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The rich collections of the Museo Archeologico Nazionale 
delle Marche exhibit some relevant assemblages from 
the necropolis of Numana (AN),1 one of the most impor-
tant Picene sites in the region.2 A considerable number of 
tombs dating back to the late archaic and classical ages 
preserve admirable Athenian red figure vases.3 Among 
these are two very interesting specimens from the tomb 
discovered by chance in 1919 in the Giulietti-Marinelli area. 
Unfortunately, the grave goods were partly looted by 
robbers, and only some of the finds were handed over 
to the museum. Among these were an Athenian red 
figure on white ground pyxis, without its lid,4 and many 
fragments of a large Athenian red figure volute crater, 
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Zusammenfassung

Das Paper beschreibt die aktuelle Restaurierung zweier attischer Gefäße, die zu Beginn des 20. Jahrhunderts 
in der Nekropole von Numana-Sirolo (in der Nähe von Ancona) gefunden wurden. Die neuen Maßnahmen 
waren vor allem notwendig, um die optimale Lesbarkeit der beiden Exemplare wiederherzustellen, die durch 
frühere Restaurierungen beeinträchtigt worden war.

Das eine Gefäß ist die berühmte weißgrundige Pyxis aus Numana, ein dem Splanchnoptes-Maler 
zugeschriebenes Meisterwerk (460 v. Chr.), das 1919 in einem Grab in der Nekropole von Piceno gefunden 
wurde und im Museo Archeologico Nazionale delle Marche ausgestellt ist. Die Vase wurde kurz nach 
ihrem Fund das erste Mal gereinigt und restauriert, dann noch zwei weitere Male, nämlich jeweils vor 
1940 und 1982. Leider sind keine Unterlagen zu diesen Restaurierungen in den Archiven vorhanden, mit 
Ausnahme einiger weniger Fotos, die das Ergebnis zeigen. Aufgrund des Erhaltungszustandes der Pyxis 
war die meisterhafte Darstellung der Geburt der Aphrodite nur schwer zu erkennen. Dies machte eine 
neue Restaurierung notwendig, mit der die Restauratorin Cristiana Giabbani betraut wurde. Die elf Frag-
mente der Pyxis wurden gereinigt und die Ergänzungen mit einer geeigneten Farbe überdeckt. Nach der 
Reinigung der Oberfläche kamen viele Details zum Vorschein, die unter Wachs und Kittmasse verborgen 
waren. Dabei wurden Teile ergänzt, die das Entschlüsseln der Darstellung erleichtern, sowie einige ihrer 
ursprünglichen Feinheiten ausgebessert.

Bei dem zweiten Gefäß handelt es sich um einen dem Maler von Bologna 228 zugeschriebenen Vo-
lutenkrater (470 v. Chr.) aus derselben Nekropole. Er wurde einst aus zahlreichen Fragmenten rekonstru-
iert, wobei viele Lücken mit rötlichem Gips gefüllt wurden. Dies ließ optisch ein regelrechtes »Spinnen-
netz« entstehen, was die Interpretation der Szenen auf beiden Seiten sehr erschwerte. Die Reinigung der 
Oberfläche des Kraters an Stellen sowohl mit Pflanzenmustern als auch mit figurativen Szenen verhalf 
der Vase wieder zu einer besseren Lesbarkeit. In einigen Fällen, bei denen eindeutig war, wie die jeweilige 
Lücke zu füllen ist, wurden Instandsetzungen durchgeführt, mit dem Ziel, eine durchgängige Darstellung 
wiederherzustellen und zu ermöglichen, dass die Szene wieder lesbar wird.

which were purchased by an antique dealer who sold 
them to the Museum of Ancona. In 1925, new excava-
tions found more ceramic fragments, which were useful 
for a more complete reconstruction of the vases in the 
burial.5 In 2019, a recent condition report on these two 
vases highlighted the conservation problems caused by 
the inadequate methods and materials used in previous 
restorations, exacerbated by the lack of air conditioning 
in the museum and the resulting fluctuations in tempera-
ture and humidity. This condition suggested the need for 
new restorations aimed at correcting previous, erroneous 
restorations, consolidating the vases and making them 
more legible by employing state of the art methods for 
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repairing lacunae. Disassembly and reassembly, considered 
too invasive and unnecessary, was ruled out due to the 
overall stability of both vessels.

The new details of a small masterpiece

First, the white ground pyxis was restored, a very refined 
work by the Splanchnopt Painter,6 showing a representa-
tion of the Birth of Aphrodite (fig. 1). The young goddess, 
facing to the right, wears a long chiton and ascends from 
the sea towards Eros, with her left leg forward and a foot 
on the ground. The young god leans toward her and greets 
her with a red sash. Behind the goddess is Charis with a 
wide stride, holding out a himation, and standing behind 
her is Peitho. She is spreading her himation with her right 
hand and holds out a phiale with her left, with a gesture 
expressing the sacredness of the ànodos of the newborn 
goddess. The scene takes place in the presence of Zeus 
and Hera, who are depicted behind Eros. Zeus is seated 
on a throne, with his head and torso to the left. With his 
right arm he holds a laurel branch over an altar placed 
behind Eros, while he holds the sceptre with his left hand. 
The god wears a red himation with a brown border, and 
his long hair is gathered in a long braid that encircles his 
head and passes under his fringe. Hera, standing to the 
left of Zeus, wears a long chiton and a himation wrapped 
around her legs and left arm. The goddess, showing her 
left profile, is facing Zeus. Her gaze is lowered, and she 
must have had her right arm (now lost) fully extended, 
as suggested by the remains of the sceptre that appear 
to her right. All gods are identified by inscriptions next to 
them. The certain attribution of this small masterpiece to 
the Splanchnopt Painter and the stylistic analysis of the 
representation date the pyxis to 460–450 BC.

The sophisticated, white-ground technique, the un-
usual iconography of the representation and the refined 
execution of the work make this pyxis one of the most 
valuable and well-known vases found in the Numana 
necropolis to date. Although we have no archival infor-
mation on the previous restorations of the pyxis, thanks 
to the published photographic documentation, we can 
deduce that it had already been restored at least three 
times.

With the first restoration, probably conducted im-
mediately after the discovery of the vase, the eleven 
fragments were re-joined, but the fracture lines were 
not filled. All the lacunae were repaired by a deep 
sottosquadro, i.e., by lowering the level of the recon-
structed part, probably to make the presence of the gap 
evident (fig.  2). The surface of the vase was cleaned.7 
This first, careless cleaning was probably the cause of 
the deep removal of the white ground, revealing the 
underlying clay. The surface was protected with a layer 
of bleached beeswax, perhaps to consolidate the white 

Fig. 1  Athenian red-figure white ground pyxis of the 
Splanchnopt Painter, 460 BC, from Numana, Giulietti 
Marinelli tomb Ancona, Museo Archeologico Nazionale 
delle Marche (©  Palazzo Ducale di Urbino - DRMN Ar-
chive/C. Giabbani)

Fig. 2  The first restoration of the Athenian red-figure 
white ground pyxis, probably soon after its discovery, 
in 1919 (Repro: Spadolini, O., La pisside di Numana, in: 
Rassegna marchigiana per le arti e le bellezze naturali, 
XI, 1933, 207)

ground after this excessively corrosive cleaning. The 
beeswax was probably applied with a brush before the 
fragments were rejoined. Traces of this film were still evi-
dent prior to the last restoration.
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Other images, published in 1940, show the outcome 
of a second restoration: the lacunae have been filled and 
brought to the surface level of the vase, while a new la-
cuna appears on the foot (fig. 3).8 This restoration docu-
ments how the need to make the gap less obvious was 
recognised within a brief time. After the publication of 
the modern guidelines on restoration in Istruzioni per 
il restauro dei monumenti (1938), a new method was 
probably followed, developed further thanks to the initial 
writings of Cesare Brandi and adopted by the Istituto 
Centrale del Restauro, which he directed as of its foun-
dation in 1939.9

The third restoration was performed before the 1982 
exhibition ‘Athenian figure vases in the Marche’ (fig. 1).10 
However, we do not know the exact date. The restoration 
was probably performed because of the chromatic alter-
ation of the wax layer, which had transformed into a thick 
and compact film that had incorporated the particulates 
in the air, becoming darker than the original parts. New 
and established theories of gap restoration and the need 
to make the restoration recognisable while maintaining 
the aesthetic appearance of the artefact guided the res-
torers’ choices.11 They therefore proceeded to fill the frac-
ture lines, reconstructed the missing part of the foot and 
repainted the fillings of the lacunae in ochre colour, so 
that they harmonised with the ground of the vase. A new 
layer of wax may also have been applied.

The conspicuous and unsightly oxidation of those resto-
rations worsened the filling, which required renewed clean-
ing in 2019. The previous restoration influenced the methods 
of this latest one, entrusted to Cristiana Giabbani, who chose 
to first remove the wax mechanically with a bistoury. The 
rollout with the drawing reconstruction created by Dante 
de Yuliis and published in 1940 (fig. 4), when the surface 
conservation was a little less compromised, was used 
for the work, requiring both delicacy and patience.12 The 

Fig. 3  The second restoration of the Athenian red-fig-
ure white ground pyxis: the filling of the lacunae and 
the missing part of the base (Repro: Fuhrmann, H., 
Archäologische Grabungen und Funde in Italien, Albanien 
und Libyen: Oktober 1939 – Oktober 1941, in: Archäologischer 
Anzeiger, 56, 1941, fig. 53)

Fig.  4  Rollout of drawing reconstruction of the figural scene on the Athenian red-figure white ground pyxis 
(© Dante De Yuliis in: Inglieri, R. U., Pisside policroma di Numana con la genesi di Afrodite, in: Rivista del Regio Istituto di 
Archeologia e Storia dell’Arte, 8, 1940, fig. 7)

drawing, almost like an X-Ray, guided the removal of lay-
ers of gesso and dirt superimposed on the paint, making 
it easier to reveal numerous details. The result was surpris-
ing: the himation of Zeus has regained its red and brown 
colour, and the red drops on the altar are more clearly 
visible, while traces of grey smoke from the sacrifice can 
be seen below it (fig. 5 a–b). Hera’s face has resurfaced in 
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its entirety, as have part of her chiton and the crimson, 
snaking border of her himation. Traces of red in two dif-
ferent nuances also reappeared next to Aphrodite’s feet, 
while two more rings of the ribbon have re-emerged from 
the dirt and wax in Eros’ hair above the nape. There are 
now two clearly visible incisions that might perhaps be a 
sign of an initial positioning of the wings, which was then 
reconsidered. Moreover, all the preserved letters of the 
deities’ names are once again visible.

Finally, all the lacunae and the fracture lines were 
filled with alabaster gesso and coloured with varnish 
touch-ups, reversible in acetone, to avoid the cobweb ef-
fect.13 A uniform background was used for the pictorial 
repair of the larger lacunae. Its colour is identical to that 
of the ground. It has been camouflaged using a ‘sponged’ 
and ‘dotted’ technique, according to the methodological 
principle of chromatic selection.14 The result has exceeded 
expectations: the perception of the lacunae, which com-
promised the reading of the scene, has not only been 
drastically reduced, but the cleaning has also restored 
new and significant details to the gaze (fig. 6).

Removing cobwebs and reconstructing 
figures

The restoration of the second vase was undoubtedly 
much more problematic. The colossal Athenian red-fig-
ure volute crater, attributed to the Bologna 228 Painter, 
is decorated on the shoulder and the body by a large 
frieze representing a procession of Olympian deities 
(fig. 7). The scene on the A side shows a goddess, prob-
ably Demeter, departing in a chariot. The goddess is 
preceded by Iris with the caduceus and a capsa, ac-
companied by Apollo and Hermes, and followed by a 
fluttering Nike and another female figure with a patera 
and an oinochoe. On the opposite side, three pairs of 
gods await Demeter’s return to Olympus: in the cen-
tre, Zeus and Hera; on the left, Hades and Persephone; 
on the right, Poseidon and Amphitrite.15 The rim and 
the neck show an exuberant vegetal decoration, while 
geometric decorative patterns adorn the handles and 
the lower part of the vase. The condition report in 2019 
highlighted numerous re-joined fragments and lacu-
nae repaired with shellac and gesso. These had been 
painted with tempera colours of a shade darker than 

Fig. 5 a–b  The Athenian red-figure white ground pyxis pre and post restoration: Zeus on the throne and the altar 
(© Palazzo Ducale di Urbino – DRMN Archive/C. Giabbani)
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Fig. 6  The Athenian red-figure white ground pyxis post restoration: Aphrodite and Eros (© Palazzo 
Ducale di Urbino – DRMN Archive/C. Giabbani)

Fig. 7  Athenian red-figure volute krater of the Painter of Bologna 228, 470 BC, from Numana, 
Giulietti Marinelli tomb Ancona, Museo Archeologico Nazionale delle Marche (© Palazzo Ducale di 
Urbino – DRMN Archive/C. Giabbani)
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the colour of the clay. There were stains, abrasions, 
chips, scratches, plaster residue and shellac drippings 
on the badly damaged surface; the surface had been 
coated with a probably paraffin-based solution, which 
had turned white, showing limestone and wax residue 
everywhere. The chromatic interferences due to the 
repair of the missing portions and the cobweb effect 
caused by the re-joining of the fragments resulted in 
a pronounced sense of alienation in the observer. This 
type of restoration, the dating of which is unknown, 
severely compromised the reading of the mythological 
scene, which is full of numerous figures. Inside the belly 
of the crater, the embedding of brass rivets in the ges-
so and metal hoops decreasing in size ensured the 
stability of the vase. Their removal and the removal of 

the filling of the lacunae was dispensed with, as they 
were still effective. The new restoration was therefore 
aimed at making the reading of the figurative frieze as 
comprehensible as possible and at reconsidering the 
repair of the lacunae in the floral patterns.

The restorer started with a chemical cleaning with a 
swab, removing the paint of the filled areas, which had 
also spread over the original surface.16 Subsequently, the 
edges of the gesso filling were cleaned with bistoury, and 
the waxy layer was removed from the entire surface with 
enzymatic gel compresses.17  The small, missing areas on 
the rim and the neck were repaired with gesso and then 
painted in a uniform varnish of a shade slightly less in-
tense than clay (fig. 8).

But how could the numerous lacunae be prevented 
from compromising the understanding of the figurative 
scene? Starting from the ideas of Cesare Brandi himself, 
who considered it fundamental to avoid the visual dom-
inance of restoration over representation, the most re-
cent methods of filling these gaps were adopted.18 The 
small, missing areas of the frieze, which can be recon-
structed with certainty, were painted with uniform var-
nish of a shade lighter than the clay, both for red and 
black (fig.  9). In this way, the eye was prevented from 
becoming caught up in the network of fracture lines and 
small gaps.

The larger lacunae in the figurative frieze, however, 
were the crucial problem. The blemishes of the ground, 
with shades extending from black to dark red, confused 
the ground and the figures, which only stand out thanks 
to a darker contour line. Unfortunately, a first attempt 
to reconstruct some details by joining evidently contin-
uous contours led to unconvincing results. Therefore, we 
chose to restore these lacunae with a non-shaded, lighter 
tempera colour, to avoid creating further chromatic in-
trusions.

The decision on how to integrate partially preserved 
figures was more complex. Although some portions were 
completely lost, it was spontaneously possible to carry 
out so-called ‘mental completion’ in relation to the pres-
ence of those parts: a head, part of a wing, part of a face. 
We therefore decided to reconstruct the missing parts 
in a stylised manner with a homogeneous, lighter shade 
of tempera colour, and then blend it with the ‘sponged’ 
technique (fig. 10).19

In this way, we intended to evoke the portions of 
figures that were reconstructed in a plausible manner 
through a silhouette that replaces the lost original. The 
‘sponged’ technique was preferred for its vague sugges-
tion, which seemed more suitable than the blurred one 
obtained with the ‘dotted’ technique. Finally, applying a 
protective layer made the surface more uniform and ho-
mogeneous.

In conclusion, considering the results described, it 
seems to us that the aim of improving the visibility of 
the figurative scenes of the two vases considered in this 

Fig. 8  The rim and the neck of the Athenian Red-fig-
ure volute krater post restoration (© Palazzo Ducale di 
Urbino – DRMN Archive/C. Giabbani)

Fig. 9  The reconstruction of the figures’ lacunae of 
the Athenian red-figure volute krater (©  Palazzo Du-
cale di Urbino – DRMN Archive/C. Giabbani)
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paper has been achieved. Removing dirt, previous de-
teriorated restorations and chromatic interferences has 
made the frieze clearer in the pyxis, and finally percep-
tible in the crater. The method is that of an ‘amalga-
mated restoration’, combining ‘stylistic’ and ‘philologi-
cal’ types. The integration of the missing parts into the 
crater respects the principle of certain reconstruction 
of the lacunae, confines itself to suggesting a stylised 
silhouette, respects the coherence of the methodology 
used and assures the clear recognisability of restoration. 
The representations on the two vases have at last been 
restored so that an observer’s gaze can enjoy them to 
the full.
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Fig. 10  Detail of the Athenian red-figure volute krater 
(© Palazzo Ducale di Urbino – DRMN Archive/C. Giabbani)

	 1	 Cf. Percossi Serenelli 1998, 120–123, 125–129.
	 2	 Some of the most important contributions, along with further previ-

ous references, from the wide bibliography about the Picene site of 
Numana are: Baldelli 1991, 104–108; Landolfi 2001, 350–365; Landolfi 
2007, 49–52; Landolfi 2009, 46–53; Finocchi 2018, 253–282; Baldoni/Fi-
nocchi 2019, 632–642; Baldoni/Finocchi 2022, 705–722; Bardelli 2022; 
Bardelli/Milazzo/Vollmer 2022, 415–427; Natalucci 2022, 435–452; 
Zampieri 2022, 429–434.

	 3	 Cf. Fabrini 1984; Baldelli/Landolfi/Lollini 1991; Baldoni 2020.
	 4	 J. D. Beazley reported the lid as being in a private collection in Paris, 

yet unidentified, cf. Beazley 1971, 429, n. 144.
	 5	 For the discovery and the assemblage of this tomb, see Moretti 1928, 

109–110; Antoniucci 2007, 297–317.
	 6	 Ancona, Museo Archeologico Nazionale delle Marche (Inv. 3130. H 12 

cm), cf. Marconi/Serra 1934, 21; Paribeni 1991, 46–47; Landolfi 1999, 
148–150, fig. 115, 228, n. 334; Antoniucci 2007, all with previous refe-
rences.

	 7	 The photographs documenting this first restoration of the pyxis 

were published in 1933, cf. Spadolini 1933. From a methodological 
point of view, the way in which the lacuna is treated seems to com-
pletely neglect the aesthetic effect, as does the lack of filling of the 
fracture line. In fact, it looks as if one of the gaps has not been filled 
at all.

	 8	 The photographs show R. U. Inglieri’s careful analysis of the vase and 
the first correct interpretation of the scene depicting the Birth of 
Aphrodite, cf. Inglieri 1940, 45–61; see also Fuhrmann 1941, 439–455, 
figs. 51–54.

	 9	 Cf. Argan 1938, 133–137; Argan/Brandi/De Angelis 1940.
	10	 Cf. Paribeni 1991, 46–47.
	11	 Alongside the complex theories and methodologies of C. Brandi (cf. 

Brandi 1963, restated in the Carta del Restauro 1972), the need for res-
toration that considers the aesthetic aspect of the artefact had been 
established (cf. Coremans 1969).

	12	 Cf. Inglieri 1940, 52, fig  7. In addition to dry cleaning, wet cleaning 
with distilled water, alcohol and acetone was performed where possi-
ble. Consolidation was performed with Paraloid B44 (4% in acetone).
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