


Minerals in the Artist’s Palette
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Lascaux Cave Paintings

France, c. 15,000 BCE

Pigment on rock

The Lascaux Cave paintings of France, some of the most well-known 

Paleolithic cave paintings, incorporate red and yellow ochre, manganese 

black, and calcite white into depictions of a variety of prehistoric creatures.
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Peter Paul Rubens (1577-1640, 

Belgium)

The Descent from the Cross, 

1612-1614

Oil on wood

The robe of St. John is painted with 

vermilion, a pigment which fades 

over time.  What was once vivid 

red is now a dull brown in many 

famous Renaissance paintings.
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Rachel Ruysch (1664-1750, 

Netherlands)

Flowers in a Vase, 1690

Oil on canvas

The bright orange flowers of this 

still life are painted with realgar.
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Tomb of Sennedjem

Egypt, c. 1400 BCE

Tempera on plaster

The paintings on the walls of the Tomb of Sennedjem in 

Egypt are on a brilliant background of yellow ochre.

11



Jafar Baisunghuri (1412-1431, Persia)

Laila and Majnun at School, 1431

Watercolor on paper

Persian miniatures, a movement from 

the 13th-16th centuries, served as 

illustrations for stories and poems 

and often utilized orpiment.
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Amitabha Buddha 

Paradise (No. 6 wall) 

Japan, late 7th century

Fresco secco

The murals of the Golden Hall of Horyu-ji, painted 

onto mud walls, use the mineral pigments malachite, 

ultramarine, vermilion, and yellow ochre. Many of the 

murals were damaged by a fire in 1949.
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Michelangelo (1475-1564, Italy)

Madonna and Child with St. John 

and Angels, c. 1497

Tempera on wood

In this unfinished painting, green 

earth underpainting is visible in the 

incomplete portion. The Madonna’s 

robe was intended to be overpainted 

with ultramarine. 
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Vermeer (1632-1675,   

Netherlands)

Girl with a Pearl Earring, 1665

Oil on canvas

One of Vermeer’s most 

recognized works, this painting 

includes mineral pigments of 

ochres and lead white, but the 

blue scarf painted with 

ultramarine stands out most.
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Fred Kabotie (1900-1986, Arizona, US)

Awatovi Kiva Mural Reconstruction 

Pigment on adobe

Hopi artist Kabotie likely painted this modern reproduction 

of portions of a mural (c. 1500) found under layers of plaster 

in a kiva (an underground ceremonial chamber) at Awatovi

Ruins in present-day Arizona. The blue hues are azurite.
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Pablo Picasso (1881-1973, France)

The Three Dancers, 1925

Oil on canvas

Lead white is used extensively in 

this Picasso painting, both in the 

underpainting and mixed into the 

other hues such as the yellow floor 

tiles and blue figures.
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