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X-Ray Art Brings History to Life 
October 6, 2011 
By Rebecca Horne 
 
Jerry Podany, antiquities conservator at the J. Paul Getty Museum, says the X-rays are powerful diagnostic tools 
that can reveal technologies, dates, past repairs and hidden treasures. Mr. Podany provided a key to the 
mysterious images in David Maisel’s new book “History’s Shadow,” by describing some of the forensic details 
exposed by the X-rays—these are in the captions that follow the images below. The Getty is one of the 
institutions that allowed Mr. Maisel to work with its X-rays, along with the Asian Art Museum in San Francisco. 
 
Photographer David Maisel writes: 
“During a residency at the Getty Research Institute in 2007, I began to explore the idea of images that were 
created in the processes of art preservation, where the realms of art and scientific research overlap each other. 
While photographing the Getty Museum’s conservation departments, I became captivated by X-rays of art 
objects from the museum’s permanent collections. The X-rays I photographed — both at the Getty museum and 
then at the Asian Art Museum of San Francisco — were elements of previously existing archives made for the 
purpose of art conservation. Each was laid on a light box in a darkened room; the emanations of light were 
transmitted by long exposures onto color film, which was subsequently scanned to digital files that I work on 
using software to adjust the tonal range and to make certain that as much detail as possible is legible.” 
 

 
	  	   	   	  

	   	   	   	   	   	   	     

 

The squarish black dots on the head here are 
“chaplet holes”. Chaplet rods stabilize the the 
core within the mold. After the sculpture is cast, 
the rods must be pulled or cut out. Chaplet holes 
come in different sizes and shapes and can be 
diagnostic–square holes tend to be ancient. 

	  

 

In this seated Buddha figure, the light square 
patch on the head might show a hidden 
compartment, possibly with secret offerings. 
Using X-rays and CAT scans, curators have also 
discovered hidden offerings inside the bodies of 
mummies. 


