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Fig.1. Terminology for facade zones. Facade with opus quadratum and black or-
thostats. After Spinazzola (1953) tab. VII, showing IX 13,1-3 at Via 
dell’Abbondanza. 

4. Method and main hypothesis 
This investigation starts with the well-known pictures of Pompeiian facades 
presented in Vittorio Spinazzola’s excavations of facades along Via 
dell’Abbondanza.10 These plastered facades, often with a red lower zone, 
have created the image of Pompeiian streets and houses. The question is 
whether Spinazzola’s findings along a busy thoroughfare with many shops 
can also be considered valid for other parts of the town. 

To investigate this and to find out what factors can influence the facade 
colour, I analyse Spinazzola’s work and formulate the main criteria for col-
our use on the facades along the excavated part of Via dell’Abbondanza. I 
pose the hypothesis that these criteria are also valid in other parts of Pom-
peii. To check, and possibly falsify, this hypothesis, I compare the formu-
lated criteria with what can be found in other sources. In this comparison I 
concentrate on three streets, or rather on three axial lines within the street net 
of Pompeii.  

The three axial lines have been chosen as part of our previous analysis of 
Pompeii’s public space,11 using the statistical-topological method known as 
Space Syntax.12 In other studies within the project Pompeii: life in the urban 
space we analyse other aspects of space and function along the same lines. 
 

                               
10 Spinazzola 1953.  
11 Fridell Anter & Weilguni 2003.  
12 For the theory and methodology of Space Syntax, see Hillier & Hanson 1984; Hillier 1996.  
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The three chosen axes are shown in Figure 2:  
 Via Stabiana – Via Vesuvio. An important thoroughfare, leading north-

south from gate to gate. Further on called “Stabiana axis”. 
 Via de Mercurio and its continuation over and south of the Forum, end-

ing at the south end of Via delle Scoule. An important line in the city’s 
street net, but without direct access to the world outside the city gates. 
Further on called “Mercurio axis”.  

 Vicolo del Fauno. An alley without much importance in the total street 
net. Further on called “Fauno axis”. 

 
Fig. 2. Map of Pompeii with Via dell’Abbondanza and the three reference axes 
marked.. From the west: Mercurio axis, Fauno axis, Stabiana axis, Via 
dell’Abbondanza.  

For each of these axes I gather the available information about facades and 
discuss to what extent it calls for a falsification of the hypothesis. In the 
analysis, each of the axes is divided into a number of convex spaces,13 de-
fined by the Space Syntax method and numbered within each line (S1–S46, 
M1– M26 and F1–F8). These convex spaces are also used in other parts of 
the project Pompeii: life in the urban space, which includes a methodologi-

                               
13 A convex space is a basic unit in Space Syntax methodology. It is characterised by the fact 
that each point in the space can be reached from any other point along a straight line running 
totally within the space. Along a street the different positions of its bordering facades form it 
into a series of smaller and larger convex spaces. In our analysis we have considered only 
protrusions or indents measuring 20 cm or more. For a more detailed discussion on our con-
siderations when defining the convex spaces of Pompeii, see Weilguni (in this volume), Sec-
tion 2.4.2: Articulation.  
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cal aim to evaluate their relevance as units for analysing the function and 
appearance of streets. The value and usefulness of this subdivision for the 
analysis of the colour aspect of the streets are discussed below in section 
13.2.14  

The analysis concentrates on the ground floor of the buildings. This is 
partly due to necessity, as there is very little source material for upper floors, 
but it also agrees with the fact that the narrow streets seldom allowed a per-
son on the street to see much of the upper floors.  

In addition to the study of the chosen axes I have collected whatever in-
formation I could find about Pompeii’s outdoor colours in various sources, 
as discussed below (section 5). I have also made a survey of the material 
possibilities for facade colours in terms of available materials and pigments 
(section 7).  

The references to streets and houses are made according to the accepted 
modern convention (e.g. VII 2,4 = Regio VII, insula 2, entrance 4), some-
times with added information about the convex space (e.g. M3). The regions 
and insulae have sometimes been renumbered, resulting in one earlier and 
one later modern denomination, and for these I also give the earlier numbers 
that were used in Spinazzola’s reports on Via dell’Abbondanza. 

5. Available source material regarding Pompeiian 
facades 
This survey of Pompeiian facade colours is based on my investigation in 
situ, as well as on excavation reports and publications, artistic and other re-
productions of the excavated town, and literature that deals with different 
aspects of the town’s function and appearance. The most important sources 
are presented and evaluated below.  

5.1. Own investigations in situ 
Recurrently during 1998-2008 I surveyed the Pompeiian city space with 
regard to different aspects discussed within the project Pompeii: life in the 
urban space. I concentrated on the three north-south orientated axes pre-
sented in section 4. Along these axes I made a detailed survey of facade ma-
terial and surviving colours. I also noted approximate measurements for the 
height of horizontal zone divisions and some other architectural features. For 
the rest of the town, I walked along all of the excavated streets and noted the 

                               
14 For presentation of the Space Syntax method, see Weilguni (in this volume), Sections 2.1 – 
2.2. For illustrations of the convex spaces along each axis, see Figure 6 and Weilguni (in this 
volume), Sections 4.2.2. – 4.2.4., figs. 20, 22 and 24. 
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occurrence of eye-catching features, but with no intention of making a total 
survey. 

The first conclusion drawn from these surveys is that very little of the an-
cient facade material and colouring remains to be seen. Today most build-
ings have facades of raw brick and stone, some of them showing clear evi-
dence of having once been plastered. The visible plaster is not always the 
original surface layer, but may as well be remnants of an inner layer.15 The 
facades and their material are worn by wind and sun, rain and vegetation, 
and also by the thousands of tourists who visit the site every day. Only those 
facade parts that have been considered extra valuable are protected by roofs 
or glass plates, and sometimes these precautions are wrongly constructed and 
might even have damaged the facades instead of rescuing them. A number of 
blocks, notably at both ends of the Stabiana axis, were completely destroyed 
by bombing during the Second World War. As for veneers and other arte-
facts of marble, they were to a large extent removed already directly after the 
disaster, as a result of an imperial order to recover as much as possible of 
Pompeii’s valuable materials.16 

Thus, the remaining facades can only rarely be considered a source of in-
formation about the colours and materials of the living town. They can, 
however, serve as comparative material for judging the reliability of other 
sources, as discussed below. 

5.2. Excavation reports and publications 
Excavation notes from 1748–1860 have been compiled and published by 
Giuseppe Fiorelli.17 These notes, however, do not include the plans showing 
where the excavations were made, information about earlier names of streets 
and insulae, or the names of the excavation leaders or authors. After examin-
ing the notes concerning various years (1809, 1814, 1830, 1833, 1845, 
1859), I can conclude that they do not add essential information to this sur-
vey. Facades are very seldom mentioned, and when they are, the focus is on 
painted messages and not on the facades as such. As an example, the notes 
from 1830 include a description of the magnifica strada di Mercurio but do 
not mention the decorated facades that we know, from other sources, could 
be seen at that time.18 

                               
15 Plaster generally consists of several layers, made from partly different sand and stone mate-
rials. The series Häuser in Pompeji, edited by V.M. Strocka, includes very thorough analyses 
of remaining plaster on walls and, when present, on facades. See for instance Allison & Sear 
2002, 62-65, 92-101 for presentation and discussion of the plaster in a house with well-
preserved interior decorations. Meyer-Graft & Ehrhardt (1997) and  Freccero (2004) discuss 
plaster in detail, but do not specifically deal with its outer, visible layer. 
16 Adam (2007, 101) refers to Suetonius, Titus 8.4. 
17 Fiorelli 1860; Fiorelli 1862.  
18 Fiorelli 1860, 234-238. 
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In 1875 Fiorelli published a book describing Pompeii.19 After an introduc-
tion on the alleged history of the town, he presents what has been excavated 
so far of the town, and for every doorway he gives information about the 
interior connections and alleged functions of the spatial units behind the 
doors. He also presents some notes on interior paintings and other findings. 
To establish the value of Fiorelli’s book for this investigation I have com-
pared Fiorelli’s notes on Via di Mercurio (spaces M1–M7) with my own 
survey in situ and with the evidence of facade appearance available from 
other sources. Fiorelli gives rather scarce information on facades, and the 
main part of his information is such that I have been able to observe myself 
and/or find in other sources. The information specific for Fiorelli deals 
solely with inscriptions and messages on the facades, and adds no informa-
tion about the facade as such. On the other hand I, and/or other sources, have 
noticed features not presented by Fiorelli, although they must have been 
visible when he wrote his book. For example, he does not mention the sim-
plified, dark, imitation marble (“zebra stripes”) on Casa di Meleagro (VI 9,2, 
space M1), a feature mentioned and shown in a number of other sources 
although it is no longer visible.20 I draw the conclusion that Fiorelli’s Descri-
zione adds nothing essential to this survey. 

As of 1875, reports on the Italian excavations in Pompeii and other places 
are regularly published in Notizie degli Scavi (NSc). I have studied what is 
reported about Pompeii in a selection of volumes (1875–81, 1884–86, 1888, 
1910, 1923–24, 1933, 1947, 1952, 1968, 1971 and 1983) and have found 
that the information on facades largely depends on the aims of the excava-
tions and apparently also on the interests and priorities of the excavation 
leaders.  

From the excavations between 1875 and 188521 there are few reports on 
facade appearance, but the careful documentation of carved and painted 
messages on the facades still conveys some information about colours and 
materials. For instance, it is mentioned that messages were found on a lower 
facade zone imitating yellow marble, on a painted red plastered wall,22 on 
white plaster,23 and on a black lower facade zone.24 The minimal concern for 
the facades as such is demonstrated in the excavation notes from the south 
side of insula IX 5.25 From other sources we know that house IX 5,18 had a 
black lower facade zone divided into orthostats with red frames, and a red 
signboard where so far nothing had been written.26 The same sources reveal 
                               
19 Fiorelli 1875.  
20 Warscher 1938–1948, vol. 1; photos 28-30; Richardson 1988, 318 ff.  Spinazzola 1953, n. 
225.  
21 NSc 1875-1881, 1884-1885  
22 Both on the west side of insula V 14 (NSc 1876, 243). 
23 East side of insula V 12 (NSc 1876, 244). 
24 East part of insula IX 6 (NSc 1880, 442). 
25 NSc 1877-1878, 734-35. 
26 PPM IX, 670ff.;  also shown in the cork model in Naples. 
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that the lower facade zone around entrance IX 5,17 was black, whereas the 
upper zone was chequered in different colours.27 This is, however, not even 
mentioned in NSc, which tell only of the red signboard and that a message 
was made on a black lower facade zone.  

Later excavation reports have laid more stress on the facades. One exam-
ple is G. Spano’s excavations, where the reports sometimes include detailed 
descriptions of facade material, colours and the placement of windows.28 The 
latest NSc in which I found information on Pompeii is from 1933, when M. 
Della Corte led the excavations. Also here there is some facade information, 
but seemingly without the ambition to give a comprehensive picture of how 
the streets had once looked. 

Thus, the notes in NSc give sporadic and far from consistent information 
about the facades at the time of excavation. They very seldom show pictures 
of facades, which adds to the problem that the notes often are open to differ-
ent interpretations. For example, what does Spano mean when he writes that 
the house at the west end of Via delle Terme had red rectangles over (su) a 
black socle (zoccolo)?29 Does he mean that red rectangles were painted on a 
black surface, or that the lower part of the house was black and that the red 
rectangles were painted above that zone? Another difficulty is the interpreta-
tion of the phrase “rough wall” (rozzo or grezzo) – does it mean that the wall 
was unplastered, that the plaster had a rough surface, or that the plaster was 
unpainted? Similarly, what is a totally undecorated (disadorna) wall – is it 
simply painted without decoration, plastered without paint or unplastered, 
and in the latter case, has it never been plastered or has the plaster fallen off? 

In spite of these limitations, the reports in Notizie degli Scavi give valu-
able first hand information about what could be found during excavations, 
and even if they do not provide material for a thorough survey or analysis of 
facade materials and colours, they give at least some indication of what 
could be found and what seems to have been common. 

Among the excavation publications from the 20th century, I have used 
above all Vittorio Spinazzola’s texts and plates from excavations of Via 
dell’Abbondanza, further discussed in section 8 below.30 In addition to de-
tailed descriptions and pictures of the form and colours of facades along the 
excavated street, Spinazzola provides information about coloured facades in 
other parts of the town. After examining his colour notations and facade 
presentations in regard to their inner consistency and comparing them with 
my own observations and other sources, I draw the scarcely surprising con-
clusion that the reconstructions shown in Spinazzola’s plates are well sup-
ported. 

                               
27 PPM IX, 670ff.;  also shown in the cork model in Naples. 
28 See for instance Spano 1910, 316, 330, 438.  
29 Spano 1910, 438.  
30 Spinazzola 1953.  
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During the latest decades several buildings and insulae have been re-
excavated and given detailed presentations. Some of these publications give 
very specific information about the still remaining plaster and other materi-
als, but in spite of that they seldom add much to the understanding of facade 
colours that are already irrevocably lost.31  

5.3. The cork model in Naples 
The National Archaeological Museum in Naples exhibits a cork model of 
Pompeii in a scale of 1:100. It was made in 1879 and shows in detail the 
houses and streets that had so far been excavated, which means approximate-
ly the western half of the town. See Figure 3. The model is not a reconstruc-
tion but shows the excavation site and its findings in the condition they were 
in at the time the model was made. Therefore, the model could be an impor-
tant source of knowledge about colour in public space. But is it reliable in 
this respect, or are the paintings shown on the facades a result of somebody’s 
creative imagination? To test this, I have chosen nine facades that have dis-
tinct colouration in the model, and compared this colouration with what is 
discussed in literature and what can still be found on the site today.   

 

 
Fig. 3. Cork model in Naples, detail showing south facades of Regio IX in-
sula 5. Facade around entrance 17 has  black orthostats and chequered up-
per zone. South facade of  house IX 5,14-16 has lower zone with orthostats 
and “zebra stripes”. 

                               
31 See for instance the series Häuser in Pompeji, edited by V.M. Strocka and including 12 
volumes from 1984 to 2004. They present very detailed descriptions of the house remains and 
analyse the chronology of their construction and subsequent alterations.  
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For four of the chosen facades32 I have found no literature mentioning their 
surface or colouration, and the remaining facade surfaces are too scarce to 
show any evidence of colour. Thus, for these facades, the testimony of the 
cork model is neither supported nor contradicted. I found five of the chosen 
facades in literature.33  For all of these, there is a close correspondence be-
tween the literature and the cork model, although the model shows the fa-
cades in more detail than the literature based on today’s remains.  

Thus, I have found strong evidence for the reliability of the model and 
none that contradicts it. I draw the conclusion that the cork model is a reli-
able source of knowledge about facade decoration and colouration. It is, 
however, very difficult to study the model in detail because of the physical 
obstacles preventing clear views of more than just the outskirts of the model 
and, to some extent, the facades along the widest streets. For the same rea-
son, and due to the condition of the model, it is also often not possible to 
distinguish the colours more specifically than “light” or “dark”. The evi-
dence based only on observations of the model should therefore be seen as 
rather weak. 

For most buildings the model does not show any specific colouration but 
could rather be interpreted as showing facades that have already lost their 
rendering. Those buildings where facade colouration is shown are often di-
vided horizontally at approximately 2 m in height, and the rule for those 
buildings seems to be that base zones are darker and more decorated than the 
rest of the building. Such buildings with high base zones seem to have been 
prevalent in all parts of the town covered by the model.34 

5.4. Artistic and other reproductions of the living and the 
excavated town 
There are a few surviving ancient pictures showing the living town of Pom-
peii. One of them depicts a fight outside the amphitheatre and also shows the 
large Palaestra and parts of the city wall.35 The Palaestra is light in colour, 
probably stuccoed. The town wall is not stuccoed but has visible large 
stones, and its towers are lighter, apparently stuccoed. This picture in itself 
cannot be judged as a reliable source for these facades, but it can add under-
standing to evidence given by other sources.  

                               
32 VII 15,12-13; VI 8,3.5; VI 1,4; IX 5,14-16. 
33 House VII 15,11 (PPM VII, 817f.), house VI 1,5 (PPM VI, 4), house IX 5,6.17 (PPM IX, 
485), house IX 5,18 (PPM IX, 670ff.), house VI 9,6-9 Casa dei Dioscuri (PPM IV, 860ff.). 
34 Two examples, easily observable along the outskirts of the model where colour serves to 
distinguish a constructive and spatial unit from its neighbours, are IX 2,18 (red lower zone 
and light upper zone) and I 2,20-21 ( yellow lower zone with red lines and light upper zone).  
35 Painting no. 112222 at the National Archaeological Museum in Naples, reproduced in 
Niccolini & Niccolini 1854-1896, vol. 4,  tav. 32. 
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Several fragments of a large painting showing the Forum of Pompeii have 
also been found. Two of these fragments show citizens reading a verdict 
placed on the columns of a whitish colonnade, with equestrian statues on 
high plinths outside the colonnade. The painting should be interpreted as a 
free reconstruction of the town, its activities and monuments, and it adds 
nothing specific about the town’s colours.36 

During the 18th and 19th centuries many architects and artists visited 
Pompeii as part of their educational tour through Europe. Is it possible that 
their paintings, sketches or notes could add to our knowledge about the 
town’s colours as seen before the facades withered away? I have looked 
through a number of books and exhibition catalogues showing such pieces of 
art.37 It appears that most paintings depict interior decorations. There are also 
street views, but most of them are made with ink wash or other methods that 
do not reveal anything about colour. A few exceptions, however, show exte-
rior decorations, facades and town views in colour, using different tech-
niques. Some of them attempt to reconstruct the living town. They can be 
seen as expressions of the artists’ creative imagination and have no value as 
sources. Others show the ruins in the condition observed by the artist, and 
they could give valuable information about the facades shortly after their 
excavation. To be judged reliable, however, such paintings should be com-
pared as far as possible to the existing facades and other sources. 

Several early drawings and paintings show facades with only patches of 
stucco, or with bare brick or stone surfaces that obviously had lost a cover-
ing layer of stucco or veneer.38  Some paintings show stone facades or possi-
bly imitation stone modelled in stucco,39 and there is also evidence that fa-
cades built from large stone blocks could be covered with stucco.40 A few 
paintings show facades and their colouration in more detail, and will be fur-
ther discussed below.41  

                               
36 Paintings nos. 9070 and 9068 at the National Archaeological Museum in Naples, from 
portico in the Praedia of Julia Felix (II 4,1-7). For further analysis, see Nappo 1989.  
37 Gell & Gandy 1827; Gell 1837; Niccolini & Niccolini 1854-1896; École nationale 1981; 
PPM Suppl. 1995.  
38 École nationale 1981, 17: J.-L. Desprez, Porta Ercolano c. 1778; p. 28: F. Mazois, site not 
specified, 1814; pp. 120-121: F.-E. Callet, Forum 1823; pp. 180-183: P-E. Bonett, two paint-
ings of Foro Triangulare and Theatres 1858; p. 214: A. Blouet, Casa di Diomede 1824; cover 
of Coarelli & Pesando 2006: G. Gigante, Via del Foro & Via de Mercurio 1859; Gell & 
Gandy 1827, pls. 61 and 62: south side of Forum; Niccolini & Niccolini 1854-1896, vol. 2,  
tav. 2 Casa di Capitelli Figuranti, tav. 11 Via del Foro/Via della Fortuna; Gell 1837, vol. 2, 
tav. p. 8: Via di Mercurio east side (VI 9). 
39 École nationale 1981, 233: F. Duban, Casa di Pansa 1823-1828; Gell & Gandy 1827,  pl. 44 
Casa di Pansa. 
40 École nationale 1981, 245: A. Normand, Casa del Fauno 1850. 
41 Gell & Gandy 1827, pl. 27: Via Consolare, insula VI 1, west side: unicoloured lower zone 
up to c. 2 m, upper zone chequered; Gell 1837, vol.1,  tav. XXXVIII. House of Tragic Poet 
(VI 8,5). Horizontal division at over 2 m height. Lower zone with orthostats in red, white and 
yellow. Upper zone light stuccoed ashlar work imitating marble; Gell 1837, vol. 1,  tav. 
LXXXIV: Torre XII near Porta Ercolano: light stuccoed with two layers of ashlars at the 
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There are also numerous ink or pencil drawings showing pictures found 
on facades. Here the interest of the depicting artist most often lay in under-
standing the motif – was it Mercurius with winged sandals or Minerva with a 
spear? – and the discussions of these pictures have mostly dealt with their 
chronological categorisation and their symbolic and religious meanings. Less 
attention has been given to the colouration of the paintings, and almost none 
to their role in forming the cityscape.  

All facade pictures that had been reported in excavation reports, repro-
duced by artists or documented in some other way, have been surveyed and 
analysed by Thomas Fröhlich.42 Fröhlich’s main interest lies in the contents 
of the pictures and their societal interpretation. His thorough investigation 
also provides a basis for an analysis of the pictures’ contribution to the ap-
pearance of houses and streets, as well as possible differences between paint-
ings found in different parts of the town. His investigation cannot, however, 
be used as evidence of the non-existence of paintings where they have not 
been reported, due to the already discussed distortions and incompleteness of 
its sources.  

The extensive topographical presentations of Pompeii include some older 
photos.43 Most often they show facades that are almost as bare as today. 
Warscher’s written observations from the 1930s and 40s do not add much to 
the understanding of facades, although she has often reported about the col-
our and decoration of those facades that still have traces of colour. From this 
I draw the conclusion that most of the facades had lost their surface material 
already in the early 20th century. 

A recent website shows photos of all Pompeiian streets and facades as 
they look today, as well as a few older photos.44 When it comes to colour, 
however, the photos do not add any significant information to what is al-
ready given in other sources. 

                                                                                                                             
height of door top, below and above them flat light stucco; Casa dei Dioscuri  (VI 9,6-9) is 
depicted by several artists: Gell 1837, vol. 2, tav. p. 8, PPM suppl. 1995, 780f. : P.M. Venero 
painting from 1843. Here there is a close correlation between the old pictures, the cork model 
and the present remains. See Figure 9 for Venero’s painting. 
42 Fröhlich 1991.  
43 Warscher 1938-1948 includes several photos from the 1930s and 40s and a few older ones. 
PPM I-IX also presents some older photos. A photo from 1904 in PPM V, 888, shows the 
facades south of Porta Vesuvio with no significant differences from today. Fröhlich 1991, tav. 
56:1, shows a photo from 1905 in which there is a plastered facade that has since been totally 
destroyed. 
44 Pompeii in pictures.  
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5.5. Literature on architecture and building technique 
Neither the relatively contemporary writings of Vitruvius45 nor the recent 
literature I have found on Roman architecture, building technique and plas-
ters deals much with the colouring of facades.46 Publications about specific 
themes or areas in Pompeii do, however, sometimes mention the colour as-
pect of facades and pavings.47 As for pigments, without special reference to 
outdoor use, literature is presented in section 7.5. 

5.6. Conclusions regarding source material on facade colours 
Today’s existing facades provide little information about the colours they 
once had. The source material discussed above leads us to the conclusion 
that the withering of Pompeii’s facades is not only an effect of the acid and 
polluted atmosphere of the late 1900s; it is a process that started much earli-
er. In some instances excavators wrote about facades that had fallen down,48 
but more often the facades and their materials and colours were not even 
mentioned in the early excavation reports. Obviously such issues were not 
given high priority in documentation, and I find it credible that facades often 
were not even excavated properly. It is quite likely that heaps of plaster on 
the ground would have been shoved away as rubbish rather than carefully 
joined together to reconstruct the facade surface.  

Some traces of facade colours can be found in the street names created 
shortly after excavation. Some streets have names that refer to facade paint-
ings, such as Vicolo dei 12 Dei, named after a facade painting showing the 
twelve Olympic gods,49 and Vicolo dei Serpente (later renamed Vicolo di 
Balbo), where the large street-shrine painting with serpents has now van-
ished and the only thing remaining is a niche in the facade.50 There is also a 
little alley called Vicolo delle Pareti Rosse, where the red walls can still be 
seen but are crumbling to pieces more and more for every rainfall.51 Maybe 
this alley got its name not because other alleys had walls with less spectacu-
lar colours, but because this was one of few alleys where the plaster was still 
intact for the excavator to find and subsequently name the alley after the 
colours. 
                               
45 Vitruvius’ Ten books on architecture are believed to have been published in the 20s BC. 
See Vitruvius eds. I.D. Rowland & T.N. Howe 1999 for an English translation including 
discussion about the dating (p. 5, notes and illustrations).  
46 For building technique and materials, see Adam 1994; Adam 2007; Dobbins 2007b.  For 
plaster, see Meyer-Graft & Ehrhardt 1997;  Freccero 2004.  For architectural history, see 
Richardson 1988.  For the use of real and imitation marble, see Fant 2007.  
47 Examples of such work, referred to in this article, are Zanker 1998, 95, 101;  Pirson 1999, 
62 ff.;  Gassner 1986, 205.   
48 Fiorelli 1875, 113.  
49 Fröhlich 1991, Kat. F60.   
50 PPM VIII, 1122f., figs. 14-16. 
51 PPM VIII, 684ff. 
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6. Some specific facade features 
6.1. Facade styles 
Around 100 BC Pompeii had a period of prosperity, and a large number of 
wealthy families built palace-like residences. They had facades of carefully 
hewn tufa blocks, as well as elaborate door frames, often with decorated 
capitals52 and sometimes with a thin layer of marble stucco.53 This type of 
facade became a marker of wealth and status, and also buildings in other 
techniques were eventually given facades with large blocks imitating stone 
but modelled in plaster. Interior decorations from this time were made in 
analogy with the facade ideals, imitating architectural elements like ashlar 
work, friezes and suchlike, mainly in a flat style without perspective. In 
Mau’s categorisation of interior decoration styles this is called the first 
style,54 a term sometimes also used for the corresponding facades.                                          

Rome’s transformation from a republic to an empire was accompanied by 
a transformation of the cityscape, first in the capital and eventually in 
smaller towns like Pompeii. Augustus rebuilt Rome into a “city of marble”, 
and also in Pompeii several new public buildings were erected and faced 
with marble. This symbolised not only wealth but also allegiance to a new 
political culture and the provisional town’s ambition to be a worthy part of 
the Roman Empire. When marble was too expensive it was substituted by 
lighter shades of limestone or artful stucco work. The Forum was paved with 
slabs of white travertine and the town was embellished with smaller items – 
altars, public fountains, and architectural details – in real or imitation mar-
ble.55  

The interior decoration style of the early empire (third style) exhibits 
large, unicoloured panels, often in intense colours and divided by painted 
architectural elements, candelabras or other vertical features. The panels 
often imitated marble or textile hangings. The fourth style is characteristic 
for Pompeii’s last decades. In this style the wall panels are narrower, and in 
between them there are perspective views into slender, often totally unrealis-
tic, fantasy architecture similar to theatre coulisses. Although the style labels 
are based upon interior decorations, they are sometimes also used for facades 
and refer to similarities and/or contemporaneousness to corresponding inte-
rior paintings. 

                               
52 Zanker 1998, 34.  
53 Pirson 1999, 59; Adam 2007, 100.  
54 Recent adjustments of Mau’s categories (Mau 1882) are presented in Strocka 2007.  
55 Zanker 1998, 104, 117; Fant 2007, 338ff.  
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6.2. Pictures painted on facades 
Painted pictures on facades have been found in large numbers, especially in 
Spinazzola’s excavations of Via dell’Abbondanza.56 Those found in other 
excavations than Spinazzola’s are, however, often incompletely documented 
with respect to measurements, placements and colours, and the emphasis in 
earlier analyses is on the symbolic and religious contents of the motifs. 

Those paintings that have been found outside places for eating and drink-
ing, shops and workshops most often depict deities, above all Mercurius, 
and/or scenes that might refer to the specific activity of the shop, etc. To 
what extent the choice of deity is also tied to the specific activity cannot be 
said, as many shops have unknown function. These pictures have been inter-
preted to have a double function of drawing attention to the commercial ac-
tivity and expressing the religious devotedness of the owner. Sometimes they 
are also seen on private houses, which in at least some cases are owned by 
rich merchants.57 Typically, this kind of painting is placed next to the door-
way, directly above a dark, usually red, lower facade zone 150–200 cm high. 
The picture is painted on a white background and framed with darker lines. 
The typical height and width of the painting are both between 50 and 100 
cm, although there are also larger paintings and combinations of paintings 
beside or above each other.58  

Paintings of another type are found at small neighbourhood or street-
crossing shrines to the lares compitales, the genius of the place and/or the 
genius of Augustus.59 They often show snakes and plants together with a 
painted or built altar and are typically placed on the lower part of the wall, 
exhibiting white fields against the darker lower zone of the facade.60   

Buildings with official functions could also have pictures painted on 
them. One example is the armatorium in insula III 3, which had large multi-
coloured paintings showing trophies of war and deities, symbolising victory. 
These paintings, on a yellow background, covered a large part of the facade 
above a red lower zone, approximately 2 metres high.61 

It is obvious that pictures must have been important features in the ap-
pearance of the streets where they existed. Due to the shortcomings of exca-
vation reports, however, it cannot be established how common they were in 
other streets than the part of Via dell’Abbondanza excavated by Spinazzola. 
                               
56 Spinazzola 1953.  
57 Fröhlich 1991, 49.  
58 ‘Katalog Fassadenbilder’ in Fröhlich 1991 includes 72 paintings. Background colour is 
given for about 50% of these paintings, and in most of these cases the background is white. 
Measurements are given for slightly less than 50%, and out of these about half fall within the 
limits given above. The height of placement on the facade is given for nine paintings, all of 
which are placed directly over the lower zone of the facade. 
59 For analyses of the local shrines and other religious facade paintings, see Small 2007, 189f. 
and Laurence 1996, 41ff.   
60 See for example the north side of insula V6 and the south side of insula IX 2.  
61 Spinazzola 1953, 135f.  
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6.3. Painted and inscribed messages 
The various types of messages inscribed or painted on the walls have long 

attracted the interest of excavators, and thus they are better documented than 
other facade features. Interest has, however, been focused on the text as such 
and not on its appearance.  

The frequency of messages varies greatly among the different streets, as 
has been shown by Ray Laurence.62 Evident or alleged thoroughfares like 
Via dell’Abbondanza and the Stabiana axis, together with the Mercurio axis 
north of the Forum, have messages more frequent than every 4 metres, 
whereas alleys like the Fauno axis and several streets in the southeast part of 
the town have fewer messages than one per 12 metres of street length.  

Those messages that are still there to be observed, or that are documented 
in excavation reports or photos, are often large, painted in black and red 
colours on a whitish splash.63 Thus, it is likely that the messages would have 
been dominant in the appearance of the streets where they were common. 

7. Facade materials and pigments  
7.1. Building materials and stones 

The walls, pillars and columns of the buildings consisted of brick and 
various types of stone, combined in different types of masonry or caemen-
tum, the Roman concrete. In the interiors all the walls were stuccoed, and 
also the exterior walls were normally covered with plaster.  

There were also facades in visible stone, and different types of stone were 
used for the paving of streets and sidewalks, for water fountains, statue bases 
and statues, and for various smaller facade elements. The visible stones in 
Pompeii were mostly within three colour areas: 
 subdued yellowish: Nocera tufa used for facades, Sarno limestone used 

for sidewalk kerbstones and sometimes for facades 
 dark grey: Lapis Pompeianus, also called lava, mainly used for street 

paving 
 white: Caserta travertine (limestone) used for paving in exclusive places; 

marble was used for extravagant facades, statues and other additional 
elements. 

For specific purposes there was also coloured marble, both relatively unicol-
oured and vividly veined, in a colour scale that included white, black, grey, 
dark purple, yellow, pink and pale green.  

                               
62 Laurence 1996, 96ff.  
63 Spinazzola 1953, several tabulas;  Fröhlich 1991, Taf. 56:1; own observations. 
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The walls of regularly placed multicoloured bricks and stones (opus reticula-
tum) were most often originally covered by plaster, however beautiful they 
might seem to today’s observers.64 There are suggestions, however, that at 
least some of these facades were meant to be seen unplastered.65 

 The characteristic brown-red colours of brick and terracotta were also 
visible in mosaics and reliefs, apparently serving a decorative and indicative 
purpose as well as that of bringing luck and warding off evil. Ornamental 
mosaics of brick together with dark and light stone have been found in a 
number of places, often in street corners.66 See Figure 4. 

 

 
Fig. 4. Street corner ornament, insula VIII 4. 

There are also small terracotta or stone reliefs showing motifs, sometimes 
with a ritual function or serving as apotrophaia, sometimes connected to the 

                               
64 Richardson (1988, 380) discusses the Venus temple; Adam (2007, 109) discusses the Porta 
Ercolano. 
65 Adam (2007, 109) suggests that the geometrical brick and tufa design of the shops around 
the Central Baths, still under construction in AD 79, might have been meant to remain unplas-
tered. Dobbins 2007b, 116,  suggests the same thing for the south wall of the Macellum, built 
in opus reticulatum. 
66 Such mosaics can still be seen at the NW corner of insula VIII 4 (two circular, flower-like 
mosaics, similar but not identical, placed at different heights on two sides of a corner pillar 
surrounded by large taberna openings into a corner shop) and at the NW corner of  insula I 10 
(similar to those mentioned above, next to a taberna opening) Both workshops are suggested 
to have been used by intarsia artisans, Eschebach & Müller-Trollius 1993, 55, 369.  Differ-
ently shaped mosaics are found on a porticus column outside VII 4,6 (space M9) and outside 
a taberna facing Via Stabiana (VII 2,3, space  S20). Spano (NSc 1910 p. 436) reports about a 
mosaic outside VII 6,28, now destroyed.  
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use of the building and sometimes simply serving as rainspouts.67 Reliefs of 
this type found in other places were often painted,68 and some of the ones in 
Pompeii also have exhibited traces of paint,69 which indicates that they can 
have served as colourful adornments on the walls. In addition, crushed brick 
in mortar (cocciopesto) was used for pavements and as wall rendering, giv-
ing the surfaces a pink colour.70  

7.2. The possible painting of marble 
White marble has long been seen as materialising the essence of classical art 
and architecture, and ever since the Renaissance real or imitation marble has 
often been used as a token of cultural refinement, ancient lineage and, not 
least, wealth. But was the marble of classical temples and sculptures origi-
nally white, or is today’s naked whiteness the result of many centuries of 
wind and rain? In the 19th century several artists and architects presented 
testimonies or suggestions that the marble was originally painted. The 
French sculptor and antiquarian Quatremère de Quincy did a restoration of 
the monumental statue of Zeus in Olympia, Greece, and painted it with many 
and strong colours,71 and influential architects like the German Gottfried 
Semper used vague archaeological evidence to support his ideas of poly-
chrome marble architecture.72 Since then, the whiteness or polychromy of 
classical monuments has been a matter of much debate and strong feelings. 
During the 19th century much of the driving force was aesthetic or ideologi-
cal, based on antiquity’s role as the model for the new art and architecture of 
the time. In later centuries archaeological research has also focused on the 
matter.  

A recent exhibition, shown in several European museums, has marble 
statues and sculptures painted according to archaeological evidence, and the 
result lies far from the noble whiteness that we are still used to seeing as a 
correct interpretation of antiquity. It seems that there is no longer any doubt 

                               
67 Stone and terracotta reliefs found on facades:  I 11,1 (space A5, niche), I 4,25 (face relief), 
II 1,4 (space A10, niche), III 4,6 (space A10, phallus ), VI 9,6 (space M2, rainspout), VI 
14,28 (space S12, relief with dice etc), VII 4,27, VII 4,56 (bird relief),  IX 1,5 (space S26, 
tools and phallus), IX 1,13 (space S28, phallus), IX 2,2 (space S21, phallus), IX 2,3 (space 
S24, stone face), IX 7,2 (space A1, temple relief with phalluses on low structure – counter? – 
in opening), VII 6,24 (animal relief), VIII ins. occ., 7 (Fiorelli 1875, 440, now destroyed) plus 
those mentioned in note 69 below. Similar reliefs from Pompeii with phalluses or other sym-
bols of fertility are shown in the National Archaeological Museum in Naples, for instance a 
phallus from a bakery next to VI 6,1.   
68 Several examples are presented in Mielsch 1971.  
69 Paint traces on facade reliefs: VII 1,19 (space S25, niche), VII 3,22 (space S17, niche),VII 
4,15/16 (relief of wine carriers), VII 4,16/17 (painted Jupiter in niche), IX 2,7 (space S24, 
stone phallus). 
70 Richardson 1988, 369ff.  
71 Quatremère de Quincy 1815.  
72 Semper 1834.  
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that Roman sculptures in white marble were painted, either fully or with gold 
and colours highlighting eyes, hair and clothes, leaving the skin marble 
white.73 One example of this is the statue of M. Holconius Rufus, placed 
outdoors in the vicinity of the Holconian tetrapylon in Pompeii.74 It was 
richly painted, not only the clothes and hair but probably also the skin.75 

As for painting on marble in Roman architecture, I have found very few 
examples in recent research.76 From this, as well as from discussions with 
archaeologists and in light of the imitation-marble stucco on, for example, 
the Casa dei Dioscuri,77 I find it likely that Pompeiian marble facades might 
have had painted details, but that larger marble surfaces were mostly left 
unpainted to show the exclusive material as such. 

7.3. The colour of wooden doors and window shutters 
The doorways facing the streets had wooden doors. Fauces entrances typi-
cally had very high doors in pairs, opening inwards with a total width of 
150–180 cm, while taberna entrances could be closed with large wooden 
panels, including a small night door that was used when the shop was closed. 
When the shop was open the panel was probably folded away and not espe-
cially prominent, but when shops were closed these panels formed a large 
part of the street view. There were also wooden window shutters.78 

 All these wooden artefacts can possibly have been painted, but there is 
no evidence to tell if that was the case. Spinazzola has cast copies of a few 
doors, one of which is a double fauces door with heavy metal ornamentation, 
but in his reconstruction tabulas he suggests that doors to both fauci and 
tabernae were unpainted. However, based on the massive evidence for col-
ourful decoration in interiors and on sculptures, I suggest that doors could 
have been painted in various ways. 

                               
73 Østergaard 2004.  As an alternative, marble of different colours could be used for clothes, 
complexion etc., as seen on several statues in the National Archaeological Museum in Naples. 
74 Between insulae VII 1 and VIII 4. 
75 Østergaard 2004, 110.  Another Pompeiian example is the white statuette of Venus wearing 
a bikini and sandals painted in gold, now shown in the National Archaeological Museum in 
Naples (inv. no. 152798).  
76 Zink & Piening (2009) present a thorough investigation of the temple of Apollo on the 
Palatine in Rome built about a century before Pompeii’s destruction. The conclusion is that 
the columns were of white unpainted marble whereas their capitals were gilded and the en-
tabulature was brightly painted. The Ara Pacis in Rome is the subject of a project aimed at 
reconstructing its colouring and showing it with laser technique. A preview was given in 
September 2008. 
77 VI 9,6. See description in section 9.2. 
78 Spinazzola 1953, 80, tab. VIII.  
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7.4. The colouring of plastered facades 
Stuccoed or plastered surfaces can get their colour from the stone, sand and 
other filling that constitutes the material, or from pigments mixed into the 
material or from paint applied to the surface. All three varieties seem to have 
existed in Pompeii. Today’s remnants often show a pinkish plaster on the 
lower section of the facades. This pink colour comes from crushed bricks 
and tiles that can have been mixed into the material for several reasons. One 
reason would be to protect the wall and prevent damages from water and 
humidity. Crushed brick was often used in such hydraulic plaster, for in-
stance in baths and latrines. Another reason would be that the post-
earthquake reconstructions during the town’s last period used material from 
demolished buildings as plaster filling. Whichever the reason, the pinkish 
surfaces added to the appearance of the facade and it is likely that they were 
sometimes left unpainted. As paint always meant an additional cost, it is a 
good guess that the same would also be true for plaster surfaces of various 
grey nuances.79 Both these possibilities can be concluded from the notes 
made by Spinazzola and in other excavation publications.80  

Red pigments together with reddish sand have been found in Pompeiian 
stucco fragments analysed as part of a technical/methodological study.81 
There are still many question marks in connection with this: The analysed 
fragments were taken from a waste dump and thus cannot be traced to any 
specific place, interior or exterior. Also, we cannot know for certain if the 
pigments were deliberately put into the stucco or if they just happened to get 
there when the remnants of a demolished painted wall were crushed and 
used for filling. Still, this opens for the possibility that the Pompeiians used 
pigmented stucco as a means to colour surfaces into light nuances of low 
colour intensity. 

For stronger colours and more elaborate decorations, however, paint was 
the only option. Stucco and plaster were made with a lime binder, and the 
paint itself was usually based on lime. In interior decorative painting there 
also existed other types of paint with various organic binders (distemper or 
tempera paint). There is also the so-called encaustic painting, which uses 
beeswax as a binder. The techniques and usages for such painting were dis-
cussed by the Roman scientist Pliny the Elder, who was killed in the Vesu-
vius eruption, and they have also been the subject of recent research.82 I 
have, however, found nothing that indicates the use of such materials for 
exterior painting. From this and from my experience of exterior painting in 
other circumstances, I draw the preliminary conclusion that practically all 

                               
79 Adam 1994, 219.  
80 Spano 1910, 315;  NSc 1879, 46ff. For comments regarding Spinazzola, see Table 1. 
81 Surveys in progress at EVTEK Institute of Art and Design, Finland (oral presentation at the 
Swedish-Finnish Pompeii Seminar, Hanaholmen 2005). 
82 The main subject of Freccero 2000 is encaustic painting. 
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facade painting was done with the comparatively cheap and easily available 
lime paint/lime wash. 

Discussions about decoration technique also start with the interior paint-
ings. The sources available seem to agree that most lime painting was done 
al fresco, that is, on wet stucco. Details could be added afterwards on the dry 
surface and sometimes with other types of paint (for instance tempera with 
gummi arabicum or egg as a binder).83 None of this, though, adds much to 
our understanding of the techniques used under the different circumstances 
offered by exteriors. 

7.5. Available pigments for outdoor use 
Regarding the use of pigments, one source of knowledge is the remaining 
documents from the Roman world. Pigments and painting have been dis-
cussed by Vitruvius (about 80–20 BC), Pliny the Elder (AD 23–79) and Dio-
scurides (AD 40–90). These writers are often quoted in more recent litera-
ture on pigments.84 Vitruvius writes about the sources for and the means of 
extracting natural pigments, the procedure for making synthetic pigments 
and, to some extent, their relative commonness and price, but he does not 
write explicitly about their possible outdoor use.85 Pliny distinguishes be-
tween natural and synthetic pigments and also mentions the process of mak-
ing some of them, including lakes made from white earth boiled together 
with organic materials in the same way that cloth is dyed. He also presents 
prices for some of the pigments and distinguishes six brilliant pigments that 
were so expensive they were separately paid for by the patron, but he does 
not mention the use of pigments on exteriors.86 

Another source of knowledge is the remains of surface materials and paint 
layers found in Pompeii.87 There are also finds of unused pigments in paint-
ers’ workshops88 as well as painting work in progress, obviously interrupted 
by the eruption.89 Even very tiny fragments that do not look like much to the 
world can reveal a great deal of information when studied under a micro-
scope or analysed with chemical, spectrophotometrical and other technically 
advanced methods. However, even in this case there is a severe shortage of 
evidence that can be specifically connected to outdoor painting. 

                               
83 Adam 1994, 220; Strocka 2007, 304 ; my own observations of Pompeiian paintings exhib-
ited in Antiquarium di  Boscoreale and at the exhibition Rosso Pompeiano (Rome 2008) have 
clearly shown that different techniques and materials could be combined in the same painting. 
84 Béarat (1997) compares the writings of Vitruvius and Pliny with analyses of pigments 
found throughout the Roman world.  
85 Vitruvius, 7.7-14. 
86 Pliny, NH 35.29-50.   
87 Allison 2002; Allison & Sear 2002, 66-86.  
88 Augusti (1967) presents archaeological findings from Pompeii and discusses them together 
with ancient written sources.   
89 Varone & Bearat 1997; Varone 2002; Barbet, Tuffreau-Libre & Coupry 1999.  
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From the sources available, I draw the conclusion that both interior deco-
ration and exterior painting were done mainly with earth pigments, that is, 
inorganic pigments that can be found in nature and used without other prepa-
ration than cleaning and grinding. They are cheap and extremely durable, 
and they are not destroyed by the alkaline lime used as a binder in paint and 
wash. The most common of these pigments today have names like ochre, 
terra di Sienna and umber, and they have a colour range of yellow – brown – 
red. There was also a greenish earth pigment, simply called green earth, 
which has now gone practically out of use. Black was made from soot or, 
more exclusively, from burnt ivory, and white was inherent in the lime wash 
used for exterior painting. 

The Pompeiian painters also had access to crushed minerals, such as 
green malachite – in Latin called chrysocolla – and red cinnabar or vermil-
ion. Pigments were also manufactured through controlled chemical proc-
esses. One example of this is the copper-based Pompeiian blue or Egyptian 
blue, a pigment that was rather common in antiquity but for some reason has 
gone out of use today.90 Even in interior painting, however, these pigments 
were generally used only for details or very exclusive premises, and it has 
been shown that the choice of expensive pigments was not decisive for the 
appreciation or status of interior paintings.91  

There were also a few organic pigments like the exclusive red-purple 
purpurissimum,92 but due to their costliness and lack of durability they could 
not have played any role in exterior painting.  

Thus, the main colour scale of painted facades was made up of white, 
grey and black together with the yellow, red and brownish-greenish colours 
of the earth pigments. The pure earth pigments give colours with somewhat 
limited chromaticness. To my knowledge, no survey has been done regard-
ing their gamut in lime paint without suspended white particles.93 Some hints 
of their possible gamut can be derived, however, from a survey of the colour 

                               
90 For a study of  Egyptian blue in Pompeii, see Delamare, Monge & Repoux 2004.  
91 Allison (2002) describes and analyses the interior paintings of Casa della Caccia Antica 
(VII 4,48), which was fully decorated shortly before the town’s destruction. She points out 
that the paintings were detailed and well made, but that the colours used mainly belonged to a 
standard repertoire of cheap and easily available pigments. The owner must have had the 
resources to completely redecorate his home with time-consuming pictures, but colour as such 
was used to draw attention and show status only in the most prominent room. In Allison & 
Sear 2002, 66-86, the paintings in this house are further analysed with focus on their motifs, 
chronology and detailed painting style, suggesting the existence of groupings – “workshops” 
of painters working together. 
92 Barbet, Tuffreau-Libre & Coupry (1999, 78) identify the organic substance alizarin in paint 
found in a Pompeiian house. 
93 Lime as a binder can be used with all its lime content dissolved in water, as in paint for 
frescoes, or with the addition of dispended, undissolved  lime particles that makes the surface 
more durable and also restricts the gamut of possible colours to those containing some white-
ness. 
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scales of traditional earth pigments in linseed oil paint.94 The survey shows 
that ochres and iron oxide pigments can give a chromaticness of maximum 
NCS c=55, that is, visibly about halfway between grey and an imagined 
colour with maximum intensity (see Figure 5).95 High intensity for these 
pigments also goes together with a considerable blackness, which means that 
strong and clear colours cannot be made from earth pigments. Paints based 
on such pigments could, however, be made more chromatic through mixture 
with small quantities of other, more expensive, mineral pigments. 

 
 

Fig. 5. Nuance variation of traditional red iron oxide pigment in linseed oil paint 
with different content of white pigment, shown in the colour triangle of the Natural 
Colour System (NCS). W= white, S=black, C=nuance with maximum chromatic-
ness. Hue variation between Y80R and R,  which means a somewhat yellowish red 
colour. After Fridell Anter & Svedmyr 1996.  

8. Case study: the facades of Via dell’Abbondanza 
8.1. Presentation and evaluation of the source material 
Vittorio Spinazzola’s excavation of Via dell’Abbondanza was done in 1910–
1923 but not published until 1953 (Spinazzola 1953). It covers both sides of 
the street, including the relevant facades of the following insulae: 
   
 Reg I insulae 6, 7, 8, 9, 11, 12 and 13 (Spinazzola calls the three latter 

Reg II insulae 1, 2 and 3) 
 Reg II insulae 1 and 2 (by Spinazzola called Reg II insulae 4 and 5) 

                               
94 Fridell Anter & Svedmyr 1996.  
95 For a presentation of the Natural Colour System (NCS) see Hård, Sivik & Tonnquist 1996.  
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 Reg III insulae 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 
 Reg IX insulae 7, 11, 12 and 13 

 
Spinazzola discusses the colours and pictures on facades in chapters VI–X 
(volume 1, 125–252), including several photos in black and white. Note 225 
(p. 634) lists the colours of the lower zones of facades and facade paintings 
(insegne) and note 226 (p. 635) lists painted or otherwise decorated shop 
counters. Spinazzola’s work also includes a large number of sketched and/or 
painted plates, a good 40 of which show facades in a manner that could be 
relevant for this survey. These plates are of five types:  

 
A Black and white scale drawings Nos. LXI– LXXX 
B  Close-up colour photos of paintings Nos. XI–XII, XIV–XV 
C  Colour photos of newly excavated facades Nos. VI, XIII 
D  Sketched street perspectives in black and white Nos. LV–LX 
E  Sketched and painted colour depictions of facades,  
 both single doorways or houses and longer street sections96             
  Nos. I–X, XVI, XVIII  

 
Types A, B and C aim at documenting the excavated facades and can be 
assumed to be the most reliable of the plates. The scale drawings (type A) 
most often inform about the scale and mark out what in the drawing is found 
and what is a reconstruction.97 They show the existence of plaster, possible 
division in different plastered zones, orthostats, pictures and decorations and 
messages painted onto the facades.  

Types D and E aim at illustrating the possible form and colouring of the 
buildings, based on the evidence of scale drawings and excavation notes. 
Thus, they involve several elements of speculation, which means that they 
are less valuable as source material. The black and white perspectives (type 
D) show possible heights and volumes of buildings and most often suggest a 
schematic horizontal zoning of facades, in a way that does not always agree 
with the plaster findings shown in the scale drawings. Plates of type D are 
regarded as sources only for the question of whether or not the facade was 
plastered, and thus they add nothing to the information supplied by other 
sources. 

In the painted reconstructions of houses and street sections (type E), there 
is normally good agreement with the scale drawings (type A) for those parts 
of the facade that are indicated there as excavated (most often the ground 
floor). Normally there is also good agreement between the plates and Spin-
azzola’s published notes on the facades and their colours. Thus, I have con-

                               
96 Painted by A. Saranica and G. Luciano. 
97 “Nel prospetto sono indicate in tratteggio le strutture esistenti, e a pura linea le arti di 
restituzione”, Spinazzola 1953, tab. XVI and others. 
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sidered the painted plates (type E) as reliable source material regarding fa-
cade colour and decoration.  

The facades described and depicted by Spinazzola still exist along the 
street, although in different stages of decay. I have surveyed the plaster and 
paintings visible today and compared them with Spinazzola’s descriptions 
and plates. Not surprisingly, much of what had been excavated has since 
been lost, but there is still much agreement between my notes of the present 
condition and Spinazzola’s reports from 80 years earlier. In a few cases I 
have, however, found things that were not reported by Spinazzola.98 

8.2. Processing 
For the analysis of Spinazzola’s facade information, the relevant part of Via 
dell’Abbondanza has been divided into eleven convex spaces. See Figure 6. 
Table 1 presents Spinazzola’s information about the facades within each of 
these convex spaces. For each of them, the doorways on the south side of the 
street are presented from west to east, followed by the doorways on the north 
side from east to west. For each doorway there is information on which parts 
of the Spinazzola material have been used, to enable the reader to judge the 
reliability of the information. My own observations are included only when 
they add something not already found in Spinazzola, and are then marked 
with *. Pictures mentioned by Fröhlich 1991 are also included, and when 
they add something to what I found in Spinazzola they are marked with **.  

In a few cases I have found a lack of consistency within Spinazzola’s own 
material, marked with ?? in the table. In those cases I have used my own 
observations for judging how to interpret Spinazzola. See Figures 7 and 8. 99 

For the different parts of the facade I have used the terminology illus-
trated in Figure 1. 

                               
98 See Table 1, where my findings that do not correspond to Spinazzola’s reports are marked 
with *.  
99 Examples of my analysis when Spinazzola (1953) gives inconsistent or vague information:  
Space A5: I 11,1-3 (previously II 1,1-3). Note 225 reports a black lower facade zone to the 
right of entrance 1 and at entrance 3. Tab. III shows a red lower zone along all the facade 
entrances 1-6. Page 248 shows a black and white photo and reports that the lower zone was 
red on both sides of entrance 1. I have found traces of red paint around entrance 2.  I prelimi-
narily conclude that the lower facade zone was red and that the note about a black lower zone 
refers to some other place. See Figure 7. 
Spaces A7 and A8: I 12,3-5 (previously II 2,3-5). The complicated facade has three taberna 
entrances. Spinazzola believed that they lead to the same interior unit, an assumption that has 
been proved wrong in later excavations. Note 225 reports a red lower facade zone at entrances 
3-4, below the large balcony. For entrance 3 note 225 also reports a yellow lower zone with 
imitation marble. Tab. V shows a red lower zone under the balcony west of entrance 3, but 
this zone changes to yellow marbling some 80 cm west of entrance 3, continuing to entrance 
4. The height of the lower zone is about 180 cm all the way, unanimously shown by tabs. V 
and LXXVI and the text p. 155. I preliminarily conclude that the lower part of the facade 
around entrance 3 and between 3 and 4 was yellow marbled. See Figure 8. 



Appendix     273 

Boreas 33 

 

 

Fig. 6. Convex spaces along part of Via dell’Abbondanza, from west to east. 

 



274     Colour in the Pompeiian cityscape 

Boreas 33 

8.3. Results 
The street section excavated by Spinazzola includes about 110 doorways, 
more or less evenly distributed between the north and the south side. Spinaz-
zola’s texts and plates give some sort of facade information for about 100 of 
these, that is, around 90%. Sometimes the information tells only that the 
facade was plastered and whether the plaster was divided into horizontal 
zones.  

All known facades were plastered, except possibly one building that had a 
tufa stone facade (III 3,1-2). 100 On the majority of known facades (at least 
75%), the facade of the ground floor was divided horizontally into two 
zones, and there is only one house (I 6,4) where it is clear that the plastered 
facade did not have such a division but instead had light opus quadratum on 
the entire facade.101  

 

 
Fig. 7. Spinazzola 1953, tab. III, showing I 11,1-3. See note 99 for discussion. 

                               
100 House III 3,1-2 (on the north side of space A9, Spinazzola 1953, tab. LXVII) has what 
Spinazzola calls a samnitian facade, that is, a wall built from large tufa blocks. My observa-
tion in situ reveals traces of paint or thin plaster on the tufa stone, which implies that the stone 
might have been covered by a surface layer. 
101 West of entrance IX 11,1 (space A2) there is a large street-shrine painting on white ground 
and no horizontal division, and tab. I in Spinazzola (1953) suggests that the wall on the other 
side of the entrance also lacked a division. There are also about 26 entrances where no con-
clusions can be drawn about a possible zone division. 
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Fig. 8. Spinazzola 1953, tab. V, showing I 12,3-5. See note 99 for discussion. 

The height of the lower zone varied between 140 and 300 cm over sidewalk 
level and most often stayed within the interval 150–200 cm, that is, at or 
slightly above eye level.102 According to the coloured plates, the upper zone 
was practically always light in colour. There is only one example (IX 13,4-6, 
space A5) where the colouring of the upper zone is presented as different, 
having a chequered pattern in white, red, yellow and green. When something 
is reported about the upper floor or floors, they are shown as plastered with a 
light colour. 

The lower zone was darker and often also more chromatic. Most often the 
lower zones were red (about 70% of the facades that are known to have been 
divided), and the rest of them were yellow, black or what I interpret as un-
painted (rustico, cocciopesto, laterizio). 

The lower zone could be horizontally divided into orthostats, and some-
times there was also a further horizontal division, creating a plinth zone that 
could also be divided into orthostats. Orthostats have been shown for about 
20% of the facades that are known to have had a zone division, while for 
several other facades it cannot be established now whether orthostats existed 
or not. 

There are differences in elaboration between lower zones of different col-
ours. All of the black lower zones found are divided into orthostats, which 
                               
102 Heights were taken from Spinazzola’s scale drawings and were sometimes checked in situ. 
The precision is rather low, with a margin of error of up to 20 cm. 
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implies that black was used for relatively lavish houses. At one house with a 
yellow lower zone the yellow is used for imitation marble, a more expensive 
treatment then painting with a single colour. For red lower zones both an 
orthostat division and simple unicoloured painting have been found, and 
their relative commonness cannot be established.  

In the upper zone several buildings had paintings of divinities or heroes103 
and there were also a few small sanctuaries with altars and paintings in the 
lower zone.104 Such street-shrine paintings tended, however, to be placed not 
facing the thoroughfare but rather just around the corner to adjoining alleys. 

The majority of facades also carried messages, such as election slogans, 
written with dark paint on the whitish upper facade zone or on white 
splashes made for this purpose on the darker lower zone. 

8.4. Concluding hypothesis 
The main hypothesis of this study is that the colour pattern shown in Via 
dell’Abbondanza is also valid for other Pompeiian streets. This pattern can 
be summarised as 
 The ground floor of the vast majority of facades is plastered and hori-

zontally divided into two zones, the division most often placed 150–200 
cm above the sidewalk. 

 The lower zone is red for a majority of the facades, but can also be yel-
low, black or unpainted. 

 Black and yellow lower zones tend to be used on more elaborate fa-
cades, including orthostats and/or marbling. 

 The upper zone is whitish for the vast majority of facades, but patterned 
upper zones do exist. 

 Houses with tufa facades or only exhibiting whitish plaster in opus 
quadratum are rare but do exist.  

 The upper zone can include larger or smaller pictures of deities, heroes 
and suchlike. 

 There are many painted messages on the facades. 
 Street-shrine paintings tend to be placed in smaller alleys, near the cross-

ing with a main street. 

                               
103 My joint sources tell about such paintings in ten places on the north side of the street and 
in four on the south side. Some of them include a pair or a set of several paintings. On the 
north side they are concentrated to a few blocks (IX 7- IX 11) and the large armatorium in III 
3.m. This might be, but is not necessarily, a result of less careful excavations. On the south 
side the facade pictures are fewer but more evenly distributed.  
104 My joint sources tell about two lararium paintings on the north side, both facing the main 
street (Fröhlich 1991, Kat. F66 and F71) and four directly around the corners of southern 
alleys (Fröhlich 1991, Kat. F4, F7, F8 and F17). 
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9. The facades of three chosen reference streets 
For the three reference streets I have gathered information about facade 
colouration from all the available sources. Each axis has been divided into a 
series of convex spaces, in the same way as in other parts of the project 
Pompeii: life in the urban space. 

9.1. Stabiana axis 
The facades of the Stabiana axis are presented in Table 2.105 It shows that 
information about facade colouration is completely missing for large parts of 
the street and is usually fragmentary when it does exist. There is colour in-
formation for only about half of the convex spaces along the street, and in 
most instances the existing information does not enable a more specific un-
derstanding. The observed facades are of five types: 
 Plastered facade horizontally divided 150–200 cm up. Lower zone dark 

(red, or in some cases possibly another dark colour), upper zone whitish. 
More than half of the known facades.106 

 Plastered facade with multicoloured orthostats in lower zone, light upper 
zone. Less than a quarter of the known facades.107  

 Plastered facade completely light, unicoloured or imitating masonry with 
large stones. Less than a quarter of the known facades.108 

 Visible tufa stone facade that might also have been covered with lime 
wash or thin plaster. A few of the known facades.109 

 Possibly a few plastered facades with light lower zone and darker upper 
zone.110 

Pictures have been reported on only three facades along the Stabiana axis. 
The taberna entrance of V 6,1 was flanked by pictures of Mercurius and 
Bacchus, placed directly above the red lower zone of the facade. A tincture 
workshop in VII 2,11 had a picture of a man carrying cloths hanging from a 
stick, an obvious reference to the activity in the workshop. The northern 
facade of insula V 6, not directly facing the main street, had a large street-
shrine painting on white ground.111 As so few of the facades are presented at 

                               
105 The full series of convex spaces are shown in Weilguni  (in this volume), section 4.2.2, fig. 
20-21. 
106 See spaces S7, S9, S10, S11, S12, S15, S24, S25, S31, S34. 
107 See spaces S6, S7, S13, S14. 
108 See spaces S30, S31. 
109 See space S28. 
110 See spaces S41 and S43. Note that the only existing evidence for these facades is the cork 
model in Naples. 
111 A large lararium, mentioned earlier, is also documented on the south side of insula XI 2, 
facing the adjoining street Vicolo di Balbo. 
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all in the source material, it can be assumed that several paintings of the 
living street were never documented during excavation. 

Inscribed or painted messages were common along the entire axis (in av-
erage more than one message per 4 metres).112  

As for the distribution of colour along the Stabiana axis, very little can be 
said due to the scarcity of source material. There is, however, a gathering of 
light unicoloured facades (stuccoed or visible tufa stone) along the western 
side of the axis, near its crossing with Via dell’Abbondanza (spaces S28–
S31). Facades of the same type continue along both sides of Via 
dell’Abbondanza westwards towards the Forum.113 Here, it appears that the 
light unicoloured facades refer to old and solid tufa buildings that represent 
wealth and tradition and allude to the neighbouring civic centre, as will be 
discussed further in section 13.1.  

The hypothesis to be tested is that the well-documented use of colour 
along Via dell’Abbondanza is also valid for other parts of Pompeii. For the 
Stabiana axis, the available information does not contradict this hypothesis, 
but is too scarce to give it strong support.  

9.2. Mercurio axis 
The facades of the Mercurio axis are presented in Table 3.114 The table shows 
that information about facade colouration and possible pictures or messages 
is completely missing for the section south of the Forum and very scarce for 
the section directly north of the Forum. For other parts of the axis there is 
information for at least 50% of the facades, and for a few facades the sources 
give a more specific picture.  

One of these is the large Casa dei Dioscuri (VI 9,6-9) a few blocks north 
of the Forum. Its facade was depicted by the artist Pasquale Marina Venero 
in 1843, shortly after its excavation.115 See Figure 9. This house is also 
shown in detail in the cork model in Naples, and it happens to be one of the 
few that still have a rather intact exterior rendering. All these sources give 
the same information: the facade of Casa dei Dioscuri is divided into a base 
zone, about 2 metres high, and an upper zone up to a cornice just under the 
roof. The base zone was divided into red orthostats with blue borders, and 
the upper zone consisted of an imitation masonry wall with large rectangular 
“stones”. The “stones” were white, as if cut from travertine or marble, and 
the joints between them were marked in low relief and painted blue. The 
cornice has a leaf relief, as if baked with pastry tins, and was painted with 

                               
112 Laurence 1996, 98.  
113 Pirson 1999, 59ff. However, also here there were buildings with a red plastered lower 
zone, traces of which can still be seen on VIII 4,2-6 (Casa di Diana). 
114 The full series of convex spaces are shown in Weilguni (in this volume), section 4.2.3, fig. 
22-23. 
115 PPM Suppl. 1995, 780f.  
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blue and red on a white background. This facade was made during the last 
decades before the eruption, but its style is labelled as an imitation of the 
first style, thus referring to the earlier, republican era.116 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 9.  Facade of Casa dei Dioscuri as depicted by P.M. Venero in 1843.  

The known facades along the Mercurio axis are of the following types: 

 Stuccoed facade horizontally divided 150–200 cm up. Lower zone red-
dish, upper zone whitish. This feature appears on the columns of Tullius’ 
Portico one block north of the Forum, on the Forum baths opposite the 
street and possibly on some other facades.117 

 Stuccoed facade with red or blackish orthostats in lower zone, light up-
per zone, sometimes with ashlar work. The most common type among 
the documented private houses along this axis.118  

 Stuccoed facade completely light, imitating marble orthostats or ma-
sonry with large stones (Jupiter temple and possibly one or two private 
houses).119 

                               
116 PPM IV, 862; see Weilguni (in this volume), fig. 39 for a photo of Casa dei Dioscuri in its 
present state (right side of the picture).  
117 See spaces M4, M9-M11.  
118 See spaces M1, M2, M3, M4. 
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 Visible tufa stone facade (one private house).120 
 Marble cladding on arches and buildings for civic and/or religious use.121 

 
Pictures on facades have been reported in only two places along this axis. 
One was placed next to the main entrance of the Casa dei Dioscuri, dis-
cussed above. It depicted Fortuna and Mercurius, a choice of deities that 
seemingly refers to the owner’s occupation as a successful merchant.122 The 
other building with facade paintings (VI 7,8-11) is situated across the street 
from Casa dei Dioscuri. Here there was a whole set of paintings showing 
different deities and a scene interpreted as a religious procession for carpen-
ters.123 The taberna inside the painting is not, however, considered to be a 
carpenter’s workshop, but rather a shop for perfumes or drugs.124 

As the facades of the two northern blocks of the axis are rather well 
documented, it is likely that other pictures would have been reported if they 
had existed. This leads to the preliminary conclusion that this part of the axis 
did not have a dense occurrence of pictures. Painted messages, on the other 
hand, were common on the facades in this part of the axis.125 

Where the axis passes the Forum area the facades were mainly of marble, 
and the Forum also contained many marble statues that would have been at 
least partly painted in different colours (see section 7.3).  

The hypothesis to be tested is that the well-documented use of colour 
along Via dell’Abbondanza is also valid for other parts of Pompeii. For the 
private houses along the north part of the Mercurio axis (spaces M1–M5), 
the available information partly supports the hypothesis and suggests further 
specification. As in Via dell’Abbondanza, the vast majority of the facades 
were divided into a darker (usually red) lower zone and a whitish upper 
zone. But here, in contrast to Via dell’Abbondanza, most of the lower zones 
were divided into orthostats. On the Via dell’Abbondanza this feature 
seemed to indicate wealth and/or status, and the hypothesis is now strength-
ened as Via di Mercurio was a street with many large houses belonging to 
wealthy families.  

The official and/or ritual buildings facing the Forum (spaces M13–M24) 
show another pattern, with light marble cladding or whitish profiled stucco 
over the whole facade. This is completely different from what was found in 
the study of Via dell’Abbondanza. 

                                                                                                                             
119 See spaces M2, M4, M14-M15ab.  
120 See space M4. 
121 See spaces M6, M8, M13, M18, M20, M22. 
122 Fröhlich 1991, Kat. F39. 
123 Fröhlich 1991, Kat. F38. 
124 Eschebach & Müller-Trollius 1993, pl. 78.  
125 Laurence 1996, 98.  
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9.3. Fauno axis 
The facades of the Fauno axis are presented in Table 4.126 The table shows 
that there is very scarce evidence for the colours of the facades along this 
street. The available information suggests that most of the alley was domi-
nated by whitish facades, but that these were often divided into an upper and 
a lower zone with different plaster materials. No pictures or messages have 
been reported on the walls along the Fauno axis. As such features, especially 
messages, are generally well documented even in early excavation reports, it 
is likely that the alley had few or no pictures or messages.127  

The hypothesis to be tested is that the well-documented use of colour 
along Via dell’Abbondanza is also valid for other parts of Pompeii. The find-
ings on Vicolo del Fauno do not support the hypothesis. Instead they suggest 
that divided facades with red lower zones were not common on the back 
sides of large houses, which instead were plastered a unicoloured white.128 

10. Testing the hypothesis 
We now return to the main hypothesis of the study, presented in section 8. 
According to this hypothesis, the colour pattern shown on Via 
dell’Abbondanza is also valid for other Pompeiian streets. As already dis-
cussed, this pattern could be summarised as 
 The ground floor of the vast majority of facades is plastered and hori-

zontally divided into two zones, the division most often placed 150–200 
cm above the sidewalk. 

 The lower zone is red for a majority of the facades, but can also be yel-
low, black or unpainted. 

 Black and yellow lower zones tend to be used on more elaborate fa-
cades, including orthostats and/or marbling. 

 The upper zone is whitish for the vast majority of facades, but patterned 
upper zones do exist. 

 Houses with tufa facades or exhibiting only whitish plaster in opus 
quadratum are rare but do exist. 

 The upper zone can include large or small pictures of deities, heroes and 
suchlike. 

 There are many painted messages on the facades. 

                               
126 The full series of convex spaces are shown in Weilguni (in this volume), section 4.2.4, fig. 
24-25. 
127 Laurence (1996, 99)  places Vicolo del Fauno in the category with messages occurring less 
often than every 12 metres, which could also mean that there were no messages at all.  
128 The cork model in Naples might show darker lower zones on some facades, but due to the 
state of the model this has been impossible to control further. 
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 Street-shrine paintings tend to be placed in smaller alleys, near the cross-
ing with a main street. 

Below, all the evidence gathered for Pompeiian facades will be summarised 
to test this hypothesis. 

10.1. Horizontal division 
The survey of the reference streets, the model in Naples, and observations of 
the plaster remaining in Pompeii all clearly show that most facades were 
plastered and had a horizontal zone division that varied in height among the 
different houses but most often was 150–200 cm above sidewalk level. Such 
a division existed even when both zones were left unpainted or simply 
whitewashed, and in those cases the lower zone protruded slightly more 
from the facade and could also be made from a different type of plaster.129  

I have found only a few facades that lack this division. They were elabo-
rate, with whitish ashlar work imitating or covering older facades of regu-
larly hewn tufa stone.130 

10.2. The colour of the lower zone 
When the lower zone was painted in a single colour it was always red, al-
though the red nuance could differ within the limitations given by available 
pigments.131 A more elaborate treatment of the lower zone often included 
orthostats, that is, standing rectangles framed by simple lines or more sophis-
ticated base-relief imitations in different colours. There could also be plinth 
zones with orthostats of another colouring. The basic colours in these fea-
tures were red, yellow and black, and other colours were used only for minor 
surfaces. 

A few documented facades were subdivided and decorated according to 
other schemes than the strict orthostats.132 These facades show some resem-
blance to the paintings of flowers and foliage that have been found on the 
walls of private gardens, or that occasionally create an illusion of a garden in 
a space without real plants and trees.133  
                               
129 For instance, facade of Casa del Fauno towards Vicolo del Fauno, spaces F5-F7 in Table 4. 
130 VIII 4,17-21 (see space S30). I 6,4 (see space A1). Own observations in the necropolis 
outside Porta Nocera and Porta Erconalo and in the newly excavated block just outside Porta 
Marina (Terme suburbane). In two 19th-century paintings Casa di Pansa (VI 6,1) is shown 
with stuccoed opus quadratum (painting by  F. Duban in École nationale 1981, 233; Gell & 
Gandy 1827, pl. 44). 
131 The model in Naples shows a few facades that possibly could have a white lower zone and 
a darker upper zone. They are specifically discussed in section 11.2. 
132 Two such examples are found in insula VI 10, facing the Mercurio axis. At entrance 7, the 
red lower zone was decorated with subtle candelabras, plants and stars. At entrance 2 traces of 
a similar decoration can still be seen, including candelabri vegetali (PPM IV, 1031) and 
baskets of flowers. See Table 3, space M4 for both. 
133 Jashemski 1979-1993.  
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The horizontal division with a red lower zone was also common on por-
tico and peristyle columns in buildings of various types, facing the street as 
well as enclosed spaces.134 The same is true for pilasters framing doorways 
or in other ways adorning a facade – if the facade had a red lower zone it 
tended to continue over the pilasters, thus giving them a horizontal divi-
sion.135 

10.3. The colour of the upper zone 
Above the horizontal division, almost all facades were whitish. The regular 
occurrence of this feature is confirmed in one of Spano’s excavation reports, 
where he notes that a facade has “the usual whitish plaster” (solito intonaco 
bianchiccio) above a high base (zoccolo).136 My interpretation of Spano’s 
note is that the facade above the lower zone was most often whitewashed 
without any subdivisions or decorations. 

There are also many examples where the upper zone had whitish ashlar 
work in stucco. This has been found both when the lower zone was elabo-
rated with multicoloured orthostats137 and when the lower zone was uni-
coloured red.138 

Only a few documented facades had upper zones that were not whitish. 
Some of them were chequered in different colours.139 Others were fully cov-
ered with paintings showing heroes or gods.140 

                               
134 Portico of Tullius along the east side of Via del Foro (Mercurio axis), Temple of Apollo 
VII 7 (Niccolini & Niccolini 1854-1896, vol. 4, suppl. tav. 47) as well as private peristyles in, 
for instance, VI 16,7 (Zanker 1998, photo p. 171).  
135 See, for instance, the entrance pilasters of  Casa dei Vettii, VI 15,1. 
136 Spano 1910, 378,  referring to the south side of insula V 7.  
137 Gell 1837, vol. 1, tav. XXXVIII, Casa del Poeta Tragico (VI 8,5). Horizontal division at 
over 2 m height. Lower zone with orthostats in red, white and yellow. Upper zone light stuc-
coed ashlar work imitating marble. Casa dei Dioscuri VI 9,6-7, presented above (Mercurio 
axis). 
138 The outer wall around the Isis temple, VIII 7,28, is believed to have been uniformly red up 
to about 2 m, and above that white opus quadratum. (Recent reconstruction model of Isis 
temple, shown in the National Archaeological Museum, Naples). Grave monument in the 
necropolis outside Porta di Nocera depicted in the late 1800s, with red zone up to about 2 m, 
above that whitish ashlar work (Niccolini & Niccolini 1854-1896, vol. 4, suppl. tav. 47). 
139 Spinazzola (1953) shows such a facade at IX 13,4-6 (already discussed). Similar facades 
have also been found at VI 7,4-6 (facing Vicolo del Fullonica, Spinazzola 1953, 150 ), IX 
5,17 (facing an unnamed street south of Via di Nola, Spinazzola 1953, 150; cork model in 
Naples) and the newly excavated block just outside Porta Marina (Terme suburbane, own 
observation). There is also slight evidence that the south end of insula VI 1 (facing Via delle 
Consolare) could have had such a facade (Gell & Gandy 1827, tav. 27, black and white draw-
ing). 
140 See Table 1, spaces A1, A5 and A10. 
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10.4. Other facade materials than plaster 
Facades of tufa stone typically belong to the large and expensive houses of 
the Hellenized Oscan aristocracy during the second century BC141 but are 
also found on public buildings from the same time, such as the Termae 
Stabianae and the Basilica.142 The tufa facades had carefully hewn blocks 
and elaborate door frames, often with decorated capitals. It is reasonable to 
assume that at least some of them were originally unplastered,143 but they 
could also have been covered with fine white stucco, alluding to marble.144 
At the time of Pompeii’s destruction many of the tufa facades had been plas-
tered, sometimes as a necessary means of covering earthquake damages re-
paired with other material than tufa.145 There were, however, a few buildings 
that can be assumed to have visible tufa facades.146 

On the buildings and arches around the Forum there were also a number 
of marble facades, whereas private houses used marble sparsely and only 
indoors.147 The marble facades will be further discussed in section 11.3. 

10.5. Pictures and messages 
The occurrence of pictures along Pompeiian streets is very difficult to de-
termine, as many of them are likely to have been lost already during excava-
tion (see section 6.2). The large number of reported pictures on the facades 
along Via dell’Abbondanza is not matched along the reference streets or 
anywhere else in Pompeii. Several pictures have, however, also been found 
along Via di Nola – Fortuna – delle Termi, which just like Via 
dell’Abbondanza was a thoroughfare leading to a city gate,148 and along Via 
degli Augustali – Soprastanti, a central street with many shops.149 The Stabi-
ana axis was a thoroughfare with many shops, especially in its middle sec-
tion. As the information on facades is very scarce, little can be said about the 
picture frequency on this thoroughfare, but the evidence from other streets 
implies that streets of this type had fairly many pictures. 

   More than half of the pictures reported by Fröhlich faced one of the four 
streets mentioned above, whereas the others were scattered in different 

                               
141 Zanker 1998, 33f.  
142 Richardson 1988, 96, 100. 
143 Casa della Fontana Grande, VI 8,20-22 (see space M4) has large messages painted directly 
on the tufa stone. 
144 Pirson 1999, 59; Adam 2007, 100.  
145 E.g. Casa del Fauno (VI 12,2), Casa di Pansa (VI 6,1) and the southern facade of Termae 
Stabianae (VII 1,8). 
146 III 3,1-3 mentioned by Spinazzola (1953) as fronte sannitico (tab. LXVII). VI 8,20-22, 
which in the model in Naples is shown as specifically different from its northern neighbour 
with stuccoed ashlar work. 
147 Fant 2007, 340.  
148 Fröhlich 1991, Kat. F20-29, 31, 40, 41, 47.  
149 Fröhlich 1991, Kat. F48-53, 55, 59, 62. 
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places throughout the town. This implies that the dense frequency of pictures 
was characteristic for the streets with a thoroughfare and/or busy commercial 
activity and not valid for the rest of the Pompeiian streets.  

Based on the evidence from Via dell’Abbondanza, I posed the hypothesis 
that street shrines, and their adjoining paintings including serpents, tended to 
be placed just around the corner of a thoroughfare rather than facing the 
main street itself. Fröhlich characterises eleven paintings as street-crossing 
shrines and another ten as pure serpent pictures.150 Out of these, three street 
shrines and four serpent pictures clearly face a minor street, whereas two 
street shrines and no serpent pictures face the most important street in a 
crossing. Thus there is slight support for the hypothesis. 

The occurrence of messages along different streets has been analysed by 
Laurence.151 Messages on facades were frequent along Via dell’Abbondanza, 
on the entire Stabiana axis and the Mercurio axis north of the Forum, 
whereas very few messages have been reported along the Fauno axis and the 
Mercurio axis south of the Forum (Via delle Scuole). For the Fauno axis this 
pattern is supported by my survey and also by the fact that several other al-
leys with few doorways have shown no or few messages. For the southern 
Mercurio axis I find it likely that the proximity to the Forum would lead to 
more messages and that the lack of reported messages derives from the ex-
cavation priorities that noted nothing about the facades.152 Thus, I conclude 
that an abundance of messages, as on Via dell’Abbondanza, was characteris-
tic only for certain streets and not valid for all of Pompeii. 

11. Colour as a marker of status and function 
11.1. Colour and status 
The painting and decorating of house interiors was certainly an indicator of 
the social status and ambitions of the house owners153 and it can be assumed 
that also the exteriors were used to exhibit status and wealth. The large 
houses with rich interior decoration often had elaborate facades with or-
thostats in the lower zone and sometimes also imitation ashlar work in the 
upper zone. Several such houses can be seen along the northern part of the 
Mercurio axis, notably Casa dei Dioscuri (presented above). 

The orthostats were often painted to imitate, or allude to, richly coloured 
marble. The colours used for orthostats were mainly black and red, and as 
                               
150 Fröhlich 1991, 351, 353.  
151 Laurence 1996, 96-100.  
152 Most of the facades facing Via delle Scuole were excavated already in the early 1800s. 
(Eschebach & Müller-Trollius 1993, 355f., 366-368.  Facade information is totally lacking for 
this street.) 
153 The relationship between interior decoration and status in Pompeiian houses is discussed in 
Wallace-Hadrill 1994, especially chapter 7. 
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black was not used for unicoloured surfaces the black colour itself became a 
marker of more costly design.  

Sometimes the marbling could be very rough, bearing only vague resem-
blance to real marble. Such simplified marbling could be yellow and/or 
red,154 and in other instances black was combined with white or yellow.155 
The latter is often referred to as zebra striping, and in interiors it has been 
considered to be characteristic of servants’ quarters and other less represen-
tative parts of a house.156 This notion has been questioned by Corrado Gou-
let, who discusses a number of interior finds and also a few exterior ones in 
contexts that cannot be labelled simple or as used only by servants.157 Maiuri 
states that such striping was a favourite theme on the fronts of houses and 
shops of rustic character in Pompeii and Herculaneum.158 My survey does 
not, however, show many examples of this type of marbling on Pompeiian 
facades, and among the few cases is the large Casa di Meleagro (VI 9,2/13) 
which had splendid interior decorations and which, according to Richardson, 
was a house designed especially for summer dinner parties.159 I draw the 
conclusion that such a decoration on a facade was not a simple feature, but 
instead demonstrated greater wealth and representation than did a uni-
coloured red facade. 

The few unicoloured white ashlar-work facades and the possibly even 
fewer facades with visible tufa stone alluded to the traditional aristocracy 
and their large houses from pre-Roman time, and can thus be considered as 
markers of prosperity and solidity.160 The unicoloured red lower zones, on 
the other hand, were so common that they can hardly have been markers of 
anything special, and I have found very little evidence that this feature was 
used for more prestigious buildings. 

11.2. Colour and function 
Pictures on the facade served as signs for shops and workshops. This was 
true for the rather common small paintings of Mercurius (protector of com-
mercial activity) or other deities and heroes, and even more so for those 
paintings that specifically referred to the activities inside the doorway. There 
have been found paintings of potters, joiners, fullers, carpenters and tincture 
workers as well as drinking parties and references to specific trades such as 
                               
154 Found in Vicolo delle Pareti Rosse, on a large private house later changed into a bakery 
(VIII 6,3). See photos in PPM VIII pp. 685f. 
155 IX 5,6.17 as shown in the model in Naples; Casa di Meleagro (VI 9,2). 
156 Richardson (1988, 318) calls it a “common utilitarian finish”. 
157 Corrado Goulet 2001-2002. She mentions the exteriors of V 4,11 (Casa di Lucretius 
Fronto) and Casa dell’Ara Laterizia in Herculaneum (III.17). 
158 Maiuri 1958, 420-22, 479.  
159 Richardson 1988, 322.  
160 Zanker 1998, 35 shows a reconstruction of a street in the Hellenized Oscian town of Pom-
peii, 2nd century BC. 
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shipping.161 In one surviving instance a taberna opening expresses itself with 
pictures all around, even above the opening, a feature not reported from 
anywhere else in Pompeii.162 Also the often brightly painted facade reliefs 
discussed in section 7.1 must have served as markers of specific activities, in 
addition to their function of bringing luck and fertility.163  

Many shops also announced themselves by the activity itself. During 
those hours when shops and workshops were open, their activity and goods 
were clearly visible from the street, and retail sellers were likely to use at 
least part of the sidewalk for displaying their goods.164 Many fast food places 
(popinae and cauponae) and also some other shops had solid counters facing 
the street, and several of these counters were clad with multicoloured marble 
pieces or decorated with colourful patterns or pictures.165  

There is also some evidence that facade colour as such has denoted the 
function of the space behind the doorway. Some taberna openings were 
painted red higher up than the usual lower zone, up to or even above the top 
of the opening. Such tabernas have been found at VI 1,5 (a large hall for 
serving food and drink, near Porta Ercolano),166 I 2,19 (a lupanar, caupona 
and thermopolium)167 and I 12,1-2 (a pastry bakery and shop with two red 
benches outside for waiting customers).168 Although the evidence is very 
scarce it can be hypothesised that such extra high red wall zones could indi-
cate places connected with food and pleasure. 

The cork model in Naples shows a few facades on which the lower zone 
seems to be light and the upper zone dark, that is, the opposite pattern from 
all other facades. This applies to I 1,1 and I 1,6-9 at the south end of Via 
Stabiana,169 and VI 9,1 at the northernmost end of Via de Mercurio.170 Two of 
these places were hospitia, that is, houses where travellers could eat and stay 
the night, and the third place (1 1,1) was an eating place neighbouring a hos-

                               
161 See Fröhlich 1991, 351, for the motifs of such paintings. 
162 IX 7,1, see space A1 in Table 1. The taberna is believed to be a fuller’s workshop, but as 
only the facade has been excavated nothing more can be said about its function or size.  
163 Realistic or stylised phalluses and divinities with extra large male attributes could serve as 
bringers of luck, fertility and prosperity in many different situations and should not, as is often 
done, be interpreted as pornography or advertisements for brothels. 
164 Laurence (1996, 125f.)  tells that the activity of workshops and shops began early in the 
morning and that some stayed open until evening, perhaps with a short midday break. Popi-
nae and drinking places opened some hours before noon and could remain open all night. This 
need not mean that all shops and eating places were open at the same time, but most were 
probably open during most of the day.  
165 Spinazzola (1953, 635, n. 226) presents the decorated counters found along Via 
dell’Abbondanza. Similar counters have been found, and can still be seen, in many places 
throughout Pompeii. 
166 PPM IV, 4, tav. 1; cork model in Naples. 
167 Eschebach & Müller-Trollius 1993, 17; colour seen in cork model in Naples. 
168 Eschebach & Müller-Trollius 1993, 62. See Table 1, space A6.  
169 See Table 2, spaces S41 and S43. 
170 See Table 3, space M1. 
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pitium with unknown facade colour.171 This leads to the tentative hypothesis 
that this rare colour combination could express the function of a hospitium. 

11.3. The colour of public buildings 
Several of the most elaborate public buildings were veneered with marble. 
Marble as a facade material was first used at the temple of Fortuna Augusta, 
built in early Augustean time (around 15 BC).172 After that, marble was used 
for the facades and porticoes of several impressive public buildings facing 
the Forum, as well as on the large arches erected on its north side and further 
up the Mercurio axis. All buildings along the east side of the Forum had 
marble facades,173 as did the Comitium174 and the three municipal offices at 
its south end.175  

The use of white and multicoloured marble, in combination with light tra-
vertine, distinguished the Forum buildings from the rest of the town and was 
no doubt associated with a wish to adhere to a more Roman life-style, which 
included the cult of the emperor.176 Possibly the prominent marble buildings 
were brightly painted and had gilded pediments and details, but most of the 
marble was probably left unpainted.177 Marble was also used inside the large 
theatre, which was rebuilt some 70 years before Pompeii’s destruction, but 
there is no evidence that it also had a marble facade.178   

With regard to private houses, and in most cases also public buildings, 
marble was too expensive to be used for facades, but stuccoed buildings 
from the time of Augustus and his successors often assumed features imitat-
ing marble and thus a connection with the grandeur of the Roman Empire.179 
The large palaestra near the amphitheatre was stuccoed light, evidently as an 
imitation of marble,180 and the south and east facades of the Eumachia build-
ing, marbled towards the Forum, had elaborate white stucco.181 The towers of 
the city wall are likely to have been plastered light, at least in some cases 
with some ashlar work, whereas the wall itself would have been at least 

                               
171 Eschebach & Müller-Trollius 1993, 13, 14, 188.  
172 Zanker 1998, 82f. The temple is situated one block north of the Forum, facing the Mercu-
rio axis, see space M8. 
173 Dobbins 2007a, 173.   
174 Richardson 1988, 146.  
175 Fant 2007, 340.  
176 Zanker 1998, 101, 117.  
177 Zink & Piening  2009.  
178 Richardson 1988, 216 ff.; Zanker 1998, 107f.  
179 Zanker 1998, 117.   
180 Zanker 1998, 117.  The ancient painting of a fight near the amphitheatre shows the pa-
laestra as light in colour, apparently stuccoed  (National Archaeological Museum, Naples, ref. 
no. 112222). 
181 Photos in PPM VII, 313ff. 
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partly unplastered, showing yellowish stone.182 Also the gates were most 
certainly plastered, but it cannot be known if they were totally white, as not 
even the early depictions of them show more than scattered traces of light 
plaster.183  

Thus, it is evident that marble distinguished several public buildings from 
other buildings, and it also seems that light facades with ashlar works were 
more common on public than on private buildings. There were, however, 
also other features. A few public buildings had painted pictures. The arma-
tory, facing Via dell’Abbondanza, had large multicoloured pictures of deities 
and war trophies above a high red socle,184 and the water castellum near 
Porta de Vesuvio had a picture of a statue painted on the plastered facade, 
built with a shallow arch motif.185  

12. Colour in the streets of Pompeii 
The total colour impact of the streets did not, of course, depend only on fa-
cades but also on other materials and features along the street. This section 
discusses those features that were built and relatively static. Their impor-
tance should not be overestimated, however, as they would often have been 
overrun or even hidden by people moving along the street or participating in 
commercial, ceremonial or other activities. A street shrine or a water foun-
tain could, for example, have been noticed for the people gathering around it 
rather than for the structure itself.  

12.1. Street and sidewalk paving  
Most streets were covered with large irregular slabs of dark lava, giving a 
dark grey colour that would turn almost black in rainfall.186 Also stepping 
stones were most often made from lava, and in street crossings the curb 
stones of the sidewalk were very often of lava a few metres into every street, 

                               
182 In a painting by G. Gigante from 1859, Torre XI, at the north end of the Mercurio axis, is 
clearly shown white plastered (cover picture of Coarelli & Pesando 2006 ). Another 19th-
century painting shows Torre XII near Porta Ercolano as light stuccoed with two layers of 
ashlars at the height of the door top, and below and above them flat light stucco (Gell 1837, 
vol. 1,  tav. LXXXIV).  Traces of white ashlar work can still be seen on the top east side of 
Torre X. Also the sole ancient picture on the wall shows white towers whereas the rest of the 
wall appears unplastered with large visible stones (National Archaeological Museum, Naples, 
ref. no. 112222). 
183 Porta di Ercolano. Gell & Gandy 1827, tav. 27. The cork model in Naples shows the outer 
facade of  Porta di Ercolano light stuccoed with a black lower zone. 
184 See Table 2, space A10. 
185 Fröhlich 1991, Kat. F36.  
186 The materials of Pompeiian streets are presented in Gesemann 1996, 55-61.  
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even when they were otherwise made from various other types of stone.187 
This means that the street was typically dark. 

Sidewalks, on the other hand, could be made of various materials. The 
owner of the building facing a street had the responsibility to maintain its 
sidewalk, and this resulted in sidewalks that varied along a street.188 Some-
times they were not paved at all, but offered a mud surface that could vary 
between light beige and brown depending on wetness. More elaborate side-
walks were covered with pinkish cocciopesto or beige-greyish caementum 
mixtures, or showed patterns formed by differently coloured stones or even 
small marble pieces. A pattern of white dots on a blackish background could 
act as an easily observed manifestation of a specific house, and could also 
have the purpose of preventing night walkers from stumbling. In at least one 
example such white stones were formed into a text outside the entrance.189 

Borders between units could be marked with stone slabs across the side-
walk, and some entrances had white thresholds that sometimes protruded 
into the sidewalk with an extra step. Travertine paving could be used to en-
hance a specific entrance or building.190 At the Forum, the central surface 
was covered with large, white, limestone slabs.191  

12.2. Fountains and other features in the street 
Fountains for public water distribution were a common feature in Pompeiian 
streets.192 Typically they were placed in the sidewalk, protruding somewhat 
into the street and thus allowing passage on all sides. Most of the fountains 
were built from black lava blocks according to an apparently standardized 
pattern. They formed right-angular basins about 1 metre high, with water 
running down from a hole in the somewhat higher back side, which also had 
a relief of an animal or deity, different for each fountain. A few fountains 
were instead built from lighter stone, thus drawing special attention.193 
                               
187 Own observations. The importance of curbstones for the perceptual structuring of urban 
space is discussed in Weilguni 2011. 
188 Pirson (1999, 65)  refers to Lex Iulia Municipalis (CIL I, 593) on this matter and discusses 
how the sidewalk could be used to enhance both the subdivision of the street and the unity 
between adjoining units with the same owner. The sidewalks of insulae VI 7 and VI 9 facing 
Via di Mercurio have been restored with unifying pink cocciopesto, but I find it likely that 
they were originally different, as part of the individual expression of adjoining houses.  
189 The sidewalk outside VI 12,2 (Casa del Fauno) shows the greeting HAVE in white stone.  
190 The southern entrance of Terme Stabiane is marked with a travertine paved sidewalk. The 
northern sidewalk along the Temple of Fortuna Augusta is made from whitish pebbles. 
191 Richardson (1988, 210)  argues that the Forum was never paved completely with lime-
stone, whereas Zanker (1998, 104)  refers to Maiuri (1942, 27-28)  arguing that the whole 
surface was paved with such stone, probably in the early imperial period. Dobbins (2007a, 
173f.)  strongly argues that the Forum in AD 79 was in the process of splendid reconstruction 
after the earthquake, which implies that the open space was, or at least was intended to be, 
fully paved with the type of slabs still visible in certain parts. 
192 There were 43 fountains. They are presented in Eschebach & Schäfer 1983.  
193 One fountain was made of white marble, three of light travertine and three of tufa. 
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Towers for providing water pressure were placed here and there along the 
sidewalks, either as freestanding elements or protruding from the facade near 
a street corner. Today most of them show few remains of rendering, but the 
building techniques strongly imply that they were originally plastered.194 We 
cannot know, however, if they had a specific design, if they were all alike or 
if their appearance varied, perhaps in correspondence with the adjoining 
facades. 

Street shrines were placed here and there in the town, and it can be as-
sumed that they were often, if not always, accompanied by the already dis-
cussed paintings on white background and thus clearly visible. In some 
places near the Forum there were standing slabs of white travertine that 
blocked wheeled traffic and were visible from afar.195 In and around the Fo-
rum there were also marble statues, at least partly painted in a variety of 
colours and standing on bases exposing light travertine, marble or elaborate 
stucco. 

13. Concluding discussion 
13.1. The spatial aspect of colour 
What role did colour have in the urban space of Pompeii? The discussion 
below is based on the knowledge so far obtained and can be seen as a set of 
hypotheses to be further tested. 

A first question regarding the role of colour in urban space is whether it 
serves as an indication of a regional subdivision into blocks or areas of dif-
ferent character. So far, no findings imply such a division, apart from the 
apparent difference between the Forum area and the rest of Pompeii. It ap-
pears as if streets of very different colour character could cross each other or 
run at different sides of the same insula. This can be seen as another aspect 
of Laurence’s conclusion that the land use in Pompeii was a mixture of func-
tional categories, where residential areas were not separated from areas of 
retailing or production and where no areas were exclusively associated with 
craft workshops or productive gardens.196 

There may not have been regions of different colour character, but it is 
very obvious that there were streets of different colour character. Also, as 
discussed above, the function and status of the street seem to be directly 
mirrored in its colouring. The colours and materials of buildings, pavements 
and other features could help an occasional visitor to understand the differ-

                               
194 The tower east of insula VI 14, facing the Stabiana axis, still exhibits traces of plaster on a 
brick construction (own observation). 
195 Weilguni (in this volume), section 6.6.1. and fig. 42. 
196 Laurence 1996, 68.   
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ence between a busy commercial street and the equally busy civic centre, 
and between a back alley and a pompous street with wealthy private homes.  

The Forum was clearly singled out by its multitude of grand buildings 
clad with light coloured marble or imitation-marble stucco. This colour char-
acter also included Via dell’Abbondanza eastwards to Via Stabiana, a street 
section that offered a striking contrast to the varying forms and colours along 
the more eastern part of the street. The uniformly light facades included the 
large Stabian baths and expressed that this street belonged to the civic centre, 
dominated by large-scale public functions and monuments. In the east the 
magnificent marble-clad Holconian tetrapylon marked a border against the 
busy commercial life of Via Stabiana and the eastern part of Via 
dell’Abbondanza. Also in the adjoining part of Via Stabiana the proximity to 
the civic centre was visible through the light back side of the bath complex, 
although that side had only a couple of minor bath entrances. 

If colour clearly denoted the status and function of the street, it did not as 
clearly denote the function of the specific building. Rather, the chosen col-
ours, features and materials seem to be indicators of status and wealth, either 
public or private such.197 The Forum area included buildings of different 
functions (markets, temples, civic functions etc) but all of them have facades 
of real or imitated marble, and several grand private houses were stuccoed 
according to the same ideals. Large and impressive facade paintings are 
found on the armatorium198 as well as on workshops and private houses,199 
and the entrances to public baths were visually incorporated into the rows of 
shops and workshops surrounding them.200 

When it comes to a specific building the colouring of both the facade and 
the sidewalk in front of it often followed construction boundaries, which in 
many cases coincided with ownership. When they did not coincide, there 
might be a tendency to let colour express ownership. Pirson shows the ex-
ample of Casa di Menandro (I 10,4-6) where the ownership and interior spa-
tial unity did not coincide with the original construction units, and where 
facade decoration mirrored the ownership rather than the construction.201  

Another example where ownership and interior spatial unity were deliber-
ately expressed in the facade is the previously discussed Casa dei Dioscuri 
                               
197 Wallace-Hadrill (1994,  especially chapter 2) discusses the notions of public and private in 
the Pompeiian context. 
198 III 3,6 facing Via dell’Abbondanza (space A10). 
199 IX 7,1 and IX 7,5-7 facing Via dell’Abbondanza (space A1). The buildings behind these 
facades are unexcavated but are assumed to be workshops for dyeing and felting of textiles, as 
well as one or two private houses.  
200 The east facade of the Forum Baths and attached tabernae had a red lower zone, probably 
over the whole insula (cork model in Naples). The Central Baths were still under construction, 
but what was finished implies that the bath entrance might be meant to have the same unplas-
tered brick facade as its attached tabernae, thus expressing the whole complex as different 
from most other buildings. The main side of the Stabian Baths had a light tufa stone facade 
that made it look very similar to a grand domus with tabernae,  Pirson 1999, 146.  
201 Pirson 1999, 64. 
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(VI 9,6-9). Towards the main street, Via di Mercurio, the uniform facade 
decoration united two buildings with separate entrances but internal commu-
nication. They were of different ages and had originally been separate, but in 
AD 79 they were owned and used by the same family. The striving to ex-
press unity was not, however, fulfilled in the southern and eastern facades, 
which faced narrower alleys (Vicolo di Mercurio and Vicolo di Fauno) and 
lacked representative entrances. The southern facade had an ordinary hori-
zontal division about 10 cm higher than on the main facade, and the eastern 
facade was even simpler. Also the nearby Casa del Fauno (VI 12,2) had an 
elaborate main facade and simpler facades towards the side alleys, which 
indicates that it was not important that a house should express itself uni-
formly in all directions. 

13.2. Methodological evaluation 
In this study I have used the convex spaces of the street as the units for 
analysis. One important reason for this is that the study is part of a larger 
project analysing several aspects of public urban space.202 When it comes to 
colouration as such, these units have not proved to be very adequate. The 
detailed use of colour is apparently tied to the ownership and/or interior con-
figuration of the buildings, and the spatial subdivisions of the street often do 
not mirror these factors. On the other hand, the subdivision of streets into 
smaller units has made it possible to find and analyse differences within each 
axis.203 

13.3. Colours along a walk through Pompeii 
To conclude this article, some important colour aspects of the cityscape will 
be presented by showing how they might have been perceived by a pedes-
trian walking along different streets in the summer of AD 79.  

We enter the Sarno Gate in the east and walk along Via dell’Abbondanza. 
Along the first few blocks we see closed walls on both sides, revealing some 
greenery on the other side but high enough to hide the gardens and vineyards 
from further examination. But soon the street changes character, leaving no 
doubt that this busy thoroughfare is also an important district for crafts and 

                               
202 Weilguni (in this volume). 
203 Laurence 1996, 88ff.  in his analysis of street activity and public interaction, uses larger 
units that follow the conventional naming of the streets and that divide the longer streets into 
two or three roughly equally long sections. This gives some idea of the similarities and differ-
ences between different parts of the town, but threatens to obscure possible differences within 
each street as well as similarities over the border where a street gets another name (e.g. the 
Mercurio and Stabiana axes discussed in this article and the long axis named Via delle Terme 
– Via della Fortuna – Via di Nola). 
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commerce. A large building on our right side exposes enormous paintings – 
this is the armatorium, a storage place for weapons. 

The street is paved with dark grey stone, and every few blocks it is nar-
rowed by a large water fountain, lava black and glittering wet in the strong 
sunlight. We walk on the raised sidewalk and stay close to the wall, to enjoy 
the shadow of the roofs, balconies, textile sunshades and protruding upper 
stories that stretch out at varying heights over our heads. Up to our eye level, 
or even well above it, the houses on both sides of the street are painted in 
rather dark colours. This helps to form a perception of a defined street space, 
enclosed on both sides and stretching towards infinity both backwards and 
forwards. Each house has its own individual appearance, and yet there is 
strong unity due to the more or less constant height of the socles and their 
limited colour scale in above all earth colours. 

Above this defined space we can see a stretch of wall, reaching up to a va-
riety of protruding structures hiding the upper parts of the houses. The walls 
above the coloured base are most often whitish and have small, unevenly 
placed windows. The street is narrow and we can hardly perceive the full 
height of the houses, but when we can, they resemble most of all a number 
of boxes stacked on top of each other. Some houses distinguish themselves 
with colourful paintings placed high up, or with a regular upper floor with 
open colonnades.   

But most of the lively colours are confined to the base zone, which is 
largely red but also has other colours, mainly black and yellow. There are 
lots of large openings into workshops and shops, whose interior colouring 
becomes part of our view, and now and then we almost stumble over goods 
displayed on the sidewalks. Beside the shops there are pictures of heroes and 
deities, or strongly coloured reliefs of phalluses or other things bringing 
luck. Food shop counters glitter with pieces of coloured marble. In the cor-
ners of adjoining alleys white fields draw our attention to small altars, and 
when we come closer we find that the white background carries painted ser-
pents, plants and deities in contrasting colours. Other white fields seem to be 
more temporary, painted with messages telling us whom to vote for in the 
next election. As we are not free male Roman citizens we need not bother 
much about those… 

We cross another street of similar appearance, clearly leading from a city 
gate in the valley to another gate up the hill. In front of us we now see a 
large arch-like structure standing across the street on four large pillars. This 
monument was erected by the wealthy Holconian family, who spared no 
effort to make it grand and impressive and placed their own marble statues at 
its foot. The tetrapylon reminds us that we are now approaching the civic 
centre of the town. Here the facades are uniformly built and stuccoed in a 
light colour with recurring regular elements. Also the materials of the street 
reveal that we are coming close to the centre of power: White travertine 
slabs mark the entrance of the public baths, and instead of the lava fountains 
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for public water there is one of white marble. Even the sidewalk is splendid, 
with a colourful mixture of different stones. 

And so we reach the Forum itself, and are stunned by all the whiteness. 
The square is covered with white stone, and around it there are temples and 
other official buildings, stuccoed light or covered with marble veneer in dif-
ferent light colours. Luckily there are also colonnades, offering shadow and 
protecting our eyes from the overwhelming brightness. Walking along them 
we can admire the host of white marble statues of important people, adorned 
with painted clothes, hair and facial features. This part of Pompeii wants to 
mirror the splendour of Rome itself! 

We pass under two grand arches, covered with white as well as multico-
loured marble and carrying statues of emperors on horseback. And so, we 
find ourselves in the residential area of the wealthy and powerful. The side-
walk is pink from cocciopesto, or covered with small black stones dotted 
with white ones. The street is wide, and we can clearly comprehend the 
grandeur of the houses. Some of them have ancient tufa facades, while oth-
ers are plastered in imitation of whitish masonry walls with elaborately 
painted base zones in red, black and yellow. There are few shops and few 
advertisements. Instead we are offered views through the high open doors of 
the houses, where we catch glimpses of their interior paintings and gardens. 
Some treetops can be seen over the high garden walls, and in the forefront is 
the white tower in the city wall. In the far distance we see the green slopes of 
Vesuvius, happily unaware of the disaster it will bring to us and our town. 
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Tables 
The following pages include Tables 1, 2, 3 and 4, showing facade colour-
ation along the studied axes. Each table is divided into a number of sections, 
where the convex spaces are presented from west to east (Table 1) or from 
north to south (Tables 2, 3 and 4). 

All notes regarding tables are given on this page. 

Notes to Table 1. Facade colouration along Via dell’Abbondanza. 
Own observations noted only when they add to or contradict Spinazzola’s information.  
* Denotes discepancy between my observations and Spinazzola’s. 
**Denotes inconguence between Fröhlich and Spinazzola. 
?? Denotes inconsistency within Spinazzola’s material. 
For plan of convex spaces, see Figure 6 in section 8.2. 

Notes to Table 2. Facade colouration along the Stabiana axis. 
For plan of convex spaces, see Weilguni (in this volume), section 4.2.2, fig. 20-21. 

Notes to Table 3. Facade colouration along the Mercurio axis. 
* The model in Naples shows white plaster on both sides of fauces entrance 18 and red lower 
zone south of entrance 19. Not reported by any other sources. 
** The model in Naples shows dark red plaster around entrances 8 and 9, possibly also 10 and 
11. Not reported by any other sources. 
*** The model in Naples shows very high lower zone around entrance VI 10,2, contradicted 
by own observations in situ. 
For plan of convex spaces, see Weilguni (in this volume), section 4.2.3, fig. 22-23. 

Notes to Table 4. Facade colouration along the Fauno axis. 
* For the west side of V 9, the model in Naples shows light plaster, often divided into upper 
zone and lower zone, on different heights for different parts of the insula, but with no traces of 
colouring. The locations of different division heights have not been specified. 
** For the doorless facades of Casa del Labirinto (spaces F3a and F3b) and Casa del Fauno 
(spaces F5-F7), the model in Naples shows horizontal division with lighter upper zone and 
darker lower zone. Today no traces of colour in situ. 
For plan of convex spaces, see Weilguni (in this volume), section 4.2.4, fig. 24-25. 
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