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ALABASTER. QUARRYING AND TRADE IN THE ROMAN WORLD:
EVIDENCE FROM POMPEIT AND HERCULANEUM

Simon J. Barker' and Simona Perna?

' Norwegian Institute in Rome, University of Oslo, Rome, Italy (simon.baker3@gmail.com)
* Via Arenaccia 257, Naples, Italy (simona.perna8@gmail.com)

Abstract

Alabaster was highly valued by the Romans, but the
trade, origin, quarries and distribution of this stone in
the Roman period have been overlooked. The study and
documentation of in situ examples of alabaster form a
vital part in correcting this gap in our knowledge. The
Alabaster Quarrying and Trade in the Roman World Proj-
ect co-directed by the authors has examined the in situ
alabaster, real and painted, at Pompeii and Herculane-
um in order to determine the varieties employed in each
city and changes in use from the second century BC to
the first century AD. The paper presents the results of a
survey undertaken in three seasons (2014-2016) by our
project, whose ultimate aim is to build a database of dat-
able examples of alabaster and sources in order to fully
understand its quarrying, distribution, use and impor-
tance in the Roman world.

Keywords
alabaster, Pompeii, Herculaneum, pavements

Introduction

Alabaster (calcitic onyx) was highly valued during
the Roman period for ornamental uses; however the quar-
rying and trade of this stone have only recently started
to attract scholarly attention. The Alabaster: Quarrying
and Trade in the Roman World Project launched by the
authors is based upon one key question: what is the exact
origin of the alabaster used in Roman Italy? While ala-
baster is seemingly synonymous with Egypt, it has been
shown that alabasters from Asia Minor, Algeria, and Italy
were also prized and used in the Roman period.' In light
of the increasing analytical data for alabaster quarries,

1 BARBIERI et al. 2002b; BRUNO 2002a; COLAK,
LAZZARINI 2002; LAZZARINI et al. 2012; HERR-
MANN Jr. et al. 2012; SCARDOZZI 2012.

it is now necessary to develop a comprehensive analysis
of in situ examples. It is only through the compilation
of a database of (ideally) datable examples in conjunc-
tion with scientific analysis to link individual examples
to known quarries, given the similar macroscopic char-
acteristic of alabaster, that we can start to assess the de-
mand for alabaster, its dispersion, chronology and scale.
Overall, this will greatly strengthen our knowledge of the
use and importance of alabaster in the Roman world.

Between 2014 and 2016 the authors were able to
examine 33 houses at Pompeii and 8 houses at Hercula-
neum that employ alabaster, real or painted.? In addition,
6 bar counters and fagcades were also examined (3 from
Pompeii and 3 from Herculaneum). The results of our
survey show a varied use of calcareous alabasters from
Egypt, North Africa, Asia Minor and possibly Italy, pri-
marily onyx, fiorito, and alabastro a pecorella as well as
rarer types, such as tartarugato and ghiaccione.

The ancient label for calcareous alabaster is onyx®
for its translucency and pattern resembling a human
nail; however, onyx is geologically a form of quartz.* For
the sake of convenience and in keeping with Classical
terminology, we have chosen to use the term alabaster
followed by several classifiers to distinguish colour and
texture: cotognino (a calc-synter, characterised by light
to deep yellow and creamy zones alternating with white
to greenish swirls, concentric patches of lesser or greater

2 The authors wish to thank Professor Massimo Osanna
and Dr Maria Paola Guidobaldi for granting us access
to the monuments, the custodians and conservators at
Pompeii and Herculaneum for their collaboration, and
the museum assistants in the Department of Ancient
Egypt and Sudan at the British Museum for letting
us view the alabaster samples from the Klemm and
Klemm collection.

3 Lucan, Pharsalia, 10, 116; Martial, Epigr.,12.50.4 and
7.94.1; as an adjective onychinus meaning made or
resembling onyx marble: Gellius, Noct. Att., 19.7.15;
Lampridius, Elagabalus, 32; Herodian, Hist, 4.7.

4 HARRELL 1990, 40.
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Fig. 1. Map of currently known alabaster sources (map: S. Barker)

translucency with some red inclusions), listato/banded
(calc-synter with straight translucent honey yellow and
white bands),’ fiorito (a travertine with an opaque creamy
to grey base with frequent red and brown inclusions and
a pattern of banding, which varies from wavy to flow-
ery), pecorella (a travertine with an orange, brown, beige,
and rust-red base with gray and white bands, convoluted
formations and spots), tartarugato (a calc-synter), and
ghiaccione (a calc-synter, characterized by a translucent
white grey to greenish base with some brown inclusions).
These terms are mainly descriptive and they do not nec-
essarily indicate qualities that are unique to one source.

5 However, these varieties could depend on how the
stone is cut - when cut parallel to the bedding, the sur-
face will present a dendritic structure and if cut across
the bedding, the pattern will have straight to wavy
bands - thus further complicating visual identification
of these varieties.

48

Known sources of calcareous alabaster

Calcareous alabaster is found in many areas of the
Mediterranean (Table 1, Fig. 1). Onyx alabaster is quint-
essentially Egyptian, but alabasters are also found in
Turkey, North Africa and Greece (Crete).® The Egyptian
sources of calcareous alabaster are located at many points
along the west bank of the lower Nile Valley between
Helwan and Asyut (Fig. 2).” After Egypt, Turkey is the
second largest site of extraction for onyx alabaster par-
ticularly in the areas of Hierapolis® and Akhisar, south of
Harmandali (ancient Thyatira).” Other non-Egyptian va-
rieties include the Tunisian variety from Djebel Oust (c.
50 km south of Tunis) near the ancient towns of Uthina

6 BARBIERI et al. 2002a; 2002b.
7 KLEMM, KLEMM 2008.
SCARDOZZI 2012, 579-582.

9 BRUNO 2002a; COLAK, LAZZARINI 2002; LAZZA-
RINI et. al. 2012.
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Fig. 2. Egyptian alabaster quarry map (map: S. Barker; alabaster images from HARRELL 2016)

and Thuburbo Maius.!® Several varieties can be found
in Algeria, including a banded or onyx alabaster from
Ain Tekbalet near Oran and Bou Hanifia (ancient Aquae
Sirenses).! In addition to these, there are some Italian
sources at Jano di Montaione and Castelnuovo dell’Abate
in Tuscany,'? and the quarries southwest of the Circeo
promontory in Latium."

Ancient uses and current state of research

Pliny the Elder testifies to the novelty of alabaster
in mid-first-century BC Rome, where Lentulus Spin-
ther and Balbus, in 54 BC and 13 BC respectively, were
amongst the first Romans to display alabaster items.'* The
stone’s popularity for architectural decoration continued

10 LAZZARINI et. al. 2012, 437.

11 HERMANN et al. 2012, 463-470.
12 LAZZARINI et. al. 2012, 437-438.
13 BRUNO 1998, 213-220; 2002, 286.
14 Pliny, NH, 36.60.

into the late Flavian period as we apprehend from Book
I of Statius’ Silvae (after AD 93)."” In keeping with and
inspired by the Hellenistic fashion of lining walls with
this stone, calcareous alabaster began to be reproduced
in wall decoration and frescoes in Roman contexts while
it also appeared in floors from the early first century BC,
as the evidence from Pompeii and Herculaneum shows.

One of the most substantial Roman uses of cal-
careous alabaster is for the production of vase-shaped
funerary urns, which came into use from the Caesare-
an period (50-40 BC) and whose production peaked in
Rome under the Julio-Claudians. The stone can be iden-
tified on optical evidence, and although archaeometric
analyses have not been carried out, the majority of the
urns seem to be carved in Egyptian onyx (cotognino and
listato), which confirms the Roman predilection for such
varieties.'® This is in line with what emerges from our
survey of both real and painted alabaster, which sees the
preponderance of these varieties, particularly at Pompeii,

15 Statius, Silvae 1.2.149; 1.5.1-65.

16 For a discussion of these urns, see PERNA 2014.
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Fig. 4. Pompeii, House 1.17.2 (photo: S. Barker)
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Fig. 3.

Pompeii, House of the
Theatrical Paintings
(I1.6.11), Room 4
(photo: S. Barker)

from the Second-Style period (60-20 BC) and peaking in
the Julio-Claudian period.

Very few quarries have been investigated in any
detail and our knowledge of the scale of operations at
most sites remains scarce. For example, too little is known
of the extent of Roman activity - represented by some
discarded column shafts - at the Djebel Oust quarries,
while the trade in its stone, whose use seems to have been
mainly local for the production of sectilia tiles, is diffi-
cult to quantify.”” Additionally, it appears that the physical
conformation of the beds only allowed the extraction of
small blocks. It seems that in Rome, the use of alabaster
from these quarries peaked in the late Imperial period.'®
At Thyatira-Akhisar surveys have retrieved much evi-
dence - consisting of debris, tool marks, and discarded
architectural elements - for extensive Roman quarrying at
the site and it cannot be excluded that it fed a larger and
not simply local market."” Ancient sources like Strabo (64
BC - AD 21)* testify to the particular admiration for al-
abasters from Asia Minor in Augustan Rome. Moreover,
recent quarry surveys and contextual analyses have made
it apparent that the fiorito and banded varieties were used
between the Hellenistic and the late Republican periods

17 LAZZARINI et al. 2012, 444.
18 GNOLI 1988, 22.

19 COLAK, LAZZARINI 2002.
20 Strabo, Geography, 1X.5.16.
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in many parts of the Mediterranean.” The attractiveness
of alabaster from Asia Minor in Roman Italy is also re-
flected by the fact that their painted imitations occur in
First- and Second-Style Roman frescoes, although items
and decorative elements carved from the real stone seem
to have been still relatively rare.

Although the general picture of alabaster quarries
has become much clearer in recent years, much work re-
mains to be done. The main factors that currently hin-
der the advancement of research on alabasters are: (1)
the lack of a common terminology (e.g. calcite versus
travertine, banded travertine versus onyx alabaster, etc.)
and the many labels invented by the 16"-century Italian
stonecutting tradition and still widely in use are extremely
deceptive; (2) the limited number of quarry-based stud-
ies. Alabaster is one of the most variegated stones used by
the Romans and the number of currently known sources
is not proportional to the many varieties used in ancient
contexts. Its macroscopic appearance can vary from bed
to bed and from quarry to quarry even within the same
area. This means that a number of variables (cutting di-
rection, exhausted veins, and geology of the area) and
the existence of unsampled quarries must be taken into
consideration when trying to assign a variety to a given
known source; (3) the lack of a comprehensive database
compiling archaeometric data from individual quar-
ries and artefacts. The majority of known quarry sites
are rarely studied in depth and we still lack the detailed
archaeometric data that would greatly help to establish
the provenance of the varieties used for ancient artefacts.
Therefore, extensive sampling is needed to fill the many
gaps that still exist in our understanding of the trade and
use of alabaster in the Roman period.?

The scope of the present study

The purpose of the first three seasons of our proj-
ect was to examine examples of in situ alabaster, as well as
painted imitation, at Pompeii and Herculaneum in order
to: identify all the possible real varieties in use at both sites;
determine the types of painted alabaster, where recog-
nisable, to compare faux varieties to real ones; and assess

21 BRUNO 2002a, 23; SCARDOZZI 2012, 573.

22 Recent work on analytical methods for quarry prov-
enance has substantially increased the database of
microscopic characterisation of various alabasters,
while research suggests that strontium-isotope
analysis as a method for provenancing calcite-ala-
baster/travertine is the most reliable. ANTONELLI
et al. 2010; COLAK, LAZZARINI 2002, 38-40;
LAZZARINI et al. 2012. See also BARKER et. al,
this volume.

Fig. 5. Pompeii, House of the Prince of Naples
(VI.15.7-8) (photo: S. Barker)

Fig. 6. Herculaneum, House of the Stags, (IV.21) Room 5
(photo: S. Barker)

alabaster-use at each site and changes in use-patterns from
the second century BC to the first century AD. The aim
was to carry out a qualitative, quantitative, contextual and
spatial analysis of this stone in order to better understand
the dynamics of its use and trade.

With its terminus ante quem of AD 79, the in situ
alabaster at Pompeii and Herculaneum represents a use-
ful analytical tool in the determination of the types of this
stone in circulation in Italy from the second century BC to
the first century AD. By determining the varieties of alabas-
ter employed in each city and the changes in their use over
time we can gather statistical data for the Vesuvian cities
and a greater understanding of the quarrying and trade of
this stone in the early Imperial period more generally.

In total 55 of the 105 locations at Pompeii and 10
of the 13 locations at Herculaneum with real or painted
marble decoration were surveyed in the first three field
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seasons. The locations included houses as well as bar
counters and fagades. Our survey of houses at both cit-
ies examined a variety of pavement styles that incorpo-
rated alabaster: cementizio a base fittile (e.g. House of
the Theatrical Paintings 1.6.11, Fig. 3); cementizio a base
litica (e.g. House 1.17.2, Fig. 4); mosaico a tessere piccole
o medie;” emblemata (e.g. House of the Prince of Naples,
VI.15.7-8, Fig. 5) and opus sectile (e.g. House of the Stags,
IV. 21, Fig. 6).** In each case we photographed, measured,
counted and classified every piece of alabaster. Similarly,
we recorded, described and classified alabaster in painted
form within wall frescoes. In addition, to our survey of
houses and bars at both cities, we integrated our data
with some 12 case studies from Pompei Pitture e Mosaici
(1990-1999) and Mosaici antichi in Italia. In addition, we
analysed, albeit only macroscopically, 24 Egyptian ala-
baster samples from The Rosemarie and Dietrich Klemm
Collection currently at the Department of Ancient Egypt
and Sudan at the British Museum in order to acquire fur-
ther data on the visual characterisation of these Egyptian
varieties to compare with the Vesuvian examples.

In many cases, the poor state of preservation of
both floors and frescoes hindered in-depth analysis, es-
pecially in an any attempt to assign specific varieties to
painted imitations. In addition, because sampling and
scientific analysis were beyond the scope of the first two
field seasons, our survey of alabaster is based on visual
identification. While similarities between the varieties
detected in situ and those known from published quarry
sources may often be recognised on macroscopic obser-
vations, this cannot be considered fully reliable. For these
reasons, the results presented here should be seen as es-
sentially preliminary.

Painted alabaster

From the 59 houses at Pompeii (including the Vil-
la of the Mysteries), which retain or are known to have
had painted imitation marble, painted alabaster can
be identified in 23 (Fig. 7). At Herculaneum only one
house, the House of the Alcove (IV, 4), features painted
imitation of alabaster, in all probability fiorito. Overall,
the top painted varieties recorded are onyx alabaster
(52% of the total), alabastro fiorito (28%), with 20% un-
identified due to of the poor conservation of the painted
surface or because the variety was not clear, especially in
First-Style paintings (e.g. House V1.16.26 at Pompeii). If
we consider the total percentages of alabaster varieties
represented during the Second-Style period, the peri-
od with the largest number of houses (13) with painted

23 GRANDI, GUIDOBALDI 2006, 31-38.
24 GUIDOBALDI, OLEVANO 1998, 223-240.

imitation alabaster, we find onyx is the predominant type
depicted, being found in 7 locations. This ratio corre-
sponds to the volume and popularity of real alabaster
attested at Pompeii during this same period.

As Table 2 shows, the painted varieties of alabaster
became very realistic in the Second-Style and for this reason
it is often possible to recognise a close correspondence
between the real and the painted varieties. Moreover,
this seems to suggest that the painters were somewhat
familiar with the real stone. For example, at the Villa of the
Mysteries not only can the painted alabaster constituting
the frieze of the “Mysteries” frescoes (60 BC)* in Room
5 be confidently classified as fiorito from Asia Minor
but it also presents close similarities with real inserts of
this type particularly with the varieties quarried near
Hierapolis (Table 1). Consequently, alabaster varieties,
especially fiorito, must have been already available during
the Second-Style period and it cannot be excluded that
initially they were employed for public building projects,
while their use in private contexts, as with all polychromes,
was still fairly limited.

Distribution and chronology

The distribution of painted alabaster across Pom-
peii shows that the highest number of painted imitation
occurs in Regio VI where the oldest houses in the city are
located, followed by almost the same number of dwell-
ings in Regio 1.*° If we consider the distribution within
individual houses, we find that painted alabaster chiefly
occurs in “private” areas, particularly in cubicula.

Our survey also shows significant chronological
changes in the use of painted imitation alabaster. In our total
sample of 23 houses, 8 feature painted alabaster datable to the
First-Style period, 13 to the Second-Style period, none in the
Third-Style period, 1 from the Fourth-Style period and one
house with alabaster in both First- and Second-Style periods
(Fig. 8). This lack of painted alabaster in the Fourth-Style is
particularly interesting given that painted imitation marble
remained popular at Pompeii, with at least 15 houses featur-
ing imitation marble decoration in dados or lower zones of
walls in this period.” Several possibilities might account for
this trend. It is possible that the increased use of real alabas-
ter, including new varieties, during this period made painted
imitation alabaster redundant. Alternatively, there might be
a preference for painted polychrome marble over painted

25 ESPOSITO 2007, 450.

26 For a socio-economic analysis of the decoration of the
houses within these Regiones, see WALLACE-HADRILL
1994, ch. 7 in particular.

27 See McALPINE 2014, Appendix.
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Overall percentages of real alabaster
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Fig. 9. Graph showing percentages of real alabaster from
Pompeii and Herculaneum (graph: S. Perna)

alabaster. The use of real polychrome marbles had in-
creased greatly at Pompeii during the Fourth-Style peri-
od in both private and public architecture.” Local élites at
Pompeii might well, therefore, have been working hard to
keep up with fashions in decorative stone-use, in which
alabaster was no longer as prestigious (or at least as pop-
ular) at Pompeii.

Real alabaster

A total of 1,253 pieces of alabaster were docu-
mented during the course of the first three field seasons:
onyx alabaster (58%) was the most attested, followed by
alabastro fiorito (15%), ghiaccione (10%), pecorella (9%),
and a further 8%, which could either be fiorito or per-
corella, but could not be fully distinguished due to the
overlap between these two varieties. A range of other va-
rieties of alabaster was also found, but in much smaller
quantities, including Palombara (>1%) and tartarugato
(>1%) (Fig. 9).

The onyx alabaster is in all probability from
Egypt, and was clearly in use from as early as the Sec-
ond-Style period at Pompeii with 5 examples from this
period. Onyx alabaster predominates in early examples
at Pompeii but is completely absent from extant exam-
ples at Herculaneum. In contrast, the fiorito varieties,
quite likely from Asia Minor, and a remarkable quantity

28 See FANT 2007, 340-3 for marble in Flavian public archi-
tecture at Pompeii. However, the quantity of polychrome
marble reused on the bar counters at Pompeii suggests
that much was available for use in public buildings in the
Julio-Claudian period; see FANT et al. 2013, 206.
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of pecorella from North Africa are found at Herculane-
um from the Third- and Fourth-Style periods. Alabastro
fiorito features in a total of 22 houses at Pompeii and
Herculaneum but does not appear earlier than the Third-
Style period (Fig. 10). Alongside these “main” types, some
“singular” and non-clear cut varieties at both cities have
been identified on optical grounds. The most frequent
are: a variety of banded onyx that presents a translucent
base from light to very dark green with semi-translucent
dark white to beige horizontal bands or concentric swirls
alternating with brown or dark red layers, with 5 occur-
rences in Pompeii and Herculaneum; a variety of fiorito
with a porous creamy white-coral pink base with concen-
tric purple to dark purple swirls with dark brown “eyes,”
with 3 cases; and a mix between pecorella and fiorito that
occurs in c. 100 examples in the House of the Stags at
Herculaneum alone.

Although all of the varieties of real alabaster
noted above are attested at both Pompeii and Hercu-
laneum, there are noticeable differences in their quan-
tities at the two sites, especially after AD 62. There is
a striking discrepancy, in particular, in the amounts of
onyx cotognino, banded alabaster, fiorito and pecorella.
The extant examples at Herculaneum show a far higher
proportion of fiorito (116 compared to 69) and pecorella
(101 compared to 1) than at Pompeii, and this figure is
even more striking if we include the examples which
could be either fiorito or pecorella (an additional 100 at
Herculaneum) (Fig. 11). While we should acknowledge
the difference in the sample size between the two sites,
since only a fraction of Herculaneum has been excavat-
ed, the results suggest a clear difference between the top
recorded varieties at each city: onyx alabaster at Pompeii
and fiorito and pecorella at Herculaneum. Pompeii has
a wider spread of alabaster across a greater number of
dwellings and over a longer period of time: 856 inserts
documented at Pompeii compared to 397 at Hercula-
neum; however, it is also clear that houses dating to the
Third- and the Fourth-Style periods from Pompeii had
significantly fewer pieces of alabaster than those at Her-
culaneum. Moreover, Herculaneum contained larger
pieces, primarily in sectilia tiles.

This difference in the quantities, range and size
of alabaster can be better seen when we compare indi-
vidual premises at both sites. The houses with the high-
est number of fragments at Herculaneum are the House
of the Stags, with over 232 inserts and sectilia tiles, the
House of the Alcove, with over 74, and the House of the
Telephus Relief (Ins. Or. I, 1), with over 19 examples.
The House of the Stags contained the largest individual
insert with a rectangular tile of pecorella that measures
81 x 111 cm in Cryptoportic D in front of the threshold
of Room 16. These examples are far richer than those
at Pompeii, where only the House of Menander has a
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Herculaneum | House Location Room Alabaster Number of Maximum Floor
Type Variety tiles Size Style
House of the [ IV.21 Tablinum Fiorito 13 21x25 cm Fourth
Stags Oecus 15
Pecorella 3 22x22 cm
Onyx 5 21x21 cm
Cryptoporticus | Fiorito 5 10x10 cm
Pecorella 126 10x10 cm
Onyx 3 10x10 cm
Cryptoporti- | Pecorella 1 81x111 cm
cus - Side D/
Room 16
Dieta 23 Fiorito 1 13.5x7 cm
Oecus 7 Fiorito 30 21x21 cm
Pecorella 2 22l em
Onyx 13 21x21 cm
Triclinium 5 Fiorito 17 29x29 cm
Pecorella 4 29x29 cm
Onyx 9 28x15 cm
Pompeii House of Lu- | V. 4.a Atrium Fiorito 11 7.5x7.5cm Third
cretius Fronto (Augustan)
Tartarugato 1
Cubiculum Ghiaccione? 1 39x 39 cm Fourth?

Table 3. Breakdown of the varieties, number and size of alabaster inserts in the House of the Stags at Herculaneum and the
House of Lucretius Fronto at Pompeii (table: authors)
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Fig. 13. Distribution of locations with real and painted alabaster at Herculaneum (map: S. Barker)

higher number of inserts (over 280 pieces),” which were
generally small in size (c. 9x 5 cm) (Table 2), and only the
House of Paquius Proculus (I.7.1) features a large insert,
around tile of onyx in an emblema. Indeed, the richer use
of alabaster in this period at Herculaneum is in line with
the general use of polychrome marble in the city during
the major refurbishments immediately before and after
AD 62 that were in keeping with major trends in Rome,
unlike at Pompeii, which seems to have remained more
conservative.

29 These figures are preliminary, as the Villa of the Mys-
teries was not accessible due to restoration work at the
time of our surveys.

Distribution and chronology

The distribution of alabaster at Pompeii shows that
out of 55 locations with alabaster — 43 houses, the Villa of
the Mysteries and 11 bar counters (Fig. 12) - 26 contain
real alabaster and 6 contain both real and painted alabas-
ter. The distribution of alabaster at Herculaneum shows
that 12 locations had real alabaster - 7 houses and 5 bar
counters (Fig. 13) - and only one house contained real and
painted alabaster. The overall distribution patterns suggest
that real alabaster was in apparent short supply and, de-
spite being one of the first polychrome stones to be intro-
duced into Pompei, it only became more widely distrib-
uted during the Fourth-Style period. This is clear when we
compare the distribution of alabaster in the total number
of houses with polychrome marbles: 27 out of a total of 106
houses with polychrome marble, including the Villa of the
Mysteries, have real alabaster (Fig. 14) and 8 out of a total
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Fig. 15. Comparison of the distribution of polychrome marble and alabaster at Herculaneum (map: S. Barker)

of 17 houses with polychrome marble at Herculaneum
have real alabaster (Fig. 15). This limited distribution of
alabaster in respect to other polychrome marbles further
confirms that large quantities of this material were ex-
ceptional, perhaps due to the dynamics of extraction and
thus to availability. This made the use of alabaster a clear
indication of the wealth and status of the house owners.
Further confirmation of this phenonmeon can be found at
Herculaneum, where the houses with the highest number
of alabaster inserts and varieties of alabaster are found on
the south side of the city overlooking the sea, in the most
richly marble-decorated residences. Similarly, at Pompeii
the highest number of houses with alabaster is recorded
in Regiones I and VI, where many of the richest residences
in the town are located. A further point can be made with
regard to the distribution of alabaster by considering the
location of its use within individual houses at both sites.
Real alabaster features mainly in the “public” areas of the
house - the atrium (10), tablinum (6) triclinium (13) fauces
(3) and peristyle (2) - however, strikingly, we also find it
displayed in more “private” rooms, such as cubicula (7)
and oecii (4) (Fig. 16). Interestingly, in those houses where
both real and painted alabasters occur, the two types are
never located in the same room.

Conclusions

The data emerging from our project shows that
onyx alabaster, in all probability from Egypt, is the earli-
est recorded variety in our survey. Its use spans from the
Second-Style to the Fourth-Style with a peak in the Ju-
lio-Claudian period. This is in keeping with the hypothe-
sis that Egyptian alabaster was one of the earliest varieties
to come into use, around 50 BC according to Pliny the
Elder.*® Macroscopic identification seems to confirm the
provenance of most of the onyx at both sites from already
known sources, such as el Qawatir, Wadi Araba and, pos-
sibly, one or more from Hatnub.

Alabaster-use seems to have changed and new
alabaster varieties were introduced in the Augustan and
Julio-Claudian periods. While Egypt was the original,
primary source from which the growing market for ala-
baster was fed, it seems quite evident that it became less
used overtime as new quarries were exploited and more
variegated alabasters became available. The use of real
fiorito, whose varieties from Asia Minor were known in
Rome as early as the Augustan period,” peaked at Pompeii
and Herculaneum in the Third- and Fourth-Style periods.
However, the frequent appearance and realism of painted
imitations of fiorito, especially in Second-Style paintings,

30 Pliny, NH, 36.60.
31 Strabo, Geography, IX.5.16.
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Room types: Pompeii and Herculaneum
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Fig. 17. Ghiaccione alabaster in the House of Ceres, (1.9.13),
Pompeii (photo: S. Barker)

suggest that although we lack contemporary instances of
real fiorito, limited quantities may have been available at
this time. The present study also raises evidence for the use
of ghiaccione alabaster from Circeo, which has so far only
been linked with use in the second century AD.* Pieces
of ghiaccione were identified in the Houses of Umbiricius
Scaurus (VII.16.15), Ceres (1.9.13, Fig. 17) and Euxinus
(I.11.12, Fig. 18), suggesting its use as early as the mid-first
century BC; however, this identification was based on visu-
al analysis and scientific analysis is still needed.

The evidence from painted alabaster reflects the
use of real alabaster. Egyptian onyx was most common,
followed by fiorito, as early as the Second-Style when

32 BRUNO 1998, 213-220; 2002a, 286. See the article on
the alabaster thresholds at Villa A by BARKER et al. in
this volume.
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Fig. 18. Ghiaccione alabaster in the House of Euxinus, (1.11.12),
Pompeii (photo: S. Barker)

painted imitations of alabaster reached high levels of ac-
curacy. The use-patterns in relation to space and function
of the rooms in the houses at both Pompeii and Hercula-
neum demonstrate that real and painted alabasters were
used both in private rooms, where they could be enjoyed
solely and uniquely by the owners of the houses, and in
public areas, to impress visitors and to display wealth. The
occurrence of alabaster in many of the richest houses at
Pompeii and Herculaneum testifies to the prestige that the
material had enjoyed since its first appearance in Rome.
These are some of the elements that the Alabaster Quarry-
ing and Trade in the Roman World Project seeks to uncover
about calcareous alabaster, one of the most variegated dec-
orative stones used in Antiquity. Only by producing more
geological and archaeological data and combining them
into a comprehensive database will we help bridge the gaps
in our current knowledge on the quarrying, trade, and use
of this stone in the Roman world.
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