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COLOR AND MEANING IN THE ART OF ACHAEMENID PERSIA

In this volume, Alexander Nagel investigates the use of polychromy in the

art and architecture of ancient Iran. Focusing on Persepolis, he explores the

topic within the context of the modern historiography of Achaemenid art

and the scientiûc investigation of a range of works and monuments in Iran

and in museums around the world. Nagel’s study contextualizes scholarly

efforts to retrieve aspects of ancient polychromies in Western Asia and

interrogates current debates about the comtemporary use of color in the

architecture and sculpture in the ancient Mediterranean world, especially in

North Africa and the eastern Mediterranean. Bringing a multidisciplinary

perspective to the topic, Nagel also highlights the important role of theory,

methodology, and conservation studies in the process of reconstructing

polychromy in ancient monuments. A celebration of the work of painters,

artisans, craftsmen and -women of Iran’s past, his volume suggests frame-

works through which historical and contemporary research play a dynamic

role in the reconstruction of ancient technological knowledge.

Alexander Nagel is Assistant Professor and Chair of the Art History and

Museum Professions Program at the State University of New York’s

Fashion Institute of Technology. He is a Research Associate at the

Smithsonian Institution in Washington, DC, where he curated exhibitions

on Iran, Iraq, Greece, Egypt, and Yemen.
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FIGURES

I.ø Close-up of ÷,þ÷÷-year-old blue pigments, remaining on a

paper squeeze from the tomb of Darius at Naqsh-e Rustam,

housed today in the Smithsonian Institution, National Museum

of Asian Art, Department of Conservation and Scientiûc

Research, ÷÷÷þ page xx
I.÷ View of the archaeological site and ruins of the terrace

of Persepolis in Iran from the north. A roof covers the sculpted

façades on the east front of the structure referred to as the

Apadana, the largest building on the site ÷

I.ö Royal necropolis at Naqsh-e Rustam with the tombs

of four Achaemenid rulers carved in the mountain façades.

The once brightly painted façade of the tomb of Darius I

(†÷ÿÿ ÷÷÷) can be seen on the right. This is the tomb façade

from which twentieth-century paper squeezes that contain

blue pigments were made ö

I.÷ The German archaeologist Ernst Herzfeld (øÿþþ–øþ÷ÿ) worked

on the site of Persepolis, ûrst occasionally between øþ÷ö and øþö÷

supported by German and Parsi industrials and then with an

ofûcial sponsorship from the Oriental Institute in Chicago

between øþöø and øþö÷. Herzfeld, who taught in Berlin and

Princeton, frequently documented polychromies at Persepolis.

Here, Herzfeld is standing near stone slabs on the eastern portico

of the building referred to as the Apadana ÷

I.þ Plan of excavated structures on the terrace complex of Persepolis,

featured in this book. The large structure referred to as the Apadana

holds a prominent place on the western side of the artiûcial

terrace complex þ

I.ÿ Blue skies over mountain landscape south of the Caspian Sea

in northern Iran in ÷÷øÿ. Herzfeld often described the

landscapes in the most vivid terms and was deeply impressed

by the light he encountered in western Asia ÿ

I.þ Map of modern Iran and Iraq with Persepolis, Susa,

and Babylon. These ancient settlements were at the heart

of a dense network of cities connecting people and goods in the

Achaemenid Persian Empire þ
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ø.ø Painted sculptures from the Façade of the Nineveh Court,

Sydenham, London, øÿþþ (Philip Henry Delamotte Collection).

Note the bull-headed column capitals on the upper ûoor, inspired

by recent excavations at Susa ÷÷

ø.÷ Interior of an Assyrian palace (after Layard øÿ÷þ, vol. ø: plate ÷).

The place of “plate ÷” in art history has recently been restudied

by Ada Cohen and Steven Kangas öþ

ø.ö Façade of the Nineveh Court, Sydenham, London, c. øÿþþ.

Album, British Library. Note how the paint of the columns

and column capitals here differs from the photographs depicting

the same structure öÿ

ø.÷ Nineveh Court, Crystal Palace, Sydenham, London,

detail. Nineveh “Assyrian” court from gallery between øÿþþ

and øÿþ÷. Musée d’Orsay, Réunion des Musées Nationaux

et du Grand Palais, Paris öþ

ø.þ Hero holding a lion, from Dur Sharrukin, modern Khorsabad,

Iraq, þ÷ø–þ÷þ ÷÷÷, alabaster, today in the Louvre, Paris, detail.

Excavated by young Arab men under the direction of western

“diplomats” in the mid-nineteenth century, the colossal stones

were then transported and shipped to west Europe.

Pauline Albenda, Astrid Nunn, Ariane Thomas and other scholars

have summarized what we know about the polychromies of these

early Mesopotamian stone sculptures ÷÷

ø.ÿ Painted detail from a relief from Dur Sharrukin, modern

Khorsabad, Iraq, þ÷ø–þ÷þ ÷÷÷, alabaster, today in the Louvre, Paris ÷þ

ø.þ Painted plaster cast of an Assyrian stone slab (ÿÿö–ÿþþ),

nineteenth century, Vorderasiatisches Museum, Berlin,

VAG øþ, artist unknown. The original slab from the

ancient site of Nimrud in Mesopotamia is also housed in Berlin ÷þ

ø.ÿ Installation of an imaginary throne of a Persian king in

Washington, DC’s Hall of the Ancients, c. øþ÷÷.

This Xerxes near the White House is a rare example of

an exciting creative engagement with the then excavated

ruins at Persepolis or Takht-e Jamshid ÷ÿ

÷.ø Charles Texier’s chromolithographic reconstruction of a

door jamb relief from Persepolis, published in Paris in øÿþ÷,

ten years after he visited the site þÿ

÷.÷ Fragile miner’s woolen belt (“Saltman ö”) with blue, yellow,

red, and brown warps, excavated at Douzlakh, Iran, detail.

Original textile remains like these help us signiûcantly to

understand better the polychrome environments of those

depicted at Achaemenid Persian monuments during the same time ÿÿ

÷.ö Door jamb, Palace of Darius, Persepolis, with holes

for inlays made from precious materials þ÷

÷.÷ Lottin de Laval’s reconstruction of the original polychromy

of a relief from the north façade of the Apadana in Persepolis

(øÿ÷þ–þ÷), Musée du Louvre, Paris, RS ÿ÷ö þö
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÷.þ Original relief on the north façade of the Apadana at

Persepolis, ÷÷÷ÿ þö

÷.ÿ Portrait of Jane Dieulafoy (øÿþø–øþøÿ), Musée Carnavalet, Paris þþ

÷.þ Idealized commercial illustration with workers and Jane and

Marcel Dieulafoy at Susa, Khuzestan, late nineteenth century þÿ

÷.ÿ Reconstructed glazed brick relief panel from a larger frieze

depicting rows of guards from the Palace of Darius at Susa in the

Louvre, detail þÿ

÷.þ Painted frieze of guards from the Palace of Darius

at Susa in the Louvre created for the South Kensington Museum

in London, c. øÿþ÷, on display in the “Epic Iran” exhibition,

Victoria and Albert Museum, London, May ÷þ, ÷÷÷ø. Correspondence

between the curators in London and in the Louvre provides

insight into what world museologists thought about color

in Susa in the late nineteenth century ÿ÷

÷.ø÷ Entirely modern reconstruction of a frieze of guards from the façade

of Palace of Darius at Susa, in the Vorderasiatisches Museum, Berlin ÿø

÷.øø Reconstructed brick panel with a striding lion. Babylon,

ÿ÷÷–þÿ÷ ÷÷÷, processional way, Vorderasiatisches Museum, Berlin ÿ÷

÷.ø÷ Reconstruction of the façade of the Palace of Darius at Persepolis ÿþ

÷.øö Reconstruction of the corner of the Apadana at Persepolis ÿÿ

÷.ø÷ Detail of red ûoor in the Palace of Darius, Persepolis, ÷÷÷þ ÿþ

ö.ø Façade of the tomb of Darius I (†÷ÿÿ BCE) at Naqsh-e Rustam ÿÿ

ö.÷ Ernst Herzfeld’s team making squeezes of inscriptions on the

southern façade of the Takht, December øþ÷ö. Herzfeld

seldom referred to those actually performing the work.

In a diary, he refers to his workmen here as Djawād and Djuml þ÷

ö.ö Herzfeld and his team sometimes included information on the

traces of paint they noticed on the fragments excavated at

Persepolis in the ûeld books. The two fragments listed under

No. þ÷ and No. þö, discovered on March ÷÷, øþö÷, have

red (“rot”) and blue (“blau”) still visible. For fragment No. þÿ

(March ÷ÿ, øþö÷), drawn at the bottom, the handwriting

describes the “eyeball red, eyelid painted in blue” (“Augapfel

rot, Augenlid blau aufgemalt”). Institute for the Study of

Ancient Cultures, University of Chicago (trans. mine). þþ

ö.÷ The uppermost entry on this page from the same catalog includes

information about the polychromy visible on object No. ÷þ,

excavated March øþ, øþö÷, by the small staircase in the back of the

Tripylon: “traces of paint: eye sockets wine red, lid:

blue (?), gums and palate wine red” (“Farbreste:

Augenwinkel weinrot, Lid: blau (?), Zahnûeisch und

Gaumen weinrot”). Institute for the Study of

Ancient Cultures, University of Chicago (trans. mine). þÿ

ö.þ Excavations on the eastern façade of the Apadana at Persepolis, Fall øþö÷ þþ

ö.ÿ Southern side of the Hall of ø÷÷ Columns:

western doorway eastern jamb ø÷÷
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ö.þ Southern side of the Hall of ø÷÷ Columns: western

doorway eastern jamb, north. Throne. Traces of

blue paint, detail ø÷ø

ö.ÿ Southern side of the Hall of ø÷÷ Columns: western doorway

eastern jamb, north. Throne. Traces of red paint ø÷÷

ö.þ Fragment of a glazed brick, excavated by Ernst Herzfeld

at Persepolis, Freer Study Collection, National Museum

of Asian Art, Washington DC, FSC A öd ø÷ö

ö.ø÷ Bowl with paint residues, excavated by Herzfeld in

the so-called Harem. Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures

Museum Chicago, Inv. No. A øþöÿ÷ ø÷÷

ö.øø Tripylon, north, eastern door jamb, detail ø÷ÿ

ö.ø÷ Tripylon, north, eastern door jamb, detail ø÷þ

ö.øö Figure in winged disk, Hall of ø÷÷ Columns, south,

western doorway, eastern door jamb in situ, ÷÷÷þ ø÷þ

ö.ø÷ Figure in winged disk, Hall of ø÷÷ Columns, south,

eastern doorway, eastern door jamb in situ, ÷÷÷þ øø÷

ö.øþ Figure in winged disk, originally from Hall of

ø÷÷ Columns, south, eastern doorway, western door jamb.

Fogg Museum of Art, Harvard University Art Museums,

Cambridge, øþ÷ö.ø÷ÿ÷ øøø

ö.øÿ Watercolor of ûgure in winged disk, prepared by

Ernst Herzfeld (?) øø÷

ö.øþ Fragment of a lion’s face, National Museum, Tehran, Inv. No. ø÷÷÷ øø÷

ö.øÿ Workman at Persepolis with blue pellet after excavation, øþþþ øøþ

ö.øþ Sherds, encrusted with pigments, excavated at the

Shaur Palace in Susa ø÷ø

ö.÷÷ Sherd, encrusted with Egyptian blue pigments, excavated

at Qal-e Kali ø÷ø

ö.÷ø Micrographic photo from the surface of a fragment

of an ear of animal protome, excavated on the Takht.

Persepolis Museum, Inv. No. ö÷ö ø÷÷

ö.÷÷ Pellets of blue excavated on the Takht. Persepolis

Museum, storeroom ø÷ÿ

ö.÷ö Egyptian blue paints in the Old Persian inscription.

Façade of the Tomb of Darius I at Naqsh-e Rustam øö÷

ö.÷÷ Detail of Egyptian blue paint residues on squeeze

taken from Old Persian inscription on the façade.

Herzfeld Archives, National Museum of Asian Art, Washington, DC øö÷

ö.÷þ Identiûed paints on the ûgure of Darius. Façade

of the Tomb of Darius I at Naqsh-e Rustam øöø

ö.÷ÿ Façade of the Tomb of Artaxerxes II, ÷÷÷þ. Traces

of blue paint are visible on the hair and beard of the guard øö÷

ö.÷þ Façade of the Tomb of Artaxerxes II, ÷÷÷þ. Bull capital øöþ

ö.÷ÿ Façade of the Tomb of Artaxerxes II, ÷÷÷þ.

Bull capital, traces of red paint layer øöþ
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ö.÷þ Fragment of a capital in form of a protome in form

of a bull: the right eye. From the capital of the audience

hall (Apadana) of the Palace of Darius I (þ÷÷–÷ÿÿ ÷÷÷).

Limestone, ÷ÿ � ÷ø cm AODö øöÿ

ö.ö÷ Detail of cavetto. Façade of the Tomb of Artaxerxes II, ÷÷÷ÿ øöþ

ö.öø Detail of cavetto. Façade of the Tomb of Artaxerxes II, ÷÷÷ÿ øöÿ

ö.ö÷ Detail of cavetto. Façade of the Tomb of Artaxerxes II, ÷÷÷ÿ øöþ

÷.ø–÷.÷ Two photographs of Persian workmen cleaning the surface

of stone reliefs on the eastern façade of the building referred

to as the Apadana at Persepolis, øþö÷ or øþöö. Institute for the

Study of Ancient Cultures Museum Chicago ø÷÷

÷.ö Paper squeeze from the Frataraka Complex at Persepolis,

Akademie der Wissenschaften, Berlin, under the microscope, June ÷÷÷÷ øþö

÷.÷ Microscopic image of ultramarine blue pigments from

a paper squeeze (Figure ÷.ö) øþ÷

÷.þ Roof above eastern façade of Apadana, constructed in øþþ÷ øþþ

÷.ÿ Protective roof, constructed in the øþþ÷’s, above the eastern

façade of the Apadana or Audience Hall, ÷÷÷þ øþÿ

÷.þ Donato Bastiani (øÿÿþ–øþþö), a sculptor-restorer who

worked on the fragments from Persepolis after they arrived at the

University of Chicago øÿ÷

÷.ÿ Bastiani working on the restoration of a bull monument

from Persepolis in the Museum of the Institute for the Study of

Ancient Cultures Museum in Chicago øÿö

÷.þ Portico, western anta, Hall of ø÷÷ Columns øÿ÷

÷.ø÷ Reconstructed head of bull, portico, western anta,

Hall of ø÷÷ Columns, ÷÷øÿ øÿþ

÷.øø Head of bull, portico, western anta, Hall of

ø÷÷ Columns, in situ, detail, ÷÷÷ÿ øÿþ

÷.ø÷ Head of bull, portico, western anta, Hall of

ø÷÷ Columns, in situ, detail, ÷÷÷ÿ øÿÿ

÷.øö Head of bull, portico, western anta, Hall of

ø÷÷ Columns, in situ, detail, ÷÷÷ÿ øÿþ

÷.ø÷ Head of bull, portico, western anta, Hall of

ø÷÷ Columns, in situ, detail, ÷÷÷ÿ øÿÿ

÷.øþ Head of bull, portico, western anta, Hall of

ø÷÷ Columns, in situ, detail, ÷÷÷ÿ øÿþ

÷.øÿ Nostril of head of bull, portico, western anta,

Hall of ø÷÷ Columns, in situ, ÷÷÷ÿ øþ÷

þ.ø Raw lapis lazuli was excavated at many sites throughout

Iran. There are great quantities of raw lapis, especially at

Shahr-e Sokhta in Eastern Iran and in Susa in Khuzestan.

The fragments depicted here were excavated under

Jacques de Morgan (øÿþþ–øþ÷÷) at Susa. Musée du Louvre,

Paris. Oriental Antiquities, SB÷öþþþ øþ÷
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þ.÷ Azurite on display at the Natural History

Museum, Isfahan, Iran, ÷÷øÿ øÿÿ

þ.ö Fragment of doorknob or wall peg with trilingual

inscriptions (DPi), excavated near the so-called Harem.

Tehran Museum, Inv. No. ÷÷÷þ øþ÷

þ.÷ Fragment of doorknob or wall peg with trilingual inscriptions

(DPi), excavated near the so-called Harem. Tehran Museum, Inv.

No. ÷÷÷ÿ øþø

þ.þ Egyptian blue lion paw, inlaid claws missing, excavated

at Persepolis. Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures Museum

Chicago, A÷ö÷þ÷ øþ÷

þ.ÿ Lion’s paw with traces of blue paint, excavated at Persepolis.

Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures Museum Chicago,

Inv. No. ÷÷øøþ øþö

þ.þ Head of blue material, excavated at Persepolis.

Tehran National Museum, Inv. No. ø÷þ÷ øþö

þ.ÿ Beard fragment of blue material, acquired by the

American Edward Newell (øÿÿÿ–øþ÷ø) from an unknown

dealer, Achaemenid period. Yale Peabody Museum BC ÷öÿø÷þ øþ÷

ÿ.ø Modern painted column prepared for an exhibit

on Persepolis in Speyer, Germany, inspired by traces of paint

on original architectural stones on the site of Persepolis, ÷÷÷ÿ ÷÷÷

ÿ.÷ Modern painted columns and column capital prepared for an

exhibit on Persepolis in Speyer, Germany, ÷÷÷ÿ ÷÷þ

ÿ.ö Digital reconstruction of the northern facade of the building referred

to as the Apadana or audience hall at Persepolis by the artist

Simon Saeidi, ÷÷øþ ÷÷ÿ

ÿ.÷ Feasting like an Achaemenid Persian king in a

modern restaurant, Rio de Janeiro Municipal Theatre, Brazil ÷÷ÿ

ÿ.þ Taq-i Nusrat (Triumph Arch). Ceremonial gate with

polychrome sculptures for the crowning of Reza Shah

celebrations in Tehran, øþ÷þ ÷ø÷

ÿ.ÿ Ceremonial gate with polychrome interpretations of

Achaemenid Persian guards, Tehran ÷ø÷

ÿ.þ Ceremonial gate with polychrome interpretations of

Achaemenid Persian guards, Isfahan ÷øö

ÿ.ÿ Painted Qajar relief at Taq-e Bustan, øþ÷þ ÷ø÷

ÿ.þ Paint palette, Isfahan bazar, ÷÷øÿ ÷øÿ

ÿ.ø÷ Modern decorative street art sculpture in Shiraz, ÷÷øÿ ÷øþ
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ÿ .ø . Close-up of ÷,þ÷÷-year-old blue pigments, remaining on a paper squeeze from the tomb of

Darius at Naqsh-e Rustam, housed today in the Smithsonian Institution, National Museum of

Asian Art, Department of Conservation and Scientiûc Research, ÷÷÷þ. Photo: Janet Douglas
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