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SEPTIMIUS SEVERUS AT VMFA

In 1967 the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts acquired a monumen-
tal statue of the Roman emperor Septimius Severus. The statue
had once belonged to the famous 17th-century Italian collector
Vincenzo Giustiniani (1564-1637), who displayed it with his
extensive collection of ancient art. But in the late 1960s, scholars
questioned whether any or all of the statue had actually been
carved in antiquity. Eventually, VMFA took the statue off public
view and placed it in storage. In 2007 the museum undertook a
comprehensive research campaign using scientific and art histori-
cal methods to determine whether or not the statue is a work of
ancient art. In addition to the extensive research and testing that
was carried out, the statue was cleaned, conserved, and restored

before being placed in the museum’s Tapestry Hall.

This collaborative project was made possible through the generous
support of the Richard Gwathmey and Caroline T. Gwathmey
Memorial Trust. It called upon the expertise of multiple disciplines,
including VMFA's departments of Sculpture and Decorative Arts

Conservation, Ancient Art, European Art, and Education.
SOLVING THE PUZZLE

Who was Septimius Severus? Born of Roman and Punic stock

around 145 in the city of Lepcis Magna in North Africa, Lucius
Septimius Severus is sometimes referred to as the African
Emperor. He served in both military and diplomatic posts, rising
through the ranks until his soldiers proclaimed him emperor
in 193, a year of tremendous upheaval in the Roman Empire.
Following a period of civil war, Severus instituted military and
administrative reforms that stabilized the empire, secured its
frontiers, and replenished its treasury. Severus died in 211 in a
part of Roman Britain that is now York, England. His two sons,
Caracalla and Geta, succeeded him, and his descendants con-

tinued to rule the empire until the death of Alexander Severus

in 235, bringing an end to the Severan dynasty.

Dozens of portraits of Septimius Severus have survived from

antiquity—including works of bronze, marble, and gemstones—

TOP Denarius, ca. 193-211, issued
by Septimius Severus, silver. Adolph D.
and Wilkins C. Williams Fund.

ABOVE The Arch of Septimius Severus
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and thousands of coins bear his image. VMFA’s portrait has been
called the “Marcus Aurelius—Severus type,” after the emperor
Marcus Aurelius, who reigned from 161 to 180 and was extremely
popular. Severus claimed, probably falsely, that Marcus Aurelius
had adopted him. The use of this portrait type reinforced this
propagandistic assertion, thereby granting Severus legitimacy by

associating him with his much-loved and respcctcd predeccssor.

Vincenzo Giustiniani was one of the most famous and innovative
aristocratic collectors of the 17th century. His collection included

art of his own day and more than 1,500 pieces of ancient statuary.
He delighted in dramatic displays of his collection that brought

antiquity to life. As part of this effort, Giustiniani supervised

an army of technicians who made extensive repairs to works by

adding elements to ancient fragments to create complete statues.

VMFA’s Septimius Severus is one such example.

This method of creatively completing ancient statues is very dif-
ferent from today’s efforts toward conservation and restoration,
which seek to preserve the integrity of fragments. Giustiniani
was nevertheless an important figure in the development of art
history. His famous and much visited gallery was a precursor to
the modern museum, and he produced one of the first illustrated
catalogues of ancient sculpture—7he Galleria Giustiniani—in
which VMFA’s statue of Septimius Severus appears. Giustiniani
also wrote a treatise on connoisseurship and the conservation

of ancient sculpture.

In the early 1900s Mrs. Frederick FE. Thompson, a wealthy and
well-connected New York collector, brought a number of sculp-
tures from the Giustiniani collection to the United States. Many
of the statues had sustained damage during the voyage and were
sent to the Metropolitan Museum of Art to be repaired and
conserved. Eleven of the works remained at the Met and others
were sent to institutions throughout the country. The Septimius
Severus statue was part of the art collection at Williams College
in Massachusetts until VMFA acquired it in 1967.

Art historians often date and authenticate works of art by looking
at their style and iconography. In the case of Septimius Severus,
there were disagreements among scholars as to whether the
carving was consistent with Severan-era stonework and whether
an emperor would have been portrayed in this style of clothing.
While research indicated that both the head and torso could

be ancient, it appeared they were not from the same statue. The
unusual clothing led one scholar to speculate that the statue
may depict Severus in eastern garb as a reference to his victories
over the Parthians, who lived on the eastern edge of the Roman
Empire. A second possibility was that the head and torso had
both been carved in the 17th century, when the conventions of
Roman imperial portraiture were just beginning to be seriously
studied by people such as Giustiniani. A further possibility was
that even if the head and torso were not from the same statue,

either or both could still have been carved in antiquity.

To help sort out these questions, VMFA researchers consulted
with scholars of ancient and early modern art as well as with
other institutions with sculptures from the Giustiniani collec-
tion, including the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Chrysler
Museum of Art, and the J. Paul Getty Museum. They also under-
took scientific analysis to determine the origin of the marble
and to identify the materials used in previous restoration efforts.
This information could show how the pieces of the statue were
put together, allowing conservators to remove them safely and

replace unstable repairs.

X-rays were taken to see what methods held the various parts
of the sculpture together. Throughout its history, the sculpture
had been repaired and reassembled using various marble pieces
and supports. Researchers discovered that iron rods—typical of
17th-century practice—were inserted in some parts of the sculp-
ture, and brass rods—generally used in the 20th century—were
present in others. Additional materials had been used to fill in
cracks between the sections. These materials were also analyzed

to determine their composition. This information, along with




TOP Scientific analysis of the marble
allowed researchers to determine that the
head and torso were created in antiquity.

ABOVE This hand is one of the
elements that was later added to create
a complete statue of the emperor.

the layered structure of the fills, provided a possible timeline that
indicated when the parts may have been combined.

In order to determine the origin of the marble, stable isotope
ratio analysis was carried out on six different samples from the
major fragments. Results of the analysis showed that the marble
of the neck, arms, and lower legs was a type of Cararra marble
that was used extensively in Italy and only available during the
Renaissance. The marble of the head and torso came, respec-
tively, from Mt. Pentilikon, near Athens, and the Aegean island
of Paros. The most likely period for Pentelic and Parian marbles
to be used in Rome is antiquity, when the city was the center of
a thriving marble trade throughout the Mediterranean.

With this information, researchers concluded that the head and
torso were created in antiquity. But this didn’t tell them when
the pieces were brought together—in antiquity or during the
Renaissance? Ancient statues were often made from several pieces
of marble or combined different types of stone. Sometimes a
block of marble proved too small for a patron’s—or artist’s—
conception of the finished work. Some marbles were more presti-
gious than others; for instance, the head might be carved from a
more expensive marble than the body. It was also common to
carve the head and body separately, so that a customized portrait
could be inserted into a standardized body. Typically, an added
head had a tenon below the neck that fit into a hole between
the shoulders. The physical evidence on this sculpture does not
support this theory. Instead, it seems that the head and torso
belonged to separate works of art that were damaged and later
combined. At some point, perhaps in Giustiniani’s time, these
two fragments were joined into a single piece, and then the lower
part of the legs, the arms, most of the neck and lower face, and
elements of the drapery and hair were added to create a complete,

monumental statue of Septimius Severus.

The remaining questions pertained to the original contexts of
the torso and head. The torso shows a male body wearing clothes
similar to those shown in statues and reliefs produced from the
mid-2nd century and into the 3rd century (around the time
of Septimius Severus). Without the original arms, legs, or head,
it is impossible to determine who was originally portrayed.

CONSERVATION AND RESTORATION

After research was completed, conservators and curators worked
together to come up with a plan of action. They decided to
restore the statue of Septimius Severus to its 17th-century
appearance in order to celebrate that period’s unique combi-

nation of creativity and science.

First and foremost, the sculpture needed to be structurally stabi-
lized. Though some of the older fills and repairs had deteriorated,
conservators tried to keep the historically significant restoration
material in place whenever possible. Joints and fills were rein-
forced with modern material, which is more durable yet easy to
differentiate from the original under close examination. Second,

the sculpture was heavily soiled and needed extensive cleaning.

In order to retain evidence of the 17th-century restoration, new
materials were added by methods that allowed them to be re-
moved or undone in the future. Old fills and adhesive material
were preserved by applying a viscous solution of acrylic resin to
form a barrier between the old and new materials. The more
recent damage to the marble (from the early 20th century) was
isolated in a similar manner, so that the 21st-century additions
can be recognized as separate and removed, if necessary, by
future conservators. The cracks in the marble were filled with a
modified plaster and toned with dry pigments to match the color
and texture of the marble. Calcium carbonate, also known as
whiting (essentially powdered chalk), was added to decrease the
cohesive strength of the plaster, and ultrafine fumed silica was
used to enhance its modeling and handling characteristics. These
newer fill materials were shaped and modeled by hand with a

variety of spatulas and sculpture tools.

Once the losses were filled and toned, Septimius Severus was
returned to its rightful place in the museum’s new galleries as
a work that honors both its classical origins and the rediscovery
of antiquity in the early modern period. m

For more information, go to www.VMFA.museum/septimius-severus
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During Septimius Severus’s reign, the Roman Empire extended from

present-day Great Britain to Spain and south and east to Northern

Africa and what is now part of Iran. Sometimes referred to as

the African Emperor, Septimius Severus was born in Lepcis Magna.
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