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Chapter 1

The Art of Antiquity:

Piet de Jong and the Athenian Agora

John K. Papadopoulos
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The Archives of the Athenian Agora Excavations of the 
American School of Classical Studies at Athens contain a re-
markable and unique series of watercolors and drawings—well 
over four hundred—by Piet de Jong, one of the best-known, 
most distinctive, and most infl uential archaeological illustra-
tors of the 20th century. In an era before color photography 
was widely used and available for archaeological illustration, 
watercolors graced the frontispiece of many archaeological 
monographs, as they occasionally graced the walls of a mu-
seum, providing the reader and visitor with a colorfully cogent 
view of an object or ancient landscape that somehow surpassed 
the drabness and stark clarity of black-and-white photography. 
In addition to frontispieces, many fi nal publications of an ar-
chaeological site included various watercolors, reproduced in 
color, of the fi nest and most important discoveries. Th rough 
the addition of watercolors, the archaeological monograph 
was transformed from a scientifi c account of data and inter-
pretations into a virtual Th ucydidean κτηµα ἐϚ αἰεὶ—a legacy 
gift  or possession for all time. Th ere were many archaeological 
illustrators who made watercolors of archaeological sites and 
objects in the Mediterranean, but in Greece the greatest and 
most prolifi c was Piet de Jong. During his long career he was 
actively sought out by some of the leading archaeologists of the 
day, both Greek and foreign. And since his death in 1967 the 
very art of watercolor as a medium for archaeological illustra-
tion has all but disappeared. Piet de Jong not only lived in the 
era when the medium of watercolor for archaeological illustra-
tion was in demand, he very much defi ned and perpetuated 
the medium. His illustrations are works of art of ancient things 
that we have come to view as works of art themselves. Piet de 
Jong’s art was the art of antiquity.

Much of our image of Aegean prehistory and Classical ar-
chaeology has been consciously or subconsciously defi ned by 
de Jong’s illustrations and their style. Piet de Jong’s work in 
Greece, particularly his contributions at Knossos and Pylos, 
are especially well-known to Aegean prehistorians, but they 
are also known to nonspecialists who have visited these sites, 
even though they may never have heard of de Jong. In Minoan 
Crete, his contributions include the physical reconstruction in 
beton armée—as reinforced concrete was then known—and 
bright paint of the Palace of Minos at Knossos (Fig. 1) (Papa-
dopoulos 1997). To visit the palace site at Knossos today is to 
experience fi rsthand not only the vision of Sir Arthur Evans 
but the handiwork and stylistic sensitivities of Piet de Jong. 
Despite the blatant physicality of the palace at Knossos, one of 
Piet de Jong’s most enduring legacies was the reconstruction, 
on paper, of the Palace of Nestor at Pylos for Carl Blegen. Here 
Piet de Jong provided vividly colorful and visually distorted 
interior and exterior views of the building in the form of wa-
tercolors that were on display for a long time in the museum 
at Chora, not far from the palace site at Epano Englianos (Figs. 
2a–b), together with a reconstructed fl oor plan of the Th rone 
Room (Fig. 2c). 

However signifi cant Piet de Jong’s contributions to Aegean 
Bronze Age archaeology, one of his longest and most fruitful 
collaborations was with the Agora Excavations of the Ameri-
can School of Classical Studies at Athens. During his long 
involvement with the Athenian Agora, which spanned more 
than three decades—particularly through his relationship with 
the fi rst two directors, T. Leslie Shear and Homer Th omp-
son—Piet de Jong illustrated some of the most important fi nds 
and monuments from the site. Th ese range in date from the 
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Neolithic period through the post-Byzantine era and include 
objects as varied as fragments of Athenian red-fi gured pottery 
(Fig. 3) and church frescoes (Fig. 4) to Mycenaean pots (Fig. 
5), Roman lamps, and Classical architectural elements (Fig. 6). 
Many of these watercolors and drawings have been published, 
the majority in preliminary reports in Hesperia, most oft en as 
black-and-white reproductions that do not do justice to the 
colorful originals. A few have been published in color, but 
most of these are scattered in various issues of the Illustrated 
London News or similar popular journals of the day. Some of 
the watercolors have never been published. Until recently they 
were stored in the large gray fi ling cabinets of the Architects’ 
Offi  ce in the Archives of the Agora Excavations on the upper 
fl oor of the Stoa of Attalos, where they languished in virtual 
oblivion, gathering dust. To peek into these drawers was to ex-
perience an explosion of color and light, to see familiar objects 
not in the sterile or manipulated light of the museum display, 
but as almost living entities bursting with life, eager to be seen. 
As Rachel Hood has remarked, Piet de Jong had the “skill and 
insight in bringing dead artifacts to life in a way that no photo-
graph or mechanical means could do” (1998, p. 267).

Th e aim of this volume is to bring these illustrations out of 
their oblivion and to assemble in color a representative sample 
of the fi nest and most characteristic Piet de Jong watercolors, 
as well as some of his ink drawings, from the Athenian Agora. 
Since the majority of the objects illustrated by de Jong have 

been published, oft en in meticulous detail and sometimes in 
numerous publications, our aim here is not to provide a defi ni-
tive catalogue raisonné but to tell a catalogue raisonné but to tell a catalogue raisonné story about each piece or story about each piece or story
illustration (for storytelling in archaeology, see, among others, 
I. Morris 2000, pp. 309–312; Praetzellis and Praetzellis 1998). 
Th e broad variety of materials and chronological scope of the 
things illustrated by Piet de Jong demanded the skill and expe-
rience of diff erent researchers familiar with the various catego-
ries of material. To this end, a number of colleagues and friends, 
all specialists working on material in the Athenian Agora, have 
penned entries on individual illustrations. Th is was done in 
part as a celebration of the 75th anniversary of the initiation of 
the Agora Excavations in 1931—together with the 50th anni-
versary of the Stoa of Attalos and the 125th anniversary of the 
American School of Classical Studies at Athens—providing as 
it did the opportunity not only of reuniting the original artifact 
with its artful facsimile but also, through the illustrations of 
Piet de Jong, to enjoy the remarkable discoveries made in the 
Agora Excavations in the course of seventy-fi ve years. Indeed, 
the illustrations presented in this volume give something of a 
panoramic sweep of Athenian archaeology, history, and cul-
ture, particularly of the part of the city that was the civic and 
commercial center in the Classical period. More than this, this 
volume was prepared as a labor of love and as homage to a 
unique illustrator and great artist, a person as colorful in life as 
many of his watercolors.

the art of antiquity: piet de jong and the athenian agora
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Before delving into the watercolors from the Athenian Agora 
that form the focus of this volume, it would be useful to pro-
vide a little background on some of the more salient aspects in 
the life of Piet de Jong (Fig. 7). A wonderful biography of the 
man is provided by Rachel Hood (1998, pp. 225–270), to which 
little can be added. Hood’s richly illustrated appreciation tells 
the story of Piet de Jong’s life and career in detail and with 
sensitivity. It begins with the migration of Piet de Jong’s father, 
Jacques Leonardus de Jong, in 1885 from Gouda in the Neth-
erlands, via Rotterdam, to Yorkshire in England, his marriage 
to Rosa Teale (née Ramsden) and the birth of Pieter Christiaan 
Leonardus (Piet) on August 8, 1887, his subsequent marriage 
on Valentine’s Day, 1921, to Effi  e (Miss Euphemia Williamson 
Skinner) (Fig. 8), and ends with the night of Piet’s death on 
April 20, 1967. Hood’s biography also conveys something of 
what Piet was like:

Th e outline biographical facts do not convey what Piet and 
Effi  e were really like. Th e cartoons that Piet made of himself 
and Effi  e [Figs. 9–10] give nothing away and are devoid of an-
ecdote. Th ey show only that they were fond of kilims—that 
pattern and color were important to them; and that Piet was 
addressed deferentially, as was the custom, by the Greek dig 
workmen, as “Mr Engineer” [Ο ΚΥΡΙΟΣ ΜΗΧΑΝΙΚΟΣ]. Per-
haps Winifred Lamb got to the kernel of the matter in a letter 
to her mother: (29.5.1924) “de Jong has more joy of life than al-
most anyone I know and it was he who, perhaps unconsciously, 
perhaps not, made the party so merry and prevented undue 
despondency when things were not going well, by his historic 
series of caricatures.” Put another way by an American friend: 
“What an artist at savoring life . . . to walk down the street with 
Piet was a celebration.”

Piet was a man of ingenious simplicity. In the days before 
air conditioning he would arrange a bucket containing a block 
of ice on his table and behind that a fan, the whole blowing 
delicious cool air over him as he worked through the Greek 
summer heat. He was a man of economy; he would arrive in 
Crete with apparently only a briefcase for luggage. Th is con-
tained two cotton vests, one pair of cotton trousers and a few 
pencils. His movements were equally economic. His voice, 

only occasionally erupting into a chuckle, was pitched at a de-
gree of quietness which demanded attention. He never lost his 
musical, Yorkshire accent. His clothes were those of a modest 
artist, perhaps a mustard colored or raw umber shirt, oft en a 
silk neckerchief, always the beret, always immaculate looking. 
“If I had known I looked like that,” said Piet on seeing a pho-
tograph of himself, “I would have behaved quite diff erently.” 
He was a master of color and may have found the freer nature 
of prehistoric pottery and fresco, where the subtlety of color 
change was so challenging, more to his taste than the perhaps 
more rigid classical works of art. He would stand back from his 
work to consider it as he went along, in the manner of an artist. 
His workshop in Norfolk was much admired by enthusiasts for 
its precision tools (which he made) “all beautifully graded in 
size and kept in perfect order.” (Hood 1998, pp. 268–269)

Following his schooling, Piet de Jong trained as an archi-
tect at the Leeds Institute of Science, Art and Literature, where 
he won various prizes. In 1912 he put in for a Royal Institute 
of British Architects (R.I.B.A.) Soane Medallion and received 
an Honorable Mention, which gave him £50 for traveling. Th is 
he spent in Italy, where he lived for several months drawing in 
Rome, later visiting Assisi, Perugia, Florence, Siena, Bologna, 
Venice, Murano, and Torcello. As Hood notes, “[T]he draw-
ings made during Piet’s stay in Italy in 1912 reveal a joy and 
intensity of emotion at the discovery of Renaissance architec-
ture. His draughtsmanship is elevated to a plane worthy of the 
work of Brunelleschi and Bramante” (1998, p. 231).

Upon his return to England he worked for the Leeds fi rm 
of architects, Schofi eld and Berry, where he designed the First 
Church of Christ Scientist in Leeds, the only building in Eng-
land that Piet was largely responsible for the design, and a 
building variously described as “neo-Grec” and as “classical 
with a little Egyptian detail” (Hood 1998, p. 236). In 1916, Piet 
de Jong joined the army, where he served as a lance corporal 
and a member of the Army Cyclist Corps. Virtually nothing is 
known of his service during World War I, but by the summer of 
1919 he was employed on the Reconstruction Programme for 
Eastern Macedonia. Th e program, which was initiated by the 
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