed by X-ray diffraction and con­
firmed as authentic. 8 Elsewhere, a yellow earth, which 
Roy does not report in the London painting, was iden­
tified optically as a minor component by polarized 
light analysis. Iron in corresponding cross sections 
confirmed its presence. 

Pure chrome orange is used for the beer, as it is in 
the London painting. It is suspected as an admixture 
in a black as well. 

Darker reds, as discussed above, are based on a 
mixture of equal parts red lake and blue. Vermilion is 
used pure for a brilliant touch of red on the woman's 
hand. In flesh mid-tones it is a major component, 
equally mixed with lead white and yellow earth. 

Ivory black was used throughout most of the 
painting. The pigment showed typically fine rounded 
grains under the microscope, and the presence of cal­
cium and phosphorous in X-ray fluorescence analysis 
of a black paint layer confirmed the identification. In 
pigment mixtures ivory black was used to darken the 
resulting color. In black paint it was mixed with five 
other pigments to establish exactly the tone Manet 
sought. As mentioned above, charcoal black was used 
instead of ivory black in one sample to give a blue cast 
to a grayish mauve paint. 

At the Cafe may represent the culmination of 
Manet's experiments in the cabaret series of 1878-
1879. Technical evidence implies that this painting fol­
lowed others in the series. The masterful composition 
is a satisfying resolution to the organization of figures 
in a public place. 

Several drawings from this period relate to the 
painting but none conclusively establishes its date. A 
drawing in Glasgow,9 which reproduces the final com­
position, must have been painted after its completion. 
Several studies of singers10 resemble closely the figure 
in the mirror, but they are not dated exactly. 

Technical examination of the London and Balti­
more paintings is more helpful in developing the 
sequence. Bamford and Roy established conclusively 
that the London Waitress (fig. 2) was originally the 
right half of a larger composition, with the cafe scene 
in the Oscar Reinhart collection, Winterthur, Switzer­
land, being the remainder. The Waitress Serving Beer 
(fig. 3) in Paris is closely related to the London paint­
ing. The basic figure group reproduces the London 
composition as it appeared immediately after it was cut 
from the large painting, and before Manet enlarged it 
on the right. The Paris background, with a floral wall­
paper, may be a new feature. In the first version of the 
Walters painting a different figure group, including the 
gentleman in a black silk hat, was in front of the same 
background. 

Manet continued to revise the composition 
around the man in black. The stronger colors were 
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muted. The patterned wallpaper was replaced by a 
neutral background tone. The dress of the figure to the 
left was changed to a dull beige. The space in the Paris 
and London paintings is closed off by the back of a 
man with a pipe. In this work the objects on the 
counter were shifted, opening up the foreground. The 
standing waitress provided a middle-ground reference 
point in the crowd of other figures. The mirror with 
the singer was added to imply the space outside the 
field of view. 

In the final composition, Manet created a coher­
ent space, open to the viewer. Working with a limited 
range of colors, he focused on three strong figures. 
Each turns away from the crowd. The image is one of 
private isolation in a public place. 

NOTES 

1. Oil on canvas, 47.5 X 39.2 cm. Signed "Manet" at lower 
left. TheWaltersArtGalleryNo. 37.893 

2. W R. Johnston, The Nineteenth-Century Paintings in the Wal­
ters Art Gallery (Baltimore, 1982), 135. 

3. D. Bomford and A. Roy, "Manet's 'The Waitress,' An 
Investigation into its Origin and Development,'' National Gallery 
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Technical Bulletin (London, 1983), 3-19 (hereafter, Bomford and 
Roy, "The Waitress"); T. Sieg!, "The Treatment of Edouard 
Manet's Le Bon Bock," Bulletin: Philadelphia Museum of Art (1966), 
133-41; M. Wilson, Manet at Work (The National Gallery, Lon­
don, 10 August-9 October 1983). Figure 2 is reproduced by 
courtesy of the Trustees, The National Gallery, London. 

4. A study of George Moore at a cafe in the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York (inv. no. 55.193) appears to be such 
a preliminary design. Published by D. Rouart and D. Wilden­
stein, Edouard Manet: Catalogue raisonne, 2 vol. (Lausanne-Paris, 
1975), I: no. 296 (hereafter: Rouart and Wildenstein, Manet). 

5. Samples were mounted in polyester resin, then ground 
and polished to reveal the paint layers in cross section. Cross 
sections were examined microscopically. A scanning electron 
microscope equipped for X-ray fluorescence was used to identify 
the elemental composition of the paint layers. The author is 
grateful for the use of the equipment at the Electron Microscope 
Central Facility of the University of Maryland, and to Myron 
Eugene Taylor, the manager, for his help. 
6. The support is a fine canvas, commercially primed by an 

artist's colorman. The white ground is composed of lead white. 
Biological staining suggests that the paint medium is oil. Stain­
ing for the ground was inconclusive. Analysis of the London 
painting by gas chromatography-mass spectrometry indicates 
that the medium of that work is poppy oil. 

7. Bomford and Roy, "The Waitress,'' 14-16. 

8. This sample was analyzed by Ashok Roy. 

9. Rouart and Wildenstein, Manet, II, no. 517. 

10. Ibid., nos. 511-15. 



Fig. 1. Gouma-Peterson, Ana.stasis. Tempera on Wood, Baltimore, The Walters Art Gallery, no. 37 .371 . 



 

Fig. 4. Gifford, At the Caji. Detail of Figure I (p. 99), upper tacking edge: first composition background, wallpaper(?) . 

Fig. 5. Gifford, At the Cafi. Detail of Figure 3 (p. JOO), wallpaper. 



 

Fig. 6a. Gifford, At the Cafi. Location of cross section #632, 
upper edge. 

Fig. 7a. Gifford, At the Caji. Location of cross section #630, 
left edge . 

Fig. Sa. Gifford, At the Cafi. Location of cross section #631 , 
left edge. 

Fig. 6b. Gifford, At the Caji. Cross section #632 : first composition 
background . 

Fig. 7b. Gifford, At the Caji. Cross section of #630: beige dress over 
blue garment over black garment . 

Fig. Sb. Gifford, At the Caji. Cross section #631: green hat, red accent. 
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