
  
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

  
  

Recording and investigation of the 
De Maiano terracotta roundels, Hampton

Court Palace

On Monday 14 November 2005, scaffolding will be 
erected to four of the ten De Maiano terracotta roundels 
at Hampton Court Palace, in order for recording and 
investigative work to take place. The scaffolding will 
remain until 1 December 2005. The roundels being 
worked on are Nero and Tiberius on the West front, and 
Trajan and Hadrian, on the East range of Base Court. 
Three of the roundels will be covered over the winter 
period to protect them from frost damage. 
 
BACKGROUND 
Most of the roundels date to the early 1520s and were 
commissioned by Cardinal Wolsey for Hampton Court. 
As some of the earliest examples of Renaissance 
sculpture in England, they are of great historic and 
artistic significance. The roundels are constructed of a 
central bust in buff or red terracotta, with traces of a 
cream coloured slip. Surrounding this is a decorative 
frame, in red or buff terracotta. There are traces of 
polychrome decoration surviving on all the roundels. 
The roundel of Augustus has coloured glazes and traces 
of gilding, but the date of this scheme is uncertain.  
 
CONDITION & CONSERVATION 
The condition of the roundels is worrying, with three in 
particular showing signs of active deterioration, namely 
delamination and spalling of the terracotta. This is 
thought to occur as a result of existing weaknesses within 
the terracotta, combined with environmental factors, for 
the most part water and frost damage. All the roundels 
require cleaning and repair, which need to be carefully 
considered in the light of their exterior location and the 
long-term sustainability of a treatment regime. Because 
of the unique conservation requirements of these 
roundels, there is no repair material known to us which 
we are confident will fulfill the criteria of performance, 
durability, reversibility and compatibility with the original 
material. At this stage, we have decided to defer repair of 
the terracotta roundels until a suitable material is found. 
Until treatment is carried out, we will be providing winter 
covers to the three worst affected roundels (Tiberius, 
Nero and Trajan) to protect them from frost damage. 
The covers will be installed for the first time in 
November 2005 and removed in the following spring.  

RECORDING 
The first aim of our recording programme is to capture 
in as much detail as possible the physical evidence of 
the roundels, before any further information is lost. To 
this end, we have commissioned 3D laser scanning of 
the roundels, together with high resolution digital 
photography, which can be used to create virtual 
models of the roundels. A further aim of the recording 
is to set a baseline by which to measure future change. 
Three monitoring patches of 10cm2 will be selected on 
each roundel to be scanned at 0.1mm resolution. The 
scans will be repeated at regular intervals to monitor 
loss, movement and change. This will complement the 
existing programme of regular visual inspections. 
 
INVESTIGATION 
The polychrome decoration is to be investigated by our 
partners on this project, the Victoria and Albert 
museum, who are providing the expertise of their in-
house conservators and scientists. 1mm3 samples of the 
polychromy will be taken, mounted in cross-sections, 
and examined to determine the stratigraphy of the paint 
layers. Analysis of the pigments will help to determine 
the date and sequence of paint application.    
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Close-up of Trajan showing the delamination of the terracotta on 
top of the head. 



 
Facts and figures  
 
Eight (or possibly ten) roundels were produced by 
Giovanni da Maiano, prior to 18 June 1521, when he 
requested payment from Cardinal Thomas Wolsey. 
 
The roundels each depict a Roman Emperor, except the 
roundel in store which depicts a woman wearing a laurel 
wreath. The names ascribed – by means of lead plaques - 
to each roundel appear, in some cases, to have been 
established from as early c 1600. Further research is 
needed to identify possible iconographic links between 
the sculptures and these names. The names ascribed to 
particular roundels may well have changed or been 
swapped around over time. 
 
Two (or three) roundels were brought to Hampton Court 
in 1845 by Edward Jesse. Two were mounted on the 
western elevation of the Great Gatehouse. These are 
probably the two current in situ there today, i.e. Tiberius 
and Nero. The roundel depicting a woman in store 
may be the third roundel possibly brought to Hampton 
Court at this date (1845). 
 
A roundel (with its circular surround) clearly produced by 
the same workshop exists at The Vyne (Hampshire). 
 
Photographic evidence shows that the dramatic loss to 
the top of Trajan’s head has occurred in the past 25 years. 
The roundels were last conserved in 1996, when they 
were cleaned using ammonium carbonate poultices. We 
have very few records of conservation treatments prior to 
this date. 
 
The findings of the polychromy analysis, coupled with 
the 3D laser scanning and digital photography, may 
enable us to re-create the original appearance of the 
roundels, as a virtual restoration. 
 
If the roundels are deteriorating faster than we can 
preserve them, our only option may be to remove them 
from their exterior location on the building. The  
programme of monitoring using 3D laser scanning will 
enable us over time to better gauge the rates of 
deterioration, and may assist us or our successors in 
making decisions regarding the long-term preservation of 
these pieces. 
 
 
 
Scaffold tours for HRP staff will be conducted during the 
week of 21 November. 
Please contact us on 020 8781 9798 to book a place. 

 
Current and Forthcoming 
 
 Hampton Court Palace 
  

Dismantling of Queen Charlotte’s bed for 
conservation treatment trials to the giltwood 
scheme and to the textile elements of the tester will 
take place in late November 2005. 
 
Structural investigations into previously identified 
movement of the Royal Pew are happening in the 
Chapel Royal from now until the end of Jan 06.  
The Chapel will be re-opened for worship and 
visitors for the duration from 7th Nov once the 
scaffold is erected. 
 
Repairs to the Tudor Kitchen will be carried out 
between Monday 14th November and Tuesday 6th 
December. Repairs to the Great Fire will carried out 
first so that the fire can be re-lit for the function on 
1st December. This inside out repair project will 
showcase why and how the repairs are carried out, 
along with a host of information about bricks, 
mortar and cooking in the Tudor Kitchen.  

 
Kensington Palace 

 
A stunning new exhibition featuring a unique 
selection of photographs of Diana, Princess of 
Wales, some never published before, taken by the 
world renowned photographer, Mario Testino, 
alongside a display of dresses worn by the Princess 
and famously auctioned for charity in 1997 will 
open to the public on 24 November 2005.  

 
All Palaces 

 
CCC are piloting the Inside Out project in 
November. Focusing on "Ask the Conservators" we 
will be inviting visitors to come along on 
Conservation Tours of the Queen's Apartments at 
Hampton Court Palace and to see Conservation 
Demonstrations at Kensington. We will all be 
wearing our "Ask the Conservators" badges and 
opening up Hidden Places to make our work more 
visible! We look forward to hearing any feedback 
about the pilot project. 

 

Sophie Julien-Lees 
Conservation & Collection Care 


