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The J. Paul Getty Museum acquired a fresco of a peacock 
standing on a balustrade in London in 1968. On display 
at the Getty Villa in Malibu since 1974, this popular ob-
ject has been reproduced on postcards, tote bags, refrig-
erator magnets, coasters, scarves, and other products. 
Although the fresco’s findspot was unknown, it was 
thought to have come from Campania because its closest 
parallel appears to be a (now-lost) fresco from the House 
of Siricus at Pompeii that was seen and reproduced in 
a watercolor by the British architect Robert Alexan-
der Briggs (1858–1916). The closure of the Getty Villa 
due to the pandemic in 2021 provided the opportunity 
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to re-examine the frescoes on display in the galleries 
using visible-induced infrared luminescence imaging (VIL) 
to document the presence of Egyptian Blue, a pigment 
commonly found in Roman wall paintings. Surprisingly, no 
visible response was observed in the peacock fresco, raising 
the first suspicions about the nature of the blue pigment 
on the bird’s body and thus the fresco’s ancient origins. 
Detailed investigations  – including technical imaging, 
macro-X-ray fluorescence mapping, X-radiography, pigment, 
coating, substrate analyses, and thorough historical 
research revealed inconsistent findings about the mate-
rials and techniques used to create the fresco. Pigment 

Fig. 1   a) Wall Fragment with a Peacock, about 1911 (40 × 24.8 × 3.2 cm ), after Robert Alexander Briggs (British, 
1858–1916) (© The J. Paul Getty Museum, Villa Collection, Malibu, California, 68.AG.13, Digital image courtesy of Getty’s 
Open Content Program, CC0) – b) Reproduction of a watercolor of a lost ancient Roman fresco from the House of 
Siricus, Pompeii, by Robert Alexander Briggs (British 1858–1916) (Repro: Pompeian Decorations,  London, 1911. Los 
Angeles, Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles (84-B3041))
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analyses indicated that the turquoise color used to paint 
the peacock’s breast is composed of the modern pigments 
ultramarine blue and chrome green. Small guide markings 
known as ‘pounce marks’ outlining the decorations were 
discovered. This technique for transferring designs to 
fresco was not attested in Europe until the Renaissance 
and raised further suspicions. Analyses of materials used 
and fabrication techniques to produce the fresco also 
cast doubt on its authenticity.

Research on the architect R. A. Briggs revealed that 
he adapted wall painting designs he copied during his 
sojourn in Pompeii for his bungalow designs in England. 
The popularity of Greco-Roman motifs and the ‘Pom-
peiian revival’ style for English country homes during 
the late 19th century was a popular trend and Briggs 
incorporated such images into his architectural plans. 
One house in particular, the ‘free Greek style’ house il-
lustrated in Plate 15 from Bungalows and Country Res-
idences: A Series of Designs and Examples of Recently 
Executed Works by R.  A. Briggs (1891) features a plan 
for the drawing room where a sketch of a peacock with 
raised tail standing on a balustrade is repeatedly depict-

ed. Although photographs of this drawing room have 
not been found, images of the house and its ‘Hall’ do, 
as seen in Charles Massin’s Interieurs Anglais (1927). A 
history of its changing use, occupants, and ultimate 
destruction was uncovered through English Ordinance 
Surveys and archives.

This collective information, technical study, and his-
toric documents indicate that the fresco is not ancient, 
but rather an early 20th-century artifact created for the 
later-named Doric House by R. A. Briggs and his artisans. 
The evolution and results of this study emphasize the 
benefits of re-evaluating familiar artworks and collaborat-
ing as a multidisciplinary team combining technical and 
historical data to understand and corroborate findings 
that otherwise might go unnoticed.

The full open access publication of this study is forth-
coming:

Lapatin, K./Svoboda, M./Schiano S./Ganio, M./Trentel-
man, K., The Getty Peacock Fresco: Unravelling Its History 
Through Technical and Historical Investigations, in: Getty 
Research Journal 21, 2026 [DOI forthcoming].


