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On 17 November 1889 in Rome, in the area of Prati di Castello, near Ponte Umberto I and close to the
area where the Palazzo di Giustizia was being built, two sarcophagi came to light. While the first was
left on the site, the second was immediately taken to the Capitoline Museums, both for its rich
decoration and for gilding, a peculiarity highlighted in the excavation reports. These reports do not
mention any further traces of polychromy, unlike Pietrogrande, who in 1934 noted the presence, even
if limited and not always certain, of red color on the wings of the Erotes. Currently, traces of gilding
are visible to the naked eye, especially in the hair, feathers and plant elements, as well as in the
jewelry worn by the Erotes on their ankles and arms.

Musei Capitolini, Centrale M tini MC/S 839
The entire sarcophagus is richly decorated. The elevation of the lid shows Erotes intent on harvesting and crushing grapes, placed symmetrically
on either side of an anepigraphic tabula. The sarcophagus case shows two winged Erotes supporting a clypeus with a bust of the deceased. Below
are the reclining personifications of 7ellus and Oceanus on either side of two theatrical masks. At the ends of the sarcophagus are two Erotes
symbolizing the seasons, probably Autumn and Winter. The hairstyle of the deceased, inspired by that of the Empress od the second half of the 3rd
century AD, and the technical stylistic characteristics of the marble sarcophagus suggest a date between the 70s and 90s of the 3rd century AD.
The sarcophagus has been subjected to an in-depth investigation by a well-established analytical protocol [lannaccone 2015, Magrini 2019] that
involves the use of totally non-invasive and portable instrumentation, addressed to the documentation of the rich polychromy, as shown by
microscopical observations [Fig.1]
Gilding is widely spread on several areas of the decoration and is still well preserved. Elemental analyses registered signals of gold, indicating the
application of pure golden leaves [Fig.2]. Beside abundant traces of gilding, the archaeometric investigations made it possible to evidence plenty
residues of Egyptian blue. Among the multiband imaging techniques used, the luminescence induced by visible radiation (VIL) allowed us to
identify and spatially map this pigment [Fig.3]. The punctual investigations have therefore validated the indications provided by the VIL technique
[Fig. 4]. Traces were found in correspondence with the elements of the vegetation, but also on the wings of the erotes and on the decorations on the
background, made with a drill, where the pigment is preserved into the holes. This pigment was used to create depth and to fill out empty spaces
and also for the outlines of vine leaves and trees, such as another sarcophagus from Rome (now in Copenhagen - IN2468), dating back to 300 CE.
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Fig. 2 - XRF spectrum of the golden leaf
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Fig.1 - Portable microscope images at high magnification of details from the sarcophagus. Fig. 4 - FORS spectrum of an area with a blue trace compared with the reflectance spectrum
a, b) Details of the gilding; ¢, d) Traces of red e, f) Residues of Egyptian blue on chisel’s holes of a reference of Egyptian Blue. Fig. 3 - VIL images mapping the spatial distribution of Egyptian Blue.
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