
Colouring the Past 

The Ashmolean Museum in Oxford is one of the renowned museums owned by Oxford University. 

Here you can see galleries full of paintings and sculptures made of white marble or blackened 

bronze, from ancient Egyptian times to the Classical period in Greece and through to the late 

Roman period. However, antiquity was not black and white, it was much more colourful than we 

imagine. With time, this colour has faded or completely disappeared, leaving us with a false 

impression of a monochrome antiquity. Where colour has been lost, is it possible to realistically 

reconstruct the original look? Can you find the chemistry to help today’s museum conservationist 

colouring the past? 

Answer 

Usually, a method for consolidating the complex polychrome surfaces on the ancient sculptures is using 

dense lacquer, polyethene glycol (PEG) and monomer hydroxymethyl methacrylate (HEMA). 

However, these chemicals make the figures darker than they were originally and cracks can appear if 

moisture evaporates.  

Most colours found in ancient sculptures contains Egyptian blue, it is usually a very strong indication 

of a polychrome surface. It can be detected using visible-induced infrared luminescence 

(VIL). Egyptian blue has a specific property that when you shine a visible light on it, it emits IR 

luminescence and we can capture that IR luminescence using a normal digital camera. In addition to 

this (usually for painting objects), bromine-containing eosin (an organic aromatic compound), on 

exposure to light this molecule is oxidised and eventually loses its colour altogether. But elemental 

mapping using non-destructive x-ray fluorescence spectroscopy imaging can still detect its presence. 

We can see the bromine where the colourant is present, thus we can map exactly what features and 

colour on the object. 
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