
1. INTRODUCTION

Pompeii became a Roman colony
in 80 B.C. with the name of Colo-
nia Veneria Cornelia Pompeii. Life
was calm but, suddenly, the first
signs of the future tragedy of the
town occurred. On the 15th Febru-
ary in 62 A.D. a violent earthquake
bate the territory. Many houses we-
re damaged, plasters and frescoes
were detached and fell, but the
town was not abandonned. Inter-
vention for reconstruction was be-
gun. This is testified by many finds
of pigment bowls just in the place
of application in many houses, and
that have been collected from the
XVIII cent. to present time. Most of
the pigments have been found in
terracotta bowls of different size.
They are now preserved partly in
the Storeys of Pompeii and partly
in the Museo Archeologico Nazio-
nale of Naples. These finds are in-
teresting from many points of view:
for the identification of the pigments
employed in Pompeii by the arti-
sans and the pictores imaginarii, in
order to understand whether they
were pure compounds or mixture,

if they are in their original form or
may have been altered by the ef-
fects of the eruption of Vesuvius or
by contact with the ground for so
long a time; this is important since
in many places in Pompeii and Her-
culaneum some pigments can be
seen that are transformed into an-
other phase by the effect of the heat-
ing. On this subject Augusti 1has dis-
cussed much, proposing a rever-
sible transformation between he-
matite and goethite. Therefore, it
could be very important to ascer-
tain (1) whether the pigments were
natural powders or were prepared
by some physical or chemical
method (2), from where the pre-
cursors came, or the pigments came,
in order to understand whether the
ancients were aware of the nature
of the powders and of the reason
for mixing the pigments; and lastly
(3) whether the powders were in
the form proper for use in fresco.
In the fresco type of painting the
pigments were laid on the freshly
prepared plaster, precisely on the
last layer and could be applied on-
ly during the same day, because a
rapid reaction takes place leading

to the carbonatation of the calcium
hydroxide with the formation of a
calcite texture enclosing the pig-
ment in a stable way. During this
operation some pigments can un-
dergo alterations.2

The first chemical analyses on old
pigments dates back to the first
decades of the XIX century. The first
analyses on Pompeian colours, in
particular, were carried out by
Chaptal 3 in 1809, on seven colours
received from Pompeii. By these
analyses he identified a green earth
from Verona and a yellow ochre,
from which he supposed that in
Pompeii the temperature must not
have been so high, because it did
not transform into red iron oxide.
He identified also a white pumice,
an Egyptian blue, a pale Egyptian
blue obtained by mixing with lime,
and a pink colour termed “lake”
composed of a dye on alumina.
Davy,4 in 1815, discussed analyses
on different pigments from Rome
and Pompeii, finding the presence
of yellow and red ochres on some
Pompeian paintings and compar-
ing them with old literary sources.
Also at other sites the new science
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