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Introduction

On 30 October 1968, at an extraordinary meeting presided over by
J. Paul Getty himself, the Trustees of the ]. Paul Getty Museum voted unanimously to
acquire a mosaic representing the taking of Briseis from Achilles (an episode from the
Trojan War described in Homer'’s Iliad) and a “Roman fresco from Pompei depicting a
peacock standing on a fence” (fig. 1)." The meeting was notable for two reasons: first, it
was held via telephone, rather than in person; second, the acquisition of these objects
represented Getty’s first purchase of antiquities from the London-based dealer Spink &
Son, Ltd, after a hiatus of more than a decade.

J. Paul Getty had a long relationship with the seller. He bought many antiquities
(and pseudo-antiquities) from them in the late 1940s and early to middle 1950s. Spink
& Son also served as the go-between in Getty’s purchase of the Lansdowne Herakles in
1951, which he subsequently donated to his museum.” We do not know when Mr. Getty,
who had resided at Sutton Place in Surrey since 1960, first saw the fresco, nor what
representations about its origin Spink may have made to him. Also unknown is when
precisely the fresco arrived in Southern California, and it does not appear to have been
displayed publicly until the opening of the Getty Villa on 16 January 1974, when it was
likely installed with other frescoed panels in one of the cubicula off the atrium (today
designated Galleries 101C-F).>

In preparation for the opening of the new museum (now called the Getty Villa
Museum), the fresco was published in the catalog authored by architectural historian
Norman Neuerburg and curator of classical art at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston,
Cornelius Vermeule, Catalogue of the Ancient Art in the J. Paul Getty Museum: The Larger
Statuary, Wall Paintings and Mosaics (1973).* There it is described as follows:
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FIG. 1. — Wall fragment with a peacock, pigment and plaster, 40 x 24.8 x 3.2 cm. Los Angeles, |.
Paul Getty Museum, Villa collection, 68.AG.13.
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108. Fragment of a Wall Painting with a Peacock

About 70 A.D.

40 x 24.8 cm (153/4 x 93/4in.)

Provenance: Purchased by the Museum in 1968 (68AG13)

An architectural frame of dark red contains a peacock standing on a
dark red “union jack” fence. The bird is blue and black on the breast
and neck, while the body and top-knot are red; the beak and legs are
brown. A pink shield with red ribbons hangs above from behind the
drooping lintel. The piece is composed of several fragments and is set
in cement, but there are no areas of repaint. It closely resembles a
detail from the upper register of a room in the House of Siricus in
Pompeii,' the only difference being that the fence is in three sections
rather than two. In fact, the similarity is close enough to suggest
the same painter. The rather odd tonality of the colors, which seem
chemically changed, resembles a circumstance occurring in Pompeii
and Herculaneum; this also suggests a provenance from the same
zone. At any rate the fragment belongs to the so-called fourth style
and should date around 70 A.D.

i. R. A. Briggs, Pompeian Decorations, London, 1911, unnumbered plate. No
trace of this painting now remains.

As will be seen, the reference to Briggs’s publication is a significant clue in the
story of the peacock fresco. Robert Alexander Briggs (1858-1916) was a British architect
who traveled to the Continent in the 1880s but did not publish his observations of
paintings preserved at Pompeii until 1911: “Owing to the absence of any process that
could faithfully reproduce the drawings, no book has hitherto been published, which
shows with fidelity the beautiful and gorgeous colouring of the Mural Decorations at
Pompeii.”” The aim of his publication was “to illustrate, at a moderate cost, what the
Pompeian Decorations are really like.”® His color rendering of the peacock fresco is one
of two illustrations in his book of his own watercolor reproductions of wall paintings
from the House of Siricus (VIL.1.47), which was excavated between 1851 and 1872 (fig.
2). By the time of his publication in 1911, Briggs notes, “The friezes have become very
faint in color, having been exposed so long to the air.”’ Earlier, nineteenth-century
archaeologists had noted, but did not illustrate, frescoes with birds, including a peacock,
in two rooms near one of the entrances to the house on the Vicolo del Lupanare.®
Autopsy in November 2022 by Kenneth Lapatin confirmed Briggs’s observation that
nothing remains of the peacock wall painting at Pompeii.

Peacocks are frequently depicted in ancient Roman art in various guises.’
Similarly, Roman lattice (“Union Jack”) balustrades, shields, and suspended fillets are
also common in ancient Roman art. However, there are no published parallels for a

peacock standing on a Union Jack balustrade other than the now-lost fresco from the
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FIG. 2. — Robert Alexander Briggs (British, 1858-1916). Reproduction of a watercolor of a lost
ancient Roman fresco from the House of Siricus, Pompeii, from Robert Alexander Briggs, Pompeian
Decorations (London: B. T. Batsford, 1911), unnumbered plate. Los Angeles, Getty Research Institute,
84-B30541.

House of Siricus.'® In any case, for more than half a century, the Getty Peacock has gone
largely unremarked upon by scholars but has been a perennial favorite of visitors. It has
appeared on the cover of a blank, spiral-bound yearly planner retailed at the Museum
store in 1981 titled the J. Paul Getty Museum Appointment Calendar, on the cover and front
jacket flap of Matthew Kneale’s book Rome: A History in Seven Sackings (2017), in the L.A.
Zoo Review (1985/1986) and a Latin textbook (2020), and in a few other publications
intended for the general public.” It has also featured prominently on postcards,
shopping bags, coasters, refrigerator magnets, pendants, and scarves sold in the Getty
Museum Store over many years, and even as a graphic on the exterior of the shop during
the course of our research (figs. 3a, 3b).

The closure of the Getty Villa during the pandemic provided an opportunity to
survey the collection of frescoes and catalog the use of Egyptian Blue, a synthetically
produced pigment commonly found in Roman wall paintings. Egyptian Blue can be
easily detected using visible-induced infrared luminescence (VIL) imaging, a method
in which the diagnostic response of certain pigments is captured using an infrared
camera.’” Eleven of the twelve wall paintings on display exhibited the characteristic

luminescence of Egyptian Blue, but the peacock, with its blue head, neck, and breast,
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FIG. 3A. — Merchandise featuring the Getty Peacock (magnet, postcard, appointment calendar,
and necklace) for sale at the Getty Museum Store, 1981-2022.
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FIG. 3B. — The Getty Museum Store at the Villa featuring window graphics of the Getty Peacock,
May 2022.

did not. This surprising result inspired a technical study into the peacock fresco by a
multidisciplinary team to characterize the pigments and materials used in the creation
of the painting and identify the source of the blue color. This study, employing
nondestructive and minimally invasive technical imaging and scientific analyses,
coupled with an in-depth historical investigation, has led to a new interpretation and a
better understanding of the Getty Peacock.
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The Fresco: Pigments and Other Material Considerations

The Getty Peacock is composed of eleven joined fresco fragments set in concrete
(see fig. 1). Prior to its acquisition, the perimeter was filled with a commercial spackling
compound that was painted black in the 1990s. Today the fresco is enclosed within a
rectangular aluminum frame that normalizes its irregular shape. The painting has a
very thin, smooth, off-white painted calcitic intonaco layer.” Thus, it is not a true fresco,
which would consist of paint applied directly on a smooth, wet lime-plaster surface
where the pigments are bound into the wet or setting plaster.

The peacock itself (painted in red, blue, green, and black) as well as the balustrade,
shield, ribbons, and border that enclose the scene (painted in shades of red), are
superficially applied, indicating a fresco-secco technique in which the pigments are
mixed with an organic binder or limewater painted on top of a dried lime-plaster
surface. However, for simplicity, throughout this paper, the Getty Peacock will be
referred to as either a fresco or wall painting. The execution of the work is very
painterly, with visible, deliberate brush strokes, unlike many other Roman frescoes
characterized by a sketchier application of paint. Gray surface accretions are visible,
mostly along the breaks and at the edges, and the entire front surface is glossy with

visible brush strokes suggesting that it has received a modern coating.

The Painted Surface

To identify the materials in the peacock wall painting and help elucidate how and
when it was created, a suite of analytical methods was employed. Noninvasive imaging
techniques—ultraviolet-induced visible fluorescence (UVF), infrared reflectography
(IRR), X-radiography, and macro X-ray fluorescence (MA-XRF) scanning—provided
information about the distribution of materials and guided the choice of sampling sites.
Analyses of small amounts of removed material—by Raman spectroscopy, gas
chromatography-mass spectrometry (GC-MS), Fourier transform-infrared (FT-IR)
spectroscopy, X-ray diffraction (XRD), and scanning electron microscopy with energy
dispersive X-ray spectroscopic (SEM-EDS) analysis—provided more specific
identifications of the pigments and the other materials present.

Under UV radiation, the object displayed an overall pale-blue fluorescence with
additional intensity in areas with accretions and within break joins, possibly indicating
the presence of synthetic materials such as an adhesive and/or a coating (fig. 4)."*
Analysis of a sample from one of the highly fluorescing areas identified the presence
of pentaerythritol and phthalic anhydride, suggesting the use of a drying oil alkyd
resin.” Invented in the 1950s, this synthetic resin was commonly used in the production
of paints and water-resistant materials.’® It was also used in the second half of the
twentieth century to consolidate, saturate, and protect the surfaces of wall paintings.”

IRR revealed the use of sketch lines and, more puzzling, highlighted the presence
of pounce marks, which are also visible to the naked eye throughout the composition,
particularly along the edges of the red border and the ribbons hanging from the shield at
the top, the beams of the Roman lattice balustrade (fig. 5), and the peacock itself. ® Such
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FIG. 4. — Ultraviolet-induced visible fluorescence (UVF) image of the Getty Peacock.

pounce marks are evidence of spolvero, a technique in which a preparatory drawing on
paper (or similar substrate) is transferred onto the final surface by dusting (spolverare)
chalk or carbon black through the pounce holes in a preparatory drawing that are
punched along the contours of its features. This technique was documented as early
as the tenth century in China and first described in Europe around 1390."° During the
Renaissance, it was a common method for transferring sketches to frescoes perfected
by artists such as Michelangelo Buonarroti, Cennino Cennini, and Raffaello Sanzio.*°
The presence of pounce marks, a technique otherwise unattested in ancient Roman
painting, on an artifact thought to date to circa 7o CE challenged our understanding of

the fresco.
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FIG. 5. — Detail of the Roman lattice balustrade of the Getty Peacock showing pounce marks and
pronounced, superficial brushwork.

Spatially resolved MA-XRF scanning produced distribution maps of individual
chemical elements across the surface of the object.” Most significant for the
understanding of the palette used to paint the work were the maps of iron (Fe), zinc
(Zn), copper (Cu), and chromium (Cr) (figs. 6a-d). The iron map shows a strong
correlation to the many shades of red observed on the surface, suggesting the use of
iron-earth pigments (see fig. 6a). These red areas also were found to contain variable
amounts of impurities, most notably zinc (see fig. 6b). A cross section of a sample
from the balustrade shows the painting’s stratigraphy: a superficial (organic) coating,
under which is a dark-red pigment layer, then a light-red pigment layer, followed by
the intonaco (figs. 7a, 7b). SEM-EDS analysis confirmed that both the dark- and light-
red layers contain iron, and Raman analysis identified the presence of hematite (Fe,0,)
in both layers.*” The dark-red layer did not show the presence of zinc. By contrast, the
light-red layer contained grains rich in zinc along with iron, sodium, and oxygen (as
shown by SEM-EDS). This suggests the use of two different iron-earth pigments, one
with zinc impurities and one without. Zinc oxide, employed in the nineteenth-century
pigment zinc white, if present, would have been detected by Raman spectroscopy or
SEM-EDS. No indication of zinc white—in other words, grains containing only zinc and
oxygen with no impurities—was found.

Egyptian Blue and azurite, both copper based, are the two most common blue
pigments found in antiquity and are likely the only ones used in ancient Roman wall
paintings.” Initial VIL imaging indicated that Egyptian Blue was not used in the
peacock, and the absence of copper in these areas as evidenced by MA-XRF scans (see
fig. 6c) suggests that azurite was also not the source of the blue. Surprisingly, the blue
in the peacock’s body was found to contain chromium, which was also found in the
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FIGS. 6A-D. — MA-XRF element-distribution maps of the Getty Peacock indicating the presence
of (a) iron (Fe), (b) zinc (zn), (c) copper (Cu), and (d) chromium (Cr).
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FIGS. 7A, 7B. — Images of a cross-sectioned sample from the balustrade of the Getty Peacock
under (a) visible light and (b) backscattered electron (BSE) imaging overlaid with energy dispersive
X-ray spectroscopy (SEM-EDS) element-distribution maps of iron (Fe, in red) and zinc (Zn, in blue);
at right are shown the individual SEM-EDS element-distribution maps of iron, zinc, magnesium
(Mg), aluminum (AL), and silicon (Si).

FIGS. 8A, 8B. — Detail of the Getty Peacock showing (a) MA-XRF element-distribution map of
chromium (Cr) showing sparse globular aggregates of a chromium-containing material throughout
the peacock’s head and neck, and (b) visible image in which green pigment can be seen extending
beyond the tip of the peacock’s beak, corresponding to a bright spot in the Cr map.

red feathers, with a higher concentration in the tail (see fig. 6d). The distribution of
chromium is not homogenous (see, for comparison, the iron map, fig. 6a) but is present
in sparse globular aggregates, or dots (figs. 8a, 8b).

Examination of the surface under magnification revealed that the areas painted

blue contained a mixture of blue and green particles. The use of a pure green pigment
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FIGS 9A, 9B. — Backscattered electron (BSE) image of (a) a sample of blue pigment taken from
the peacock’s breast showing uniformly small grains with rounded edges, characteristic of
synthetically produced ultramarine pigment; and (b) BSE image of natural ultramarine pigment
extracted from lapis lazuli from Afghanistan, showing the variety of sizes and sharp edges
characteristic of a ground, natural-mineral pigment, from M. Favaro et al., “Characterization of Lapis
Lazuli and Corresponding Purified Pigments for a Provenance Study of Ultramarine Pigments Used
in Works of Art,” Analytical and Bioanalytical Chemistry 402, no. 6 (2012): 2202.

was also observed as a discrete underlayer in areas such as the peacock’s beak (see
fig. 8b). Traces of chromium have been identified in natural green earth minerals
(celadonite or glauconite) sourced from Italy and identified on ancient wall paintings.**
However, Raman analysis, conducted directly on the painting surface and on removed
microsamples, identified the presence of chrome oxide green (Cr,O,), a modern
pigment first introduced into the artist’s palette in 1862.>

Raman analysis also identified the presence of lazurite, the mineral responsible for
the blue color in lapis lazuli.> Lapis, and the corresponding pigment ultramarine blue,
is an uncommon finding on an ancient Roman wall painting, where the use of lapis
lazuli in its ground form is not attested.”” SEM imaging of a sample of blue pigment
from the peacock’s breast revealed uniformly small (approximately 1-2 micrometers
[um] in diameter), particles with rounded edges characteristic of a synthetically
produced pigment (figs. 9a, 9b). First manufactured in 1826, synthetic ultramarine blue
is chemically identical to natural lazurite.”® The uniform shape of the blue particles
found in the peacock, together with the absence of accessory minerals typically found
in natural lapis, strongly suggests the use of synthetic ultramarine blue. While the
presence of pounce marks and the notably refined quality of the painting cast doubt on
the ancient origin of the Getty Peacock, the identification of two modern pigments—
chrome oxide green and synthetic ultramarine blue—provides definitive evidence that

the painting, at least, is not ancient in origin.

The Underlying Structure

Typically, paintings removed from walls are reinforced with a concrete backing,
and the peacock fresco is no different. X-radiographs show the presence of chicken wire
with a mesh width of approximately 11/4 inches embedded within the concrete backing
(fig. 10). Invented in 1844, chicken wire is commonly used not only for containing
poultry but also for providing structural support in construction materials, such as

ferro-cement, a type of reinforced concrete. To further investigate the concrete backing,
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FIG. 10. — X-radiograph of the Getty Peacock revealing the presence of chicken wire within.

a sample was extracted for petrographic and compositional analysis.*® In brief, the
findings indicate a composite mixture of aggregate particles containing oxides of
silicon, aluminum, calcium, and iron in a carbonated Portland cement-based matrix.>°
Portland cement was invented and patented in 1824 in Leeds, England, and soon became
the most common ingredient in the production of concrete.*® Composed of crystalline
hydraulic calcium silicates, Portland cement served as a strong and durable binder,
making it ideal for construction applications. By the twentieth century its use had
spread worldwide. Although not an unusual discovery, the identification of Portland
cement with embedded chicken wire helps provide a timeline for when the fresco was
backed.
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Taken together, the visual and material investigations into the Getty Peacock
constitute a strong case for the painting having been created no earlier than the mid-
nineteenth century as a wall painting that was subsequently removed and backed for
individual display. This sets the stage for the last phase of our collaborative

investigation, tracing the history of the object back to its source.

If Not Ancient, What?

As stated above, no parallels to the Getty Peacock have been found elsewhere in
wall paintings from Campania apart from the now-lost painting of a peacock in the
House of Siricus mentioned by nineteenth-century scholars and reproduced by Briggs,
whose publication of 1911, Pompeian Decorations, was intended to provide sources of
inspiration for contemporary architects. The author, however, was widely known not for
classical forms but for his designs of English country homes. Nicknamed “Bungalow”
Briggs, he published five editions of Bungalows and Country Residences between 1891 and
1901 containing designs for aspirational and built structures. While most of Briggs’s
designs in these volumes follow the Arts and Crafts style popular at the turn of the
century, one particular design for a “free Greek style” bungalow stands out (fig. 11).
Here, it is perhaps significant that in the preface to Pompeian Decorations, Briggs states:
“The trend of Architectural thought is now towards the Greco-Roman style, and the
archaic Greek forms, treated in a free way, are engaging the attention of many
Architects and Decorators of the present day, to whom, it is hoped, the examples in

32 With its unconventional Doric

this volume should prove sources of inspiration.
colonnade, Briggs’s bungalow appears to be inspired by the Greco-Roman decorative
motifs he observed in Pompeii. The drawing room illustrated in plate XV from the first
edition of Bungalows and Country Residences, moreover, includes Ionic columns, hanging
Roman lamps, and a shelf modeled after a Pompeian lararium (fig. 12).>> Most notable
in the context of our investigation, however, is the pattern lining the top of the drawing
room wall, which features a peacock depicted within a bordered frame standing on a
Roman lattice balustrade; its composition is startlingly similar to the lost peacock from
the House of Siricus and to the Getty wall painting itself.

Briggs’s designs strongly support the hypothesis that the peacock fresco was
created by or for the English architect. Two publications from the early twentieth
century announced the construction of a house in 1912 following Briggs’s plans for a
“free Greek style” bungalow on Furze Hill in Banstead/Burgh Heath in Surrey, England,
the same county where J. Paul Getty would reside from 1959 until the end of his life.>*
Photographs of the exterior of the structure, aptly named “Doric House,” appear in
Charles Massin’s publication Villas Normandes & Anglaises (Norman and English villas) of
1913, demonstrating that the facade and floorplan of the realized building were faithful
to Briggs’s designs (fig. 13).>> Unfortunately, only one photograph of the interior of the
home has been found to date, in Massin’s book Intérieurs Anglais (English interiors) from

1927. It depicts an entrance hall with Ionic columns, suggesting that the “free Greek
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FIG. 11. — Robert Alexander Briggs (British, 1858-1916). Exterior of a proposed “free Greek style”
bungalow, from R. A. Briggs, Bungalows and Country Residences, 1st ed. (London: B. T. Batsford, 1891), pl.
XIV. Photolithograph by James Akerman. Los Angeles, Getty Research Institute, 2625-511.
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FIG. 12. — Robert Alexander Briggs (British 1858-1916). Drawing room of a proposed “free Greek
style” bungalow, from R. A. Briggs, Bungalows and Country Residences, 1st ed. (London: B. T. Batsford,
1891), plate XV. Photolithograph by James Akerman. Los Angeles, Getty Research Institute, 2625-511.

style” decoration likely continued in other rooms throughout the building.>® Sadly,
no photographic documentation of the adornment of the drawing room has yet to be

located.
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FIG. 13. — “Doric House,” Furze Hill, Surrey, constructed in 1912, from Charles Massin, Villas
Normandes & Anglaises (Paris: s.n., 1913), pl. 2.

Ordnance Surveys of Surrey from 1911 to 1955 confirm, through its distinctive,
irregular shape, that the structure on Furze Hill, often labeled in the documentation
as Doric House, matched Briggs’s floorplans.’” The building was also recorded in an
aerial photo of Furze Hill in 1947.38 Local land registries, district records, and electoral
registers confirm that the house was built for Lester Bellingham, who is listed as a
subscriber to Briggs’s Pompeian Decorations.>® Bellingham likely commissioned the house
from Briggs in anticipation and celebration of his marriage to Gladys Muriel Selby in
1912 and their honeymoon in Italy.*’

Although photographic proof is lacking, Briggs’s designs in the first four editions
of Bungalows and Country Residences suggest that the drawing room of Doric House in
Surrey was painted with a series of peacocks standing on Roman lattices (see fig. 12).
It seems likely that one of these peacocks was at a later date removed and accidentally
or intentionally mistaken for an authentic Roman fresco and sold to J. Paul Getty. The
presence of pounce marks on the Getty fragment further supports the hypothesis that
it originated in Doric House, as this technique was frequently employed to reproduce
repeated images and decorative motifs.

Perhaps the answer to how the Getty fresco could have traveled from a country
home in Surrey to Spink & Son in London and, finally, to an art museum in California
lies in the later history of Doric House. By 1919, the original owners, the Bellinghams,

had moved out, and the house was purchased by the nearby St. Monica’s School for
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Girls.* Records suggest that Doric House was used as a residential space for the school’s
teachers, domestic staff, and visitors, including early feminist and pacifist Vera
Brittain.*

In 1939, Legal and General Assurance Society Ltd. acquired St. Monica’s School and
converted the campus buildings to rehouse their London office.” While this move was
intended to escape the aerial bombardment of London during World War II, an oil-based
incendiary bomb landed just north of Doric House in 1940, reportedly causing no serious
damage.* Legal and General Assurance Society appear to have used Doric House to
accommodate its staff; local resident David Goodger, the son of two Legal and General
employees, attested to living in the bungalow as a child from 1951 to 1965. Although he
did not recall any peacock wall paintings, Goodger revealed that Doric House had been
stripped out and converted into two flats, one upstairs and one downstairs. In 1973, Legal
and General conveyed the land where Doric House stood to House Developments Ltd. By
1976, the bungalow had been entirely demolished, and several new homes were built in
its place on the nostalgically named Doric Drive. *°

If a peacock wall painting matching Briggs’s design in Bungalows and Country
Residences was part of the original decoration of Doric House, it had to have been
removed from the building before 1968 in order to be the same peacock fresco sold
to J. Paul Getty by Spink & Son. Renovations and redesigns resulting in the removal
of the peacock fresco could have occurred at any point in the house’s history, perhaps
owing to undocumented damage from the 1940 bombing or during Legal and General’s
acquisition and the building’s subsequent conversion into two separate flats. Until
additional evidence emerges, the precise circumstances remain unknown.

The evidence so far compiled presents a compelling story: Inspired by his travels
in the late nineteenth century, Briggs designed a bungalow decorated with Pompeian
motifs from the House of Siricus, which he had carefully recorded in watercolor. In the
early twentieth century, Briggs had the opportunity to make his vision a reality for a
young couple who shared his appreciation for antiquity. As the whimsical Doric House
aged, one of its peacocks was removed and misidentified or misrepresented as a genuine
antiquity. It eventually traveled across the Atlantic to its current home in the Getty Villa,
where its status as an ancient Roman artifact stood unquestioned for decades.

In 2006, in conjunction with the reopening of the Getty Villa after a major
renovation, the Getty Peacock was given its own stop on a new gallery audio guide
intended for families.*” Opening with mellifluous flutes and punctuated by squawking
birds, the script describes some of the various contexts in which peacocks appeared
in ancient Roman society. Our recent investigations, employing modern imaging
technologies, however, have demonstrated that the Getty fresco can no longer be
considered reliable evidence of ancient Roman painting. In any case, just as the ancient
Romans depicted peacocks on the walls of their homes to invoke the high culture of
ancient Persia (as well as Juno, the Queen of the Gods), late Victorians evidently drew
upon the same imagery, invoking ancient Roman luxury to advance their own cultural

aspirations.
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