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Introduction

Jas ELsNER

This book was born out of two impulses. First, there is no single volume of
essays on Roman sarcophagi in English, despite the great antiquity of their
systematic study (for well over a century). Nor is there a good introduction for
purely Anglophone students to the rich and thoughtful traditions of continental
research on sarcophagi, particularly in German scholarship. Second, current
research has focused insistently on a relatively small corpus — the sarcophagi
carved with ancient mythological subjects, usually studied within the timeframe
and cultural context of their place and moment of production. This body of
material is small by comparison with the vast surviving quantity of Roman
sarcophagi which certainly number over 10,000 examples and may stretch to as
many as 20,000 including fragments (many unpublished). Large areas of great
interest in the big picture of what the production and survival of ancient
sarcophagi mean, have been relatively little discussed — especially questions of
reception and the longevity of sarcophagi through reuse and spoliation into the
middle ages, and questions related to their material nature (the kinds of marble
used for them and what this means for the industries of their production and
distribution in antiquity). Our aim here is not a radical rethink of all the
assumptions guiding the long study of sarcophagi, but rather a blend of new
approaches with new thinking on traditional questions, coupled with an in-
sistence on the bigger picture of production and reception as well as a refusal to
follow the scholarship’s strange division between sarcophagi with Christian
subjects and those without, which were produced in the same places by the same
workshops for very similar patrons and clients.

The study of sarcophagi (Sarkophagstudien, to give the subject its most
professional terminology,' and one that reveals the subject’s fundamental Ger-
man origins) is an odd discipline. It is on the one hand the result of a focus on a
very particular kind of object and on the other of the remarkable quantity of
such objects that have survived in the archaeological record. By far the greatest
number of our surviving sarcophagi is from the Roman Empire rather than
from anywhere in the Mediterranean before imperial times. Of these, again the
largest number by far are what German scholarship calls ‘stadtromische’ — that is
made often from imported marble in the City of Rome itself, either for use

1 See e.g. Koch 1998, 2002 and 2007 for the series Sarkophag-Studien. For a recent
general review of the field see Baratte 2006.
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there or for export across the empire, but significant numbers were produced
elsewhere in Italy, in Greece, Asia Minor, the eastern provinces and southern
France in late antiquity. While the essays in this book are in principle concerned
with sarcophagi from all over the empire, it is inevitable — given the bulk of our
examples and the resulting stress of the large majority of the literature — that
most focus on examples from the city of Rome.

Sarcophagi are typically body-sized boxes (made for one or more bodies,
and many of the surviving examples include the bones of more than one in-
dividual) with a lid. The decorated instances number thousands, which means
they are susceptible to statistical and quantitative analysis in ways most other
classes of surviving ancient art are not.”> They may be carved only on the front,
more typically on the front and on the two ends (with the ends often sculpted in
lower relief than the front), relatively rarely on all four sides (but commonly so
in sarcophagi from Attica or the east). Hardly any are decorated on the interior,
and these are from the provinces.” The extent of decoration can be very simple
or highly complex, from ‘abstract’ (as in the large number of strigillated
examples that survive — perhaps more than a thousand, including fragments) via
relatively non-complex designs such as garlands to vivid realisations of visual
narratives. The lid may emulate the roof of a building, turning the whole
sarcophagus into a form of body-sized micro-architecture; or it may show an
individual or couple reclining as if in life, in three-dimensional form by contrast
with the relief-decoration of the main base; or it may add a further band of
imagery to run alongside, perhaps also to comment on, the images of the main
base; and it often includes a panel for an inscription (which may have been
painted, in which case it is now lost). It is not surprising that the major scholarly
emphasis has been on the visually richer examples with figures or subjects taken
from Greco-Roman mythology or Christian scripture, since they are among our
most impressive surviving monuments of Roman art; but it is worth mentio-
ning that to emphasise such examples (as does this volume, and almost all other
discussions) is to stress a small sample within the much larger surviving body of
sarcophagi which are decorated with non-narrative subjects, such as garlands,
paired images of lions and strigillation.

The richness and diversity of types of decoration within a highly restricted
material format goes with two intriguing chronological issues, neither of which
has been fully or finally explained. First, sarcophagi came into significant de-

2 For some statistical discussions of iconographical matters in published sarcophagi see
Ewald 2004, 2347, 250—3; Zanker 2005; and for a chronological overview of changes
in the spectrum of themes between the second and fourth centuries, see Ewald 2003,
563-5.

3 For instance, the Simpelveld sarcophagus with Holwerda, 1933 and Bastet, 1979, no. 32,
or the Kertch sarcophagus with Rostovtzeff, 2004, vol. 1, 474-92.
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mand rather suddenly towards the beginning of the second century in Italy,* and
somewhat later in Greece.” This has been tied to a fundamental social move
from cremation to inhumation in the disposal of the dead, with ash chests and
urns seen as the precursors of sarcophagi.’ But we need to use some circum-
spection here — it is clearly the case that sarcophagi come to outnumber ash
chests in the course of the second and third century, but they never wholly
replace them. Moreover, it is by no means certain that all sarcophagi were always
used for inhumation — we have some examples where (despite their body-shaped
form and size) sarcophagi appear to have been used for ashes.” Second, and no
less problematic, is the sudden end of large-scale and high-quality decorated
sarcophagus production at the inception of the fifth century — at least in Rome,
although production continued at a much reduced scale in local centres such as
the South of France, where the material used shifted from imported marble to
local stone, and at an elite level in imperial centres such as Ravenna and
Constantinople.® The general phenomenon has been tied to wider changes in
aesthetics, material production and burial practices in late antiquity,” but it has
never been adequately explained. Yet — even if clear explanations and causes for
the beginning and end of the vast numbers of Roman sarcophagi produced
between the early second and the early fifth centuries cannot be certainly
grasped — the remarkable growth and development of a spectacular artistic
phenomenon in a very specific medium and type of object is itself worthy of
study as a process; it remains astonishing that there has never been an attempt at
a full, single synoptic account.

The ‘scientific’ field of sarcophagus studies reaches back to the seminal
enterprise of Friedrich Matz the elder and Carl Robert from the 1870s in
establishing what became the Antiken Sarkophagreliefs series (ASR) and before
that (as Bjoern Ewald reminds us in this volume) to Winckelmann and the
inception of Classical archaeology as an academic discipline in the eighteenth
century. But we may fairly say that the regular (re-)discovery and reuse of

4 See especially Brandenburg 1978; Koch and Sichtermann 1982, 35-61; Miiller 1994,
139-70. In Italy at any rate there was a significant traditions of Etruscan forerunners in
stone from c. 350 BC: See ASR VII and van der Meer, 2004. Nor was the occasional use
of sarcophagi unknown in the first centuries BC and AD.

5  See Ewald 2004, 231. Herdejiirgen 1981 is correct to note some first century examples
(as there were some in Italy) but the key issue is the production of large quantities.

6 Toynbee 1971, 39-40; Brandenburg 1978, 324—6; Davies in this volume.

7 On sarcophagi as ash urns: Cumont 1931, 352; Nock 1932, 333 and n.61; Toynbee
1971, 40 and n.107.

8  On the end of sarcophagus production, see Brandenburg 2002, and Brandenburg 2004.
On Ravenna see ASR VIIL.2, Rep II. 118-26 and Koch 2000, 379-98; on Constanti-
nople, see Rep. 11, 126-30; Koch 2000, 399—-443; Deckers 2004; on Gaul, Benoit
1954, 5-7.

9  See Elsner 2004, 277 —86.
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sarcophagi has been a fundamental constant in the European artistic tradition
since late antiquity itself.'” From within antiquity sarcophagi were reused for
reburials. By the early middle ages, more sacred and decorative re-employments
were added to this fundamental and continuing function — notably with sar-
cophagi serving as caskets for saints’ relics (that is, as the ancient tombs of the
very special dead)'" and their carved fronts as the display spolia in the fagades of
churches (the cathedrals of Genoa in Italy and Tarragona in Spain spring to
mind)."” The above-ground display throughout the middle ages of carved sar-
cophagi now in the Camposanto at Pisa,"® as a veritable art gallery of ancient
relief sculpture, clearly led to significant imitation and inspiration for the likes
of Nicola Pisano and others in the development of early Renaissance sculptural
styles in their work on the pulpits of the cathedral and baptistery in the same
complex.'

This very long history of excavation, display and re-use is itself a signal of
the great problem in finding examples that have any significant archacological
context. Indeed, it is only in very recent years than an attempt has been made, in
the path-breaking book of Jutta Dresken-Weiland on the Western empire, to
create any kind of systematic catalogue of sarcophagi that can be contextuali-
sed.”” The difficulties, however, are great. We must rely on old records of finds
to attempt even a general sense of archaeological context (rarely anything as
specific as a find-spot). We must believe the epigraphic data (more than I do) to
trust that a sarcophagus apparently made for a woman, for instance, (like that of

10 In the history of the reuse of antiquities sarcophagi hold a privileged place. For a general
conspectus, see Settis 1986, with further and more nuanced thoughts in Settis 2004 and
2008.

11 For instance, the small sarcophagus said to have housed the relics of St Caesarius of Arles
from as early as 883: See Benoit 1935 and 1946, Rep. 111, no. 79; or the sarcophagus said
to be of St Martha which appears to have had a reliquary function since1187, see Rep. 111
no. 511; or the sarcophagi found in 1279 at La Ste. Baume and interpreted as the
reliquary containers of a series of saints including Mary Magdalene: see Saxer 1955, Rep.
I nos 497 —500, Fixot 2001. For the charged issue of what happens when the bones a
coffin holds are discovered to be holy, see the modern debate on the first century ossuary
of James, the brother of Jesus in e.g. Byrne and McNary-Zak 2009.

12 The literature is large. See e.g. Andreae and Settis 1984 (where Genoa is discussed by
Lucia Faedo; on Tarragona, see Roda 1998, 154); Greenhalgh 1989, 194-201;
Greenhalgh 2009, 207-212.

13 See Arias, Cristiani and Gabba 1977. They lined the outside walls of the Cathedral until
they were removed to the Camposanto when Pisa came under Florentine occupation in
1406: just one example of the intricate political complications underlying display choices
in the history of the reception of sarcophagi. See Tolaini 2008.

14 E.g. Seidel 1975. For a general overview, Zanker and Ewald 2004, 9-24.

15 Dresken-Weiland 2003. For the special and limited case of Aphrodisias, see Smith 2008.
On tombs in context (not specifically sarcophagi) see Feraudi-Gruénais 2001. Of great
importance in this area will be Borg forthcoming, and Meinecke forthcoming,.



Introduction 5

Bassa, discussed in this volume by Dennis Trout) was certainly not intended to
include also the bodies of her husband and children, despite the absence of their
mention on a given inscription.'® With osteological evidence of bones inside
sarcophagi, we are on equally difficult ground, since it is not certain that any
given group of bones actually belonged to the person initially intended for or
buried inside a given coffin. All this prompts some doubts as to some of the
more optimistic conclusions about gender, influences of customers on image-
choices and questions of arrangement and display in Dresken-Weiland’s book,
despite its outstandingly important catalogue and discussion.'”

However, as the essays by Ben Russell and Frances Van Keuren et al. in this
volume demonstrate, the application of modern technologies and methods from
the sciences and social sciences can — even in this uncertain archaeological
terrain — throw substantial light on some aspects of the making and trading of
sarcophagi. Notably, scientific analysis can tell us much about where different
kinds of marble came from, and this in turn illuminates the remarkable breadth
and extent of the marble trade in the Roman Empire. John Herrmann’s note,
arising from the scientific evidence that some fourth century sarcophagi were
made from Carrara marble — that is, from a quarry largely out of service after
the second century — suggests that the practice of using old blocks (whether
previously carved or uncarved) for sarcophagus-production in the late antique
period was in fact extremely widespread, with sarcophagi playing a full part in
the well-attested culture of spoliation and reuse that appears to have become
frequent in the course of the third century.'® The movement of sarcophagi —
some decoratively roughed-out and some uncut — to workshops in Rome or
Athens from quarries in Asia Minor, Greece and Italy, and the movement of
finished artefacts to Southern France, Sicily and Dalmatia as well as all over Italy
has the potential to be a very rich source for the dynamics of demand, the
economics of the market and the analysis of questions of ‘industry’ and ‘mass
production’ in the Roman world."

From the points of view of both art history and social history, the loss of
archaeological context for almost all our surviving sarcophagi (except any dis-

16 On inscriptions see Wischmeyer 1982, 117-57; Dreken-Weiland 2003, 18-80,
Dresken-Weiland 2004.

17 It may be added that sarcophagi are by no means unique in having been studied so late in
a contextualised model. See now Audley-Miller 2010, for a catalogue of Roman funerary
portraits with archaeological context. Some recent discussion of funerary ritual in ar-
chaeological context may be found in Heinzelmann, Ortilli, Fasold and Witteyer 2001
and in relation to the materials from Ostia in Heinzelmann 2000, 97-101.

18 On third century spolia see e.g. Pensabene 1993, 762-8; Pensabene and Panella
1993-4, 112-25; on spolia in general see e.g. Lachenal 1995 and Hansen 2003.

19 On sarcophagi from Gaul, see Turcan 1999, 269—332 and Rep. I1I; on Sicily, see Tusa
1957; on Dalmatia, see Cambi 1998.
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covered very recently) has been little short of catastrophic. A good example of
the problem is the outstanding second and third century group of sarcophagi
discovered together in 1885 in two underground chambers on the Via Salaria in
Rome, of which 7 are now in Baltimore, 2 in Rome and 1 (an undecorated
sarcophagus) was destroyed shortly after excavation.”” A third chamber — the
tirst chronologically and probably part of the same tomb (though this has been
contested) contained a series of high quality statues, busts and funerary altars.”’
The sarcophagi offer a collection of examples, some of exceptional quality, that
belonged together in antiquity and were placed in a single tomb — which has
been identified as belonging to an extremely distinguished Senatorial family, the
Licinii and Calpurnii — which appears to have had continuous usage of the site
for some 200 years from the first to the early third century.”> The original
excavation reports fail to record any kind of context, including the arrangement
or placement of the items, their contiguity or otherwise, or any issue that might
respond to a bigger visual question than the specific iconography of given
examples in isolation.” Yet we know enough in general to say that the majority
of second and early third century sarcophagi were placed in mausolea,* that
many of these were not only carefully laid out — so that some kind of attention
was at least potentially paid to the visual arrangement of sarcophagi in relation
to each other — but also that the walls and ceilings of these spaces were painted
with frescoes, the mythological subjects of which may have emulated the sub-
jects carved on the sarcophagi.”” Precisely the same considerations apply to
sarcophagi placed in decorated underground hypogea and cubicula in cata-
combs.*® Of course this picture of carefully created integral contexts of display is
too simple. Many such tombs, as family complexes, were added to over time as
in the Via Salaria burials mentioned above, and every available space may have
eventually been stuffed with items which will have confused any original visual
co-ordination or conceptual planning. Something like this may have been the
case in the so-called Tomb of the Pancratii on the Via Latina in Rome, from
which some stucco decoration survives and at least 7 sarcophagi were recovered

20 Lehmann-Hartleben and Olsen 1942, 10 and esp. Kragelund, Moltesen and Ostergaard
2003, 55-79.

21 See e.g. Kragelund, Moltesen and Ostergaard 2003, 46—54 and 109111 (altars), 81—
100 and 113-115 (portraits).

22 See e.g. Bentz 1997/8; van Keuren 2002; Kragelund, Moltesen and @stergaard 2003.

23 Especially Fiorelli 1885. Full original documentation is in Kragelund, Moltesen and
Ostergaard 2003, 55—65 and 116-25. Discussion of the dig is 76id 13— 18.

24  Dresken-Weiland 2003, 98—107.

25 For an outstanding discussion of one such example in Rome, see Bielfeldt 2003.

26 For an example, see the Crypt of the Twelve Apostles in the Catacomb of Marcellus and
Marcellinus, with Saint-Roch 1981, 219-23 and Saint-Roch 1999, 34—6, 97-99,
119-122.
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after the original find of 1858, of which 5 still exist.”” The question of when
such tombs were available to visitors or to display is also an open one — and it
may be no more often than on the anniversary of decease or when a new burial
was added; likewise, the issue of to whom such display was made possible (just
family? chosen visitors? slaves and freedmen? long-standing clients?) is unre-
solved and likely never to be soluble.

Yet not only are there hardly any studies of such integrated contexts — either
in their original form or as developments over time — but the job is in fact
difficult for the archaeological reasons laid out in my lament about the group of
sarcophagi now mainly in Baltimore.”® However, in principle the issues are
extremely interesting. There is a potential for linking the different narrative
directions of different sarcophagi (some ‘reading’ left to right, some right to left
and some with highly centralised designs) to placement in different positions in
the same site — for instance in left and right hand niches or arcosolia that
comprised tomb spaces. There is the further issue that sarcophagi place dec-
oration on the exterior of the coffin space, protecting or encasing the dead as it
were with imagery designed to be viewed by the living, while the spaces con-
taining sarcophagi — mausolea or cubicula — are decorated on their interiors,
with a range of painted imagery that itself encases a viewer, that plays with or
against the sarcophagi within them, and that relates as a flat pictorial field to the
carved relief surface of the sarcophagi. Questions of the apotropaic function of
imagery, of whether sarcophagus decoration was for the edification of the dead
in their tomb-houses or for the living who occasionally visited them to mourn
and remember, of whether imagery — like the representation of garlands and
other offerings — might function as a replacement for (or a perpetual perfor-
mance of) funerary ritual,”” would all be profoundly advanced if we had more
by way of context.

It is worth noting, however, that the contextual turn is historiographic in
that it inevitably goes with a reaction to the long history of reception and of the
kind of archaeology that demolished contexts as it unearthed trophy objects,
and demolished objects (like the uncarved sarcophagus in the tomb of Licinii)
which did not make display pieces. It is also profoundly limited — at any rate for
sarcophagi — because with the best will in the world it can never be applicable to
more than a few hundred sarcophagi at most (and many of these in only the
vaguest terms) out of the thousands that survive.

27 Herdejiirgen 2000, 220—34; Feraudi-Gruénais 2001, catalogue K48, 108—114 and
Dresken-Weiland 2003, catalogue A.55, 313—4.

28 That said, in cases where something might be attempted it usually has not been — witness
Saint-Roch 1999, who discusses the room, the paintings and the sarcophagi separately as
if they had no potential integral relations.

29 On sarcophagi decorated with implements of cult see Herdejiirgen 1984.
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As so often with fields that boast a venerable and ancient historiography of
continuous study over more than a century, there have been some very eccentric
turns taken in the discussion of these objects, which remain influential in
circumscribing the field.” Some issues — such as the question of sarcophagi as
micro-architecture, to which Edmund Thomas returns in this volume — had
brief outings in the course of the last 150 years and were promptly forgotten.”’
The great question of stylistic change in Roman art and how it could be traced
most intimately and precisely through the vast empirical archive of sarcophagi
was arguably the dominant aspect of the field for most of the twentieth century,
but appears entirely to have dropped out of fashion in the last 30 years.”” The
attempt to write a social history of the Roman upper class through the ways
imagery on sarcophagi has emulated so-called state reliefs is an old one which
remains in play — it is closely inter-related with the ASR category of catalogues of
sarcophagi showing images of public and private life (Die Sarkophage mit
Darstellungen aus dem Menschenleben).”

Most notable is the rigorous separation of ‘pagan’ from Christian sarco-
phagi, not only in the vast majority of discussions but even in the main hand-
books and the key fundamental corpora which catalogue and reproduce the
surviving examples.** Indeed, institutionally different disciplines — Klassische

30 One historiographic survey is Koch and Sichtermann 1982, 3—19 and 621-3.

31 See Altmann 1902 for the last extensive account of architectural structure.

32 This was how Alois Riegl used sarcophagi in his seminal Spéitrimische Kunstindustrie:
Riegl 1901, 71-81. The obsession with stylistic change (Sti/wandel) became the driving
force in the work of the giants of twentieth century Roman art history including Gerhard
Rodenwaldt and Ranuccio Bianchi Bandinelli: see especially Rodenwaldt 1935 as well as
Rodenwaldt 1925, 19356, 1936, 1939 and 1944 with Effenberger 1986, Thiimmel
1986 and Zimmermann 1986; also Bianchi Bandinelli 1970, 313—28 (although this is
focused on historical reliefs). For this topic as late as the 1980s, see Jung 1984. For a
recent discussion of formal and iconographic changes, and also the move to pre-Con-
stantinian Christian sarcophagi, see Zanker and Ewald 2004, 247 —66.

33 See e.g. Koch and Sichtermann 1982, 88—126; Wrede 2001.

34 Handbooks: Pagan — Koch and Sichtermann 1982 (also Koch 1993a); Christian: Koch
2000 (also Koch 1996, 107 —24). Corpora: the great ‘pagan’ series is ASR, on which see
Koch 1998 ix-x for a brief history and 31820 for a conspectus of the envisaged
volumes; the Christian series is Rep. Note the way that the edited volumes of the
Sarkophag-Studien series (e.g. Koch 1998 and 2007; also Koch 1993b), systematically
exclude Christian material (although Koch 2007 has a short piece on Jewish ossuaries
and Koch 1993b has a piece on a relief from a sarcophagus from Constantinople which is
necessarily Christian), yet Koch himself is perhaps the foremost expert on Christian
sarcophagi; the same observation may be made of the early Christian side of the field:
Koch 2002, and Bisconti and Brandenburg 2004, contain hardly any non-Christian
material. One exception to this obsessive divisionalisation is when the scholarly focus is
on the extant remains in a given province or region: Noguera Celdrén and Conde Guerri
2001, is an admirable mix of Christian and pre-Christian material in Spain. However,
for Southern France, Drocourt-Dubreuil 1989 eccentrically excludes the non-Christian
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Archiiologie and Christliche Archiiologie — have been traditionally responsible for
the two areas of study. All this despite the fact that from the later third century
the same workshops in Rome appear to have been making sarcophagi with
‘pagan’ and Christian and Jewish iconography for patrons of broadly the same
social standing.” This division is an example of the larger institutional split
between the study of late antique art, seen as a branch of Classical archaeology,
and the study of early Christian art, seen as the inception of Byzantine and
medieval art history.*® In respect of logic, materials, historical context and artists
— that is, the sociology of production — the division makes absolutely no sense at
all, since it is dependent on the separation of Christian iconography from other
iconographies (in ways we do not adopt or accept when thinking about Dio-
nysiac or Meleager iconographies, let alone erotes or garlands). At the same
time, insofar as some Christian patrons may have partaken of a different
eschatology, and hence a different view of life and death, from other Romans,
one can see that different ways of viewing and patron-relations to the finished
object are potentially at play in Christian iconographies. This however is a
subtle nuance within what ought to be one field; but the divide of sarcophagus
studies into two different fields is fundamental to the history and evolution of
disciplines, including the differentiation of secular subjects from theology in the
early modern period. It is not so easily overcome.

In interpretative terms — and ones not wholly unconnected with the
Christian/Pagan divide — the great shift that took place in the field in the 1940s
remains of huge importance to the ways scholarship is still practiced. In 1942,
Franz Cumont (1868—1947), the great Belgian scholar of ancient religions and
their archaeology, published his Recherches sur le symbolisme funéraire des Ro-
mains.”” Although by no means only about sarcophagi, this book was — and
remains — the most systematic and relentless attempt to find religious, allego-
rical and symbolic meanings in the non-Christian sarcophagi. It is hard to resist
the conclusion that Cumont’s interpretative model is ultimately Christianising
in that it is driven by Christian-modulated assumptions about religion, such as
the centrality of belief, which are at least contestable and need to be enticed out

material from the site of St Victor at Marseilles, while Gaggadis-Robin 2005 publishes
only the pagan sarcophagi in the Arles Museum.

35 The Jewish question is complex: see Elsner 2003. Clearly there are many sarcophagi with
Old Testament themes used in a Christian context. There are a few which may be seen as
made for Jews (or re-used by them) with specifically Jewish imagery like the menorah:
see Konikoff 1986 and Rutgers 1995, 77—81. What is not clear is whether any of the
sarcophagi we think of as Christian might have also been used by Jewish patrons or
perceived as inoffensive by Jewish viewers.

36 See Elsner 2004, 271—86.

37 Cumont 1942.
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of the material evidence.’® Cumont’s position, although influential on a small
number of scholars and most especially the great French expert on sarcophagi,
Robert Turcan,” remains largely a road no longer travelled. In 1946, Cumont’s
book received a brilliant, sceptical, thirty-page review from A. D. Nock.* This
consisted of a series of demolitional vignettes of some of Cumont’s stronger
proposals resulting in the following general proposition about the nature of
Roman sarcophagi:

We are left with classicism and culture as a prime factor when we look at these
representations [on sarcophagi] or at a grave altar with the tale of Pasiphae. They
mean no more than do the garland sarcophagi and it matters not whether the
garlands hang by themselves or are carried by Erotes. Literary classicism is the
predominant factor, but there was also a similar feeling towards many art works of
the great past.

And again:

In spite of local variations there is massive unity in this sepulchral art; but is it not a
unity of cultural inheritance and to some extent of feeling rather than a unity of

belief?*!

I think it little exaggeration to say that where Nock led, just about the entire
field has followed for well over half a century. Whether in the direction of
mythological narratives and classicising interpretations,” or into the world of
social meanings and mourning,43 let alone more directly archaeological issues of
formal influence, typology and iconography,* Nock’s twin formula of ‘classi-
cism and culture’ reigns supreme. Nock’s intervention allowed Classicists to
heave a collective sigh of relief and leave issues of belief and symbolic meaning
to their early Christian brethren. But it is worth asking if the secularist agenda
which has been ascendant since Nock is not itself limiting and potentially

38 However, Cumont’s model of ancient religion should not be lead to the assumption that
he was himself a Christian apologist. He was prevented from occupying the Chair of
Roman History at Ghent in 1910 specifically because he was seen as not Catholic
enough. His thinking may be better placed in the context of Belgian symbolism and pre-
World War I mysticism, which included a strong tradition of Freemasonry in Belgium.

39 See for instance Turcan 1966, 1999 and 2003 and especially his riposte to the rejection
of Cumont in Turcan 1978; also Engemann 1973.

40 Nock 1946. For an interesting account of Cumont and Nock in relation to epiphanic
sarcophagi, see Platt, forthcoming, chapter 8.

41 Nock 1946, 166 and 169.

42 For example, books: Miiller 1994; Koortbojian 1995 (explicitly at p. 3, n. 3); Bielfeldt
2005; significant shorter pieces (out of vast numbers) Blome 1978: Brilliant 1984, 124 —
65; Giuliani 1989; Blome 1992; Zanker 1999: Zanker 2000, and Zanker 2005.

43 Magisterially Zanker and Ewald 2004; on the image of the intellectual see Zanker 1995,
267-97; esp. Ewald 1999; Borg 2004b, 167-71.

44  For instance, Himmelmann 1979.
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restrictive,” as if some questions of belief and the search for meaning after death
were not in play for at least some viewers and users of sarcophagi in antiquity.*
The opening of Nock’s final sentence in his famous review is worth citing here:
‘Our decisions are personal; at all times students of ancient religion are almost
necessarily maximizers or minimizers....”” Insofar as sarcophagi touch on
questions of the aftermath of death, Nock is quite right to see the burden of
explanation as an interpretative and personal one for the modern interpreter just
as much as for the ancient viewer. It may be that the ‘minimizers’ may have
dominated the field for too long.

The result of Classical archaeology’s abandonment of the Cumontian arena
of belief has meant that little work has been done on the potential parallelisms
of Christian visual promises of salvation and afterlife by comparison with those
in pagan sarcophagi (even when — as in the case of Dionysus’ epiphany to
Ariadne or Selene’s appearance to Endymion — there may be some implication
of a better future in a better place). Similarly the appropriation of ‘paradisal’
themes from pagan to Christian iconographies — one thinks of bucolic or sea-
sonal imagery, or the sleeping Ariadne and Endymion reconfigured as the type
of the resting Jonah — while frequently noted, have never been the subject of
sustained and systematic analysis that explores the transformation of culture
through iconography in the carefully limited context of a single type of mo-
nument with a funerary function. At the same time, Christian sarcophagi have
rarely been subjected to the kinds of social, functional and economic analysis
that Nock’s ‘culture and classicism’ opened for the non-Christian corpus. They
have for too long remained in a scripturally-determined ghetto of iconographic
and typological description. Yet, in testing for instance the kinds of rhetorical
emphasis of praise or polemic offered by Christian sarcophagi (as Jas Elsner
begins to do here), and alternatively by pagan sarcophagi, as well as comparing
the two approaches — something may be learned on both sides of a largely false

divide.

45 See Horden and Purcell 2000, 447 for problems with the ‘extreme secularising tendency’
governing studies of ancient religion in general in the second half of the twentieth
century.

46 It is interesting that Nock’s model for reading sarcophagi anticipates by a generation that
primarily adopted for understanding the so-called ‘Second Sophistic’, especially in se-
minal work of Ewen Bowie 1970, and those who have followed him in a cultural
interpretation, such as Anderson 1993; Swain 1996; Whitmarsh 2001; Borg 2004. It is
only relatively recently that religion has been integrated into this cultural mix in e.g.
Egelhaaf-Gaiser 2000; Galli 2004 and 2005; the essays in the third part of Cardovana
and Galli 2007. It is time, in the study of sarcophagi (arguably the supreme artistic
phenomenon of the period of the Second Sophistic), that the ‘classicism and culture’
brigade remembered that religion (including belief) is part of their enterprise.

47 Nock 1946, 170.
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It is worth noting how ‘spotty’ our ability for detailed focus remains, despite
the long history and sporadic intensity of scholarly study. Many iconographic
categories of Roman mythological sarcophagi — by far the most popular for
scholarly discussion — remain without a fundamental catalogue: only three
volumes of the projected six in the new edition of the mythological sarcophagi
(ASRXIL. 1, 2 and 6) have been published.”® In the case of sarcophagi from the
Greek-speaking East, only one volume of the projected eleven on Greece itself
has seen the light (ASR IX 1.1) — which means that detailed studies of the
material have been reduced to the mythological corpora made available there
(the themes of Achilles and Hippolytus), as Bjoern Ewald remarks in the ac-
knowledgment note to his paper here.” Likewise no ASR volume of the pro-
jected eight for the Asia Minor sarcophagi has yet been published;” nor any of
the three for Syria, Palestine, Arabia and Egypt.5 ' As a result the literatures on
these topics remain weak in general and by contrast with sarcophagi from Rome
— despite the outstanding nature of the material — with the exception of Bjoern
Ewald’s important article of 2004 and in this volume (which make a huge
advance in the field of Attic sarcophagi)’® and the work of Fahri Isik and Bert
Smith on Aphrodisias,”” which puts the material from that particular city on an
entirely different basis of contextual and archaeological knowledge from any-
thing else in the East.

The current volume, born from a conference at Corpus Christi College,
Oxford, represents a series of new essays in English. It makes no claims and has
no pretensions to do more than sketch some dimensions in which the gaps
might be filled and the field might develop. We see the totality of Roman
sarcophagus production and receptions from Asia to Spain as part of a wide and
complex phenomenon — differently motivated and enacted in different contexts,
to be sure. The book opens with a chapter by Glenys Davies that assesses the
inception of sarcophagi and their relation to funerary urns and ash chests. This
is followed by four chapters that stress different aspects of the big picture within
which Roman sarcophagi must be placed. Janet Huskinson looks at the long

48 The full projected agenda was advertised in Koch 1998, 318—-20. It has been radically
reduced in the last 10 years — see now http://www.dainst.org/index_
89d21121bb1£14a137510017f0000011_de.html for the current project.

49 In the new model the eleven Greek volumes have been reduced to three projected
volumes (all on mythological subjects) for Attica and one in the Sarkophag-Studien series
on Thessalonike.

50 Although I take it that what Koch 1998, 319 advertised as ASR X.2.1 on garland
sarcophagi at Aphrodisias has now emerged elsewhere as Isik 2007. Korkut 2006, dis-
cusses garland ossuaries in limestone from Pamphylia and Cilicia. On some aspects of
Phrygian sarcophagi, see Strocka 1984.

51 On Palmyrene sarcophagi, for instance, see Parlasca 1984 and 1998.

52 Ewald 2004 and in this volume.

53 Isik 2007 and Smith 2008.



Introduction 13

story of sarcophagi from their documentable reuse in antiquity to some aspects
of their ‘lives’ in the Middle Ages and the Counter Reformation. Francisco
Prado-Vilar, beginning with a specific instance of medieval appropriations of a
striking iconography on a particular sarcophagus, traces aspects of that long
story in the history of art itself — thinking especially about the tradition of Aby
Warburg. Frances van Keuren and her collaborators offer new scientific analyses
and resulting reflections on where the marble comes from — issues that stress
wide movement of marbles from different provenances and raise questions
about the extent of the use of spolia (reused blocks of stone recycled from some
earlier function) in the making of sarcophagi in late antiquity. Ben Russell takes
a fresh synoptic look at the economics of production, trade and the sarcophagus
market.

The volume then turns to three groups of studies that home in more directly
on the iconographic and detailed art-historical study of objects. The first group
deals with questions of portraiture, gender and identity. In the spirit of giving a
fresh outing to some old and perennial themes, Zahra Newby undertakes a new
exploration of the significance of portrait heads within sarcophagi with my-
thological subjects.” Stine Birk examines one of the great emergent themes in
archaeology and Classical studies since the 1980s, namely, the place of gender in
the visual and material culture. Bjérn Ewald turns to questions of identity and
sexuality in both modern and ancient reception in the spectacular corpus of
Attic sarcophagi. The second group pairs two essays that give deep readings of
individual objects. Katharina Lorenz confronts the problem of how to read the
mythological material and how its visual representations may respond to the
actualities of mourning in which the sarcophagus itself was a centre piece by
focusing on the great Borghese sarcophagus with the theme of Meleager that is
now in Paris. Dennis Trout examines the remarkable Christian sarcophagus of
Bassa from the Praetextatus catacomb in Rome with its long poetic inscription,
to explore the ways mourning and identity were constructed in the Christian
fourth century. Our final group pairs two chapters that explore frameworks and
categories across multiple examples of sarcophagi. Jas Elsner looks at the subject
of the Arrest and Trial of Jesus in a series of fourth-century sarcophagi to
examine questions of polemic and apologetics. Edmund Thomas reflects on the
complex relationship between Asian and Italian columnar sarcophagi as brilliant
examples of ancient ‘micro-architecture’.

As a whole, the book actively seeks to deny the disciplinary divide between
‘pagan’ and Christian sarcophagi (or more correctly between those with ico-
nographies identified as Christian and all the rest), and so includes three papers

54 See for instance Wrede 1981, 139—57; Koch and Sichtermann 1982, 607 —14; Fittschen
1984; Andreae 1984b; Huskinson 1998; Koch 2000, 107—-118; Dresken-Weiland
2003, 85-95; Zanker and Ewald 2004, 45—50.
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— by Dennis Trout, Janet Huskinson and Jas Elsner — that deal with material
from Christian contexts. Likewise, we contest the usually too firm line that has
been drawn between studies of antiquity and studies of its reception — since in
the case of our objects, their ‘lives’ as artefacts in the experiential record of
European culture encompass both.”® Hence the papers of Francisco Prado-Vilar
and Janet Huskinson actively take on questions of reception, interpretation and
influence in periods after the ancient world itself came to an end.

Sarcophagi are our richest single source of Roman iconography — translating
the realms of Greek and Roman myth, the subjects of Roman public art, some
themes of spiritual or directly religious content into images that were designed
to resonate in the most personal and intense of private contexts, when a family
mourned for its deceased. We cannot know how often the tombs, in which
sarcophagi were kept, were opened and for whom — but their showing was
clearly ritualised, exceptional, candle- or lamp-lit and special in every way (like
the later ostentiones of relics or icons in Christian culture). The patterning and
arrangement of visual narratives, the replication but also differentiation of si-
milar imagery, the wide distribution of marble types and of finished examples
from workshops based in urban centres — all this goes to the heart of a series of
key issues in Roman artistic production. Moreover, although some sarcophagi
were clearly purchased by the very highest echelons of the Roman aristocracy
(witness the items in the Licinian tomb or the sarcophagus of Junius Bassus,
who was city prefect when he died in 359), many surviving examples take us
somewhat deeper down the social pyramid into the world of wealthy freedmen
and the more aspiring middle classes. Their visual negotiation of the ideals,
realities and fantasies of Roman people, both the deceased and their mourners,
at the interface of the public and the personal where death is marked and the
rites of burial performed, makes them of quite exceptional importance for
understanding Roman culture.’
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1.
Before Sarcophagi

GLENYS DAVIES

Elaborately decorated sarcophagi came into use in the city of Rome and its
environs from c. 120 onwards." Only a handful of sarcophagi can be dated to
the first century or first two decades of the second century, the best known of
which is perhaps the very early and anomalous Caffarelli sarcophagus in Berlin
(c. 40).” Of the three early sarcophagi illustrated here two belong to the Trajanic
period (i. e. between c. 100 and 120) (Figures 1.8 and 1.9), and the third (Figure
1.10) is Hadrianic.” Inhuming the unburnt body in a sarcophagus was at this
time an exceptional form of burial, presumably undertaken for personal or
family reasons, and it would not be seen as the usual Roman funerary custom at
the time.* Instead the dead were usually cremated, and the funerary monuments
of choice for those who could afford them were the marble ash chest (designed
to hold the cremated remains taken from the pyre), the grave altar (which did
not have a cavity inside to hold the ashes and therefore had a more purely
commemorative function) or the ash altar (which was larger in size than an ash

1 The date at which production of the main series of imperial sarcophagi began will be
discussed in more detail below.

2 Caffarelli sarcophagus, now in the Pergamon Museum, Berlin (inv. SK 843a): ASR VI, 2,
1, 77, no. 1. Although this sarcophagus is decorated with garlands its style is quite
different from that of the Trajanic and Hadrianic series of garland sarcophagi which
belong to the beginning of the vogue for using sarcophagi in the second century.

3 Sarcophagus of C. Bellicus Natalis Tebanianus (Figure 1.8), Camposanto, Pisa: ASR VI,
2,1, 79-81, no. 6 (dated c. 100); child’s sarcophagus with biographical scenes (Figure
1.9), Museo Nazionale Romano inv. 65199: ASR 1, 4, no. 190, pl. 45, 1-5 (c. 100);
Huskinson 1996, 10 and 22, no. 1.29 (c. 120); child’s sarcophagus with griffins in Ostia
with inscription to Ostorius Ostorianus (Figure 1.10) (Ostia Museum inv. 1156):
Huskinson 1996, 63, no. 9.14; Eberle1990, 53, fig. 2; Herdejiirgen 1990, 97 -8, fig. 2
(130-40).

4 Herdejiirgen suggests that only 15 garland sarcophagi can be assigned to the period from
Augustus to c. 120, and that literary sources provide three possible reasons for the choice
of such an anomalous form of burial: being a member of a Pythagorean sect, family
tradition, and sensitivity to the burning process (ASR VI, 2, 1, 17). Petronius (Satyricon
111.2) describes inhumation as a Greek custom, and Tacitus (Annals 16.6), commenting
on the exceptional practice of embalming used for Poppaea, says that cremation was the
Roman custom.
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chest, and combined the functions of both ash chest and grave altar).” The
change from ash chests and grave altars to sarcophagi, and from cremation to
inhumation, took the best part of a century to achieve, but by the early 3™
century the practice in Rome had completely reversed: the usual form of
funerary monument for those who could afford it was the sarcophagus, and ash
chests and grave altars had practically disappeared.® Whereas in the early empire
tombs were built to accommodate cremated remains only, in the 3 century
they were designed to contain inhumed bodies, whether these were placed in
sarcophagi or more basic forms of coffin or trench grave.” This chapter examines
issues concerning this change in practice by focussing on the decoration of the
monuments themselves. It concentrates on the types of funerary containers and
monuments that were used before sarcophagi arrived and those sarcophagi
which can be dated to the earliest decades of the second century: it considers the
salient differences between them, and asks whether we can ever confidently
answer the question of why the changes took place.

The nature of the question

When this phenomenon was considered in the early and mid twentieth century
it was assumed that the reason for such a change in burial practice should be
sought in the area of religious belief, and that the explanation must involve
changes in beliefs about and attitudes to the fate of the body and soul after
death. Even A.D. NocK’s article on inhumation and cremation published in
1932, which argued that the change was one primarily of ‘fashion’, examined
the question from the point of view of the attitude of different religious groups

5  For these monuments see Altmann 1905, Sinn 1987, and Boschung 1987.

6 As Ja$ Elsner has pointed out to me, it is an assumption (if a plausible one) that
sarcophagi represent inhumation as a burial rite: the size and shape of sarcophagi leads to
the supposition that they were designed to, and always did, contain unburnt and fully
articulated bodies, but the form of the human remains inside is not known for most
sarcophagi. It is conceivable that on occasion they might have contained ashes or a
secondary deposit of bones. Some cases of ashes placed in sarcophagi have been recorded,
but these are generally at sites outside the city of Rome or at periods later than that
considered here (Toynbee 1971 and 1982, 40 and n.107; Nock 1932, 333 and n.61).
From the available evidence it does seem that there was a general correlation between
sarcophagi and inhumation, but this is a particularly pertinent issue when considering
‘children’s sarcophagi’ which are often defined as such by size (see below, n. 76).

7 This change can be seen particularly clearly in the excavated cemeteries under the Basilica
of St. Peter in the Vatican and in the Isola Sacra near Ostia, where tombs of the later 2™
century provided for both cremation and inhumation, and contained both ash containers
and sarcophagi.. For a brief discussion of the evidence see Morris 1992, 56—62; for
details of the tombs, Toynbee 1971 and 1982, 132-143.
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to death and the afterlife. Franz Cumont’s monumental study of Roman
funerary symbolism (1942) interpreted the decoration of Roman funerary
monuments as expressions of complex and deeply held afterlife beliefs and
hopes. Nock, in his review of Cumont, and in line with his previous article,
queried the idea that the majority of those buying sarcophagi held or were
trying to express such complex religious/philosophical beliefs.® Some scholars,
however, were persuaded by Cumont’s approach and adopted it enthusiastically
in their analysis of specific monuments,” while others instead developed a more
general approach to funerary symbolism which toned down some of Cumont’s
more extravagant arguments but nevertheless assumed that the motifs used
should be explained primarily in relation to afterlife belief."” Nock’s scepticism
nevertheless struck a cord with many, and scholars studying these monuments in
the later part of the 20" century have on the whole tended to react against
Cumont’s interpretations, seeing them as too often resting on obscure texts and
arcane philosophies unlikely to be known by the public at large.

Even so, many would agree with Toynbee when she states that: “The view
that mere fashion or a purely ostentatious taste for elaborate and expensively
decorated coffins could have brought about a change in burial rite so widespread
and lasting is not convincing’.'' Instead she suggests that ‘it is in the
development of this “other-worldly” thought that we have to seek the reason for
the striking and enduring change in the method of disposing of the dead’."”
Toynbee’s idea that the use of inhumation is ‘somehow a gentler and more
respectful way of laying to rest the mortal frame’” is echoed by McCann who
considers, but rejects, the idea that the production of sarcophagi was inspired by
the emperor Hadrian’s taste for Classical forms, which resulted in an influx of

8 Cumont 1942; Nock 1946. On the whole Cumont deals with later Roman monuments,
but he does discuss the ash chest of T. Flavius Abascantus in some detail in an Appendix,
and the ash chest of Ti. Claudius Vitalis in the text (Cumont 1942, 162-8).

9 See, for example, the interpretation of the decoration of the ash chest of Tanuaria (now in
the Museo Gregoriano Profano, inv. 9858/9) in Farnoux 1960, and of the ash chest of
Volusia Arbuscula (in the Musée Condé, Chantilly) in Berard 1974, 15. Cumont’s views
continue to be more highly regarded by French-speaking and Italian scholars, while
English and German speakers tend to be more sceptical or dismissive of his approach.

10 See especially the work of Toynbee. For example, Toynbee writes that: ‘A charioteer
winning a race on a tombstone, or a hunting- or battle-scene on a sarcophagus, speak of
the soul’s triumph over death and evil; a man or woman reclining at a banquet expresses
the soul’s endowment with heavenly bliss’ (Toynbee 1956, 210). I discuss the issue of
different approaches to the symbolism of the decoration of ash chests and grave altars
more fully in Davies 2003.

11 Toynbee 1971 and 1982, 40. But Toynbee adds ‘despite the fact that ashes have
occasionally been discovered in sarcophagi’.

12 Toynbee 1971 and 1982, 33.

13 Toynbee 1971 and 1982, 41.
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artists from Asia Minor to Rome: ‘Artistic considerations may in part explain
this change, but concern with inhumation of the body and the wish to honour it
with a more sumptuous and lasting home must reflect more than a change in
fashion and taste’." ‘Fashion’, however, is increasingly seen by many modern
social historians as something that should not be considered too trivial for
academic study — as the phrase ‘mere fashion’ implies — but rather as a
phenomenon worthy of study in its own right, revealing many insights into the
thought and concerns of the culture that created it. Thus recent studies have
tended to focus on the ways the monuments express identity and status rather
than afterlife belief: the focus has switched to social rather than religious reasons
for commissioning and buying expensive and elaborately decorated funerary
containers and monuments. The switch in interest can be seen clearly, for
example, in the contrast between Cumont’s interpretation of the scene on the
grave altar of Flavius Abascantus showing him (presumably) reclining holding a
cup as a festin céleste’, a banquet taking place in a celestial afterlife, with
Roller’s recent assessment of the scene of C. Calpurnius Beryllus (see Figure 1.6)
reclining on a couch with a table in front and a serving boy at either end as an
expression of his social aspirations."

At the same time important work was being done on the typology and
chronology of the monuments, and on catalogues which considerably enhanced
the known corpus of material for study, refined their chronology, and began to
identify workshop groupings.'® Such studies have tended to be rather cautious
in their consideration of the significance and in particular the symbolic content
of the decoration of the monuments; moreover, the various types of
monuments have generally been considered in isolation, rather than in relation
to one another. It is this relationship that this chapter aims to explore.

No surviving ancient text discusses, let alone explains, the change in burial
rite and type of funerary monument that occurred in Rome in the 2™ century
(which might in itself suggest that contemporary Romans did not see the change
in burial rite as of particular significance or interest). In the absence of any such

14 McCann 1978, 20. The idea that Hadrian’s Hellenism was an important factor in the
introduction of inhumation to Rome is reconsidered positively in Morris 1992, 53 -61.

15 Cumont 1942, 457 -462. He interprets the wreath often held by the reclining figure as a
‘couronne d’'immortalit¢’, and the little winged boy flying above Abascantus’ legs holding
a torch as Phosphorus, who ‘shows the heroised dead the pathway in the sky’ (Cumont
1942, 458). For the discussion of the altar of Calpurnius Beryllus see Roller 2006, 31—
37; for him the ‘banquet’ scene evokes ‘high-style elite conviviality’, while ‘certain details
assert a freedman’s achieved status and belonging’ — “The message for the viewer,
correspondingly, is one of both social differentiation and social integration” (Roller 2006,
306).

16 Sinn 1987 for ash chests; Boschung 1987 (which provided an update on Altmann
1905); ASR VI, 2, 1 for garland sarcophagi.
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literary evidence the main source of information is the monuments themselves.
The first question I shall be considering therefore is the extent to which the
decoration of ash chests and grave altars differs from that of the earliest
sarcophagi: was there a complete break in pictorial tradition, or was there
continuity? Can we discern changes in the motifs and designs used which might
suggest significant changes in concerns and attitudes? Another set of questions,
which are more difficult to answer given the available information, concerns the
people who were buying or commissioning the monuments. What kinds of
people elected to use the new monuments, and, once sarcophagi had become
well-established, who were the most likely to hold onto the old monuments and
methods of burial? Equally important to consider are the suppliers of the
monuments — the sculptors who made them: to what extent were they
responsible for creating or fostering the demand for a different type of
monument? Were sarcophagi made in the same workshops as grave altars and
ash chests? Or were sarcophagi promoted by new workshops (possibly indeed by
sculptors newly arrived in Rome from the eastern provinces), or by workshops
which had hitherto specialised in non-funerary art (such as the sculpted
decoration of temples and other public buildings)? And finally, what was the
motivation that inspired an individual’s decision to be inhumed (or to inhume a
relative) in a sarcophagus rather than be cremated and commemorated by a
grave altar and/or an ash chest? Which was the more important factor in making
the decision: the burial rite or the type of monument?

Dating and chronology

Only a very small proportion of the monuments can be dated at all precisely. As
the majority of ash chests and grave altars have inscriptions which provide some
information about the person or people commemorated it might be expected
that these would give some fixed dates on which a chronology could be based.
But the date of death is only very rarely mentioned: Boschung lists only six
altars which give the names of the consuls at the time of death."” Very few of the
people concerned were famous enough for us to know the date of their death
from other sources, and any other information provided can usually only
suggest an approximate date of death: the best we can hope for from the
inscriptions is a 20-year period in which the person commemorated is likely to
have died. Occasionally we know the date of events in the deceased’s life (e.g.

17 Boschung 1987, 57-8, Appendix I, nos. I.1-1.6. The grave altar of Volusia Prima and
Volusia Olympias in the Villa Albani (Boschung 1987, 57, no. 1.1), for example, has
inscriptions on the sides naming the consuls of 89 and 97 (CIL VI 9326). This altar is
richly decorated and belongs to the period of particular interest to this chapter.
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the date of a consulship), but not how long after that date the person concerned
died: this is true of two of the monuments illustrated here, the sarcophagus of
C. Bellicus Natalis Tebanianus, who was consul in 87 (Figure 1.8), and the grave
altar of Licinia Magna, who was the daughter of a consul of 27 and wife of a
consul of 57 (Figure 1.2)."® Many ash chests, too, are dedicated to imperial
freedmen whose names indicate the regime or even the emperor who granted
their freedom — but again this provides only a terminus post quem, with a long
potential survival period after that (although this may be limited to some extent
by the stated age at death, and likely lifespan)."” The presence of portraits with
fashionable hairstyles is also evidence that can be fairly closely dated, but again
only quite a small proportion of the corpus has this feature.”” The early
sarcophagi are even less helpful in that very few of them have inscriptions or
portraits. Occasionally the context in which the monument was found provides
some clue about the date of the monument, such as the brick stamps in the
structure of the tomb with three sarcophagi in it found at the Porta Viminalis:
these date the construction of the tomb to c. 134, but this provides only indirect
evidence for the dates of the sarcophagi (which might have been made some

18 Tebanianus, consul in 87, may have died soon afterwards, but may well have survived
into the reign of Trajan, or even have died early in the reign of Hadrian: Herdejiirgen’s
date for his sarcophagus of c. 100 seems rather too early to many, including the present
author (ASR VI, 2, 1, 22-23). Eberle 1990, 50 for example suggests that Tebanianus
died c. 120—125. See also the section on dating with the help of prosopography in
Boschung’s appendix I (1987, 58-63): coincidentally, two other inscriptions name
consuls of 87 — one is the grave altar which commemorated C. Calpurnius Crassus Frugi
Licinianus who probably died in the reign of Hadrian (Boschung 1987, no. 856 and
appendix 1.10; CIL VI 31724); the other names a L. Volusius who was the husband of
Licinia Cornelia Volusia Torquata and who seems also to have been consul in 87
(Boschung 1987, no. 13 and appendix I. 15; CIL VI 31726). The circumstances which
date the altar of Licinia Magna are also discussed in Boschung 1987, 58 -9, no. .17: he
suggests the altar dates to c. 80 (Boschung 1987, 97, no. 657).

19 So, for example, someone who has the 7zomen Flavius and who is described as an Augusti
libertus cannot have died before 69, but equally he could have outlived the Flavian
dynasty by several decades and could easily have survived into (even beyond) the reign of
Hadrian. Some limitation to the likely date of death may be provided if the inscription
gives the age at death. Similar calculations can sometimes be made for slaves and
freedmen of other families whose members held consulships: the best studied of these is
the large group of funerary monuments for the household of the Volusii Saturnini, a
family which provided several consuls over the course of the first century (Boschung
1987, 623, App. 1.49-1.61; Buonocore 1984).

20 The grave altars with portraits have been collected and studied in Kleiner 1987. Many
such altars however make such a feature of the portrait itself that there is little other
decoration, which means that they do not provide as much information about the
stylistic development of other features as one might wish. The female hairstyles on the
sarcophagus illustrated here in Figure 1.9 are important evidence for its date in the
Trajanic period.
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time after, or indeed before, the tomb was built), but does at least give a broad
indication of the period concerned.”

Frustratingly imprecise though all this information is, it does provide a
rough chronological framework on which various scholars have built complex
and detailed chronologies for the groups of monuments concerned. To fill in the
gaps in the chronology and to assign specific pieces to their place within the
framework scholars have relied primarily on the assessment of their style and of
the direction and speed of stylistic development within the corpus.”* In the
absence of more objective criteria this system has worked reasonably well and
has resulted in what appear to be convincing and remarkably coherent dates for
the series of ash chests, grave altars, and garland salrcophagi,23 but it should be
recognised that there is a fair amount of subjectivity involved in coming to these
conclusions, with consequent room for disagreement. Herdejiirgen’s method, for
example, relies heavily on the assumption that there were recognisable and
rapidly evolving period styles, and that sculptors working at the same time, even
in different workshops, would share the same definable stylistic characteristics —
but at the same time she acknowledges that individual workshops had their own
quirks.”* Tt is not always as easy as some would maintain to decide which
characteristics belong to a workshop and which to a period, and different
scholars interpret the stylistic evidence in different ways. Thus the absolute dates
that are assigned to an individual piece by two different scholars may be quite
different, and it has to be recognised that the dates cited in most cases are
relative rather than absolute, and they should be regarded as useful guidelines
rather than definitive in any sense. Nevertheless, in seeking to understand why
some Romans chose to be buried in sarcophagi rather than be cremated and

21 Three sarcophagi were found in this tomb: the garland sarcophagus placed opposite the
door of the tomb was probably the earliest burial, but can the sarcophagus also be
securely dated to the years around 134? (ASR VI, 2, 1, no. 78 dates it 130—140; ASRV,
2, 3, 91, no. 124 dates it (or, rather, its lid) to c. 120). And how much later should we
date the other two sarcophagi (both mythological frieze sarcophagi, one decorated with
the death of the Niobids and the other with the Orestes story)? Indeed, even within the
same book (Zanker and Ewald 2004) the Niobid sarcophagus is dated ‘after the middle
of the second century’ (captions to figures 28 and 29) and ‘c. 130—-140’ (359), and the
Orestes sarcophagus to c. 150 (caption to fig. 62) and 130140 (364).

22 Early and pioneering work was done, for example, on the stylistic development of
garlands: Toynbee 1934 established that the main series of garland sarcophagi belonged
to the Hadrianic period and were not Augustan as had previously been thought, and
Honroth 1971 continued the study by comparing the garlands on undated funerary
monuments with more closely dated reliefs in both state and funerary art.

23 Sinn 1987; Boschung 1987; ASR VI, 2, 1.

24 See for example Herdejiirgen 1990, where she identifies a number of workshops making
garland sarcophagi at Ostia, but maintains that, although their decorative repertoires and
styles were distinct from those of metropolitan Roman workshops, they did not have
enough in common with each other to constitute a distinctive Ostian style.
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commemorated by an ash chest or grave altar, and why this change in burial
practice might have caught on more generally, we have to have some idea of
what was being produced when.

In this chapter I shall be looking specifically at those ash chests and grave
altars which have been dated to the end of the first and beginning of the second
century, and the earliest of the main series of the sarcophagi made and used at
Rome (and its environs, especially Ostia). If one looks at the catalogues of
sarcophagi in the Antiken Sarkophagreliefs (ASR) series it becomes clear that very
few sarcophagi are assigned dates before 150, but that a much larger number fall
into the bracket of c. 150160, or are described as early-mid Antonine (some
authors prefer to use absolute dates, albeit covering quite wide periods of time,
while others are more comfortable with periods expressed in terms of the ruling
emperor or dynasty). Clearly the general consensus is that until c. 150 the use of
sarcophagi could be considered experimental and unusual, but that around or
shortly after 150 a much larger number of people were opting to use them, and
workshops were established which were sufficiently familiar with sarcophagi
that they had begun to make standard designs. (I leave open for now the
question of whether these were the same workshops that had up until then made
ash chests and grave altars or were new workshops that were created to provide
for a new form of demand).

Schemes and themes of decoration: ash chests and grave altars

The decorative repertoire for ash chests and grave altars (and the hybrid ash
altars) evolved over the course of the first century: a general trend was simply
for the addition of more motifs, but some items went in and out of fashion.”
Although there were always some very plain monuments, and also some
idiosyncratic pieces that were presumably specially commissioned and had
special meaning for the commissioner, for the majority there was a large
repertoire of commonly-used motifs which could be combined in a large
number of different ways, to the extent that it is difficult to find any two
monuments decorated in exactly the same way. The possible decorative schemes
can be divided into two broad categories: those based on the hanging garland
and those which rely on more architectonic motifs, particularly columns or
pilasters at the corners. Examples of the garland variety illustrated here are the

25 This can be seen, for example, in the changing preferences for garland supports: bucrania
were used early on but became less popular in the later first century, only to experience a
revival in the Hadrianic period. Their place had been taken successively by rams’ heads,
the head of Jupiter-Ammon and cupids (erotes) — each of these had its period of greatest
popularity.
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grave altars of Licinia Magna (Figure 1.2),° of L. Aufidius Aprilis (a
corinthiarius or bronze-smith who worked in the area of the Theatre of Balbus)
(Figure 1.3),”” and of T. Apusulenus Caerellianus (Figure 1.5),” all three of
which have been dated to the late Flavian period; the architectonic variety is
represented by the ash chest of L. Lepidius Epaphra (Figure 1.1),” the ash altar
of Ti. Claudius Callistus (Figure 1.4),”" and the grave altar of C. Calpurnius
Beryllus (Figure 1.6).”' Both types of decorative scheme involve combining a
variety of individual motifs in a design which is symmetrical and emphasises the
front of the monument — indeed in most cases the attention of the viewer is
drawn to the inscription in a panel placed in the centre of the upper part of the
front.

Standard motifs on the garland variety include the garland itself (made up of
fruit and flowers, laurel or oak leaves, or occasionally other plants) slung from
bulls’ skulls (bucrania), rams’ heads or the head of Zeus/Jupiter Ammon, or
from other supports such as cupids (erozes), torches or candelabra at the upper
corners of the front: there might be other items under the front corner supports,
such as eagles, swans, sphinxes or griffins (the dancing figures on the grave altar
of L. Aufidius Aprilis, seen in Figure 1.3, are unusual), and small garden birds,
insects and lizards are often shown around the garland. The small semi-circular
space above the garland, which was just under the inscription panel and near the
centre of the front, was often the location for a less standard, perhaps more
personally chosen and meaningful, motif such as a small mythological or animal
scene or a portrait, but a popular motif was the head of Medusa, sometimes
flanked by swans (as on the grave altar of Licinia Magna, see Figure 1.2). The
sides of such monuments would often be decorated in a similar way, but usually
without the more complex scenes and commonly (especially on the grave altars)

26 Grave altar of Licinia Magna, Vatican Museums, Gabinetto delle Maschere 811:
Altmann 1905, 36, no. 3; Boschung 1987, 97 no. 657, pl. 18; CIL VI 1445/31655.

27 Grave altar of L. Aufidius Aprilis, discovered in 1965 on the Via Flaminia, now on
display in the Crypta Balbi museum: Caronna 1975, 205-214; Panciera 1975, 222—
229 (inscription); Boschung 1987, 99, no. 693, pl. 34.

28 Grave altar of Apusulenus Caerellianus, Museo Nazionale Romano inv. 23892:
Boschung 1987, 102, no. 754, pl. 30; CIL VI 38027.

29  Ash chest of Lepidius Epaphra, British Museum 2368: Sinn 1987, 132, no. 161; CIL VI
21188. Sinn dates this late Claudian-Neronian.

30 Large ash chest or ash altar of Ti. Claudius Callistus, an imperial freedman: this
monument was found on the Via Flaminia placed back to back to and on the same base
as the altar of Aufidius Aprilis. The inscription on the base shows that it was only
Aprilis’s altar that was originally intended for this site. It too is now on display in the
Crypta Balbi museum. Caronna 1975, 214—222; Panciera 1975, 2312 (inscription);
Boschung 1987, 104, no. 782, pl. 35.

31 Grave altar of C. Calpurnius Beryllus, Capitoline Museum inv. 1967: Altmann 1905,
no. 182; Boschung 1987, 107, no. 830, pl. 42; CIL VI 14150.
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Figure 1.1: Ash chest of L. Lepidius Epaphra in the British Museum (2368) (late Claudian-
Neronian). Photograph: © The Trustees of the British Museum.

with a jug and an offering bowl (patera) above the garlands: these are objects
associated with making offerings to the gods and to the dead.”

32 Several authors have pointed to the importance within the repertoire used on grave altars,
ash chests and some early sarcophagi of motifs associated with sacrifice and religious
ritual in general: in addition to the jug and parera the garlands themselves could come
into this category, especially when combined with bucrania. Such motifs could refer to
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Figure 1.2: Grave altar of Licinia Magna. Vatican Museums, Gabinetto delle Maschere 811
(AD 70-80). Photograph of the cast in Civiltah Romana Museum, EUR, by the author.

Standard motifs to be found in the ‘architectonic’ format include those
designed to make the monuments look like a building, such as columns and
pilasters (usually placed at the corners and so flanking the inscription panel on
the front), imitation ashlar masonry, doors and niches (aediculae) (see the closed

the cult of the Dii Manes or to the piety of the deceased (or, of course, both). Boschung
1993, 38; ASR VI, 2, 1, 24; Morris 1992, 44.
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Figure 1.3: Grave altar of L. Aufidius Aprilis in Crypta Balbi (found on Via Flaminia)
(late 1" century AD). Photograph: author.
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Figure 1.4: Large ash chest of Ti. Claudius Callistus in Crypta Balbi
(found on Via Flaminia) (late first century AD). Photograph: author.
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Figure 1.5: Grave altar of T. Apusulenus Caerellianus in Museo Nazionale Romano
(23892) (late first century AD). Photograph: author.
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door flanked by swans on the ash chest of Lepidius Epaphra, Figure 1.1). Here
too there might be garlands hanging down beside the columns, looped in a
frieze across the top of the front or hanging across the field as in the garland
type. The space below the inscription panel may also provide a rectangular field
for the representation of a small scene — as before this may be mythological, but
is just as likely to involve animals or the deceased him/herself in some way
(heraldically arranged pairs of griffins and sphinxes, for example, are quite
popular; see also the scene of two dogs attacking a stag in Figure 1.4 or the
‘funerary banquet’ of Calpurnius Beryllus in Figure 1.6). The space above the
inscription panel might also provide a narrower field for decoration, often with
plant or animal motifs, or again the head of Medusa — in the case of Calpurnius
Beryllus’s altar this is flanked by rams’ heads. The sides of these monuments
might be decorated with motifs such as a tree with birds, a seated griffin (see
Figure 1.6) or sphinx, or the ubiquitous jug and offering bowl.

An important principle in the case of both the garland and architectonic
schemes is that the design relies on a mix-and-match approach: the motifs
chosen from a large and flexible repertoire are not combined into a single visibly
coherent picture, and do not necessarily have any thematic connection with each
other. It is debatable whether they were individually or collectively conceived of
as having a ‘meaning’, although they did perhaps evoke associations which were
seen as appropriate to the context in which they were used.” Figured scenes play
a limited part: only a small number of monuments are decorated with such
scenes as the only form of decoration, and they are clearly one-off commissions
where the decoration had particular meaning for the person who commissioned
them (and they also tend to be late in date).** More commonly the figured scene
is only part of and is subordinated to the decorative scheme.

33 In my view they did not form a coherent symbolic ‘picture language’ as advocated by
Jocelyn Toynbee (Toynbee 1956): see Davies 2003.

34 For example, the scene of a woman with cupid and a litte girl with birds and a dog on
the ash chest of T. Apusulenus Alexander (Sinn 1987, no. 172); scenes involving cupids
and boys on the ash chest of Publius Severeanus and Blolo (Sinn 1987, no. 173), both
dated Claudian-Neronian; cupids wrestling in the palaestra on the ash chest of C.
Minicius Gelasinus in Liverpool (Sinn 1987, no. 607 and Davies 2007, 85-90, no. 41),
mid second century; battle scenes on a round urn without inscription (Sinn 1987,
nos. 631); Meleager, Medea and Hippolytos/Phaedra scenes (Sinn 1987, nos. 633 and
634, 635 and 6306): Sinn dates all of these urns/chests to the mid Antonine period, by
which time frieze sarcophagi with similar scenes had become established. On grave altars
such scenes tend to represent the deceased’s work or family: L. Calpurnius Daphnus is
shown at work in the Macellum Magnum on the front of his altar in the Palazzo
Massimo alle Colonne (Boschung 1987, no. 953, dated between 41-110), L. Cornelius
Atimetus’s tool-making business and shop are shown on the sides of his altar in the
Galleria Lapidaria, Vatican Museums (Boschung 1987, no. 968, dated ‘soon after AD
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Figure 1.6: Grave altar of C. Calpurnius Beryllus in Capitoline Museums (1967) (early 2"
century AD). Photograph: author.

80°). Passienia Gemella is also shown with each of her two sons on the sides of her altar
in Liverpool (Boschung 1987, no 329; Davies 2007,140—145, no. 104, Hadrianic).
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Broadly speaking such scenes depict either the deceased him/herself, a
mythological incident, or a scene from nature. The most common of the scenes
involving the deceased are the so-called funerary banquet scene, as on the grave
altar of C. Calpurnius Beryllus (Figure 1.6) (the deceased is seen lying on a
couch with a drinking vessel, with or without paraphernalia such as a small table
standing in front of the couch with further cups on it, servants, and a spouse
seated at the end of the bed), a couple linking right hands (the ‘dextrarum
iunctio’ gesture), or, more rarely, other scenes from their working or domestic
lives.

Specific mythological scenes are not very common and represent a wide
range of rather disparate stories: the only mythological episodes represented on
several monuments are the Rape of Persephone (Persephone/Proserpina being
carried off in a chariot by Hades/Pluto) (see Figure 1.7)”> and Romulus and
Remus being suckled by the she-wolf:*® otherwise scenes appear only once or
twice in the surviving corpus (though Venus bathing does appear three times,”
and the doe suckling the infant Telephos was also quite popular as a pendant, or
perhaps alternative, to the wolf and twins).’® The scenes which can be identified
as specific mythological episodes are otherwise very disparate, and appear to be
one-off special commissions: these include: Daedalus making the cow for
Pasiphae, Oedipus and the sphinx, Leto fleeing with her children, the death of

Archemoros, and Mercury with the infant Dionysus.” These scenes are typically

35 Ash chest without inscription in the Museo Nazionale Romano (inv. 65197): Sinn 1987,
237, no. 603, pl. 87c (mid second century); Boschung 1987,107, no. 830, pl. 42
(beginning of second century). I know of eight other ash chests/grave altars decorated
with this motif: all would appear to date to the late first/early second century.

36 It is perhaps debatable whether this should really be classed as a ‘scene’, as it only ever
consists of the wolf and two babies, without any other figures. It is found, for example,
above the garland on the front of the grave altar of Volusia Prima and Volusia Olympias,
dated by consular dates to c. 90 (see note 17 above) (Buonocore 1984, 135-7, no. 106,
fig. 5), and below the garland on the front of the altar of L. Volusius Urbanus
(Buonocore 1984, 65-7, no. 7, fig. 1; Sinn 1990, 79-80, no. 46, pl, 133—4).

37 On the grave altar of A. Albius Graptus (Capitoline Museums 2101: Montemartini):
Boschung 1987, 103, no, 763, pl. 31 (Domitianic); ash altar of M. Coelius Superstes in
the British Museum 2360 (Altmann 1905, 161. no. 203, fig. 131), and on a grave altar
in Nazzano.

38 The doe suckling Telephos appears on several monuments: it appears, for example,
below the garland on the ash altar of L. Volusius Phaedrus (Buonocore 1984, 97-98,
no. 51, fig. 4; Sinn 1990, 80-81, no. 47, pl. 135-6). Also used on a smaller number of
monuments was the similar scene of a goat suckling a child (presumably Amaltheia and
Zeus): all three ‘suckling’ scenes (she-wolf, doe and goat) appear together on one altar,
that of P. Annius Eros and Ofillia Romana in New York, Zanker, 1988.

39 Daedalus: ash chest of C. Volcacius Artemidorus, Museo Nazionale Romano
inv. 125407 (Sinn 1987, 200, no. 456, pl. 70 f, late first century); Oedipus: grave
altar of Ti. Claudius Geminus, lost (Altmann 1905, 105, no. 90); Leto: grave altar of
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small and involve only a few figures, and there is no obvious pattern or
explanation for why they were chosen. In addition there are scenes which allude
more vaguely to mythology or deities (such as Mercury watching a goat eating
the leaves of a tree).”” Also quite numerous are scenes which involve the
followers of Dionysus (such as the scene above the garland on the grave altar of
L. Aufidius Aprilis which shows a sleeping satyr reminiscent of the Barberini
Faun watched by two goats, see Figure 1.3): although these scenes sometimes
include Dionysus himself, they more often show Silenus riding a donkey in the
company of satyrs, maenads and/or Pan, dancing maenads, or other vignettes
involving the Dionysiac thiasos."' Other scenes involve playful cupids* and
Nereids, Tritons and other sea creatures swimming through the ocean.*
Animal scenes frequently involve combat: a lion or dogs attacking some
other animal such as a deer (see Figure 1.4) and cock fights:** usually these
scenes are just presented as scenes, but in some examples, as that of the scene of
two dogs attacking a deer on the ash chest of Ti. Claudius Callistus (Figure 1.4)

Luccia Telesina, Museo Chiaramonti, Vatican (Altmann 1905, 83, no. 46, pl. 47;
Boschung 1987, 101, no.732, pl.28); Archemoros: grave altar of P Egnatius
Nicephorus, Detroit Institute of Arts 38.167 (Altmann 1905, 102, no. 84; Boschung
1987, 103, no. 765, pl. 32, Domitianic). An almost identical altar dedicated to Herbasia
Clymene has been lost for so long that one wonders whether it ever actually existed: it is
known only from drawings (Altmann 1905, 103, no.85; Boschung 1987, 103,
no. 766); Mercury and the infant Dionysus appear on a grave altar in Amelia and on the
altar of Passiena Prima on display in the Vatican car park excavation site (where seated
Mercury dangles a large bunch of grapes in front of the child, in the presence of female
figures, presumably the Nymphs about to take over the task of caring for the baby).

40 Ash chest of lanuaria from the Volusii tomb, in the Museo Gregoriano Profano:
Buonocore 1984, 110111, no. 70, fig. 42; Sinn 1987, 202-3, no. 463, pl. 72¢, c. 90—
120; Sinn 1990, 98-9, no. 78, pl. 196—7. See also Farnoux 1960 for an elaborate and
ingenious Cumont-style interpretation of the scene as an allegory of Orphic/neo-
Pythagorean beliefs.

41 For example, the ash chest of Callityche in Bologna (Sinn 1987,161, no. 280, pl. 50b,
Flavian?) with Silenus riding a donkey with satyrs, maenads and other figures.

42 Naked little boys, sometimes with, sometimes without, wings appear in a variety of
different scenes. Particularly charming are those on an ash altar in the Museo Gregoriano
Profano (inv. 9819): those placed under the garland on the front have just finished a
cock fight — the winner approaches the prize table and the loser leaves the scene in
dejection; on the right side two little boys are represented in drunken revelry, and on the
left they appear with a panther (Buonocore 1984, 1845, no. 186, figs. 37-9; Sinn
1987, 121-2, no. 119, L. 30 a and b; Sinn 1990, 106-7, no. 93, pl. 227-32).

43 For example the grave altar of Agria Agathe in the British Museum (2350) has
underneath the inscription panel a scene of a sea-centaur with a Nereid seated on its back
and two cupids on its tail; on the ash chest of Flavia Sabina in the Louvre (MA 2148) a
child-like sea centaur with a lyre-playing cupid on his back gallops through the waves
side by side with a sea-horse (Sinn 1987, 2334, no. 584, pl. 86b).

44 See also the scene of a lion attacking a donkey above the garland on the altar of T.
Statilius Hermes in Cambridge. For the cock fight motif see Bruneau 1965.
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Figure 1.7: Ash chest without inscription with Rape of Persephone scene in Museo Nazi-
onale Romano (65197) (early or mid ond century AD). Photograph: author.

the group is placed on a low base, making it look like a statue group rather than
a scene from nature, but this is unusual.
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Schemes and themes of decoration: early sarcophagi

The biggest coherent group of sarcophagi which appear to be made in the
period before the middle of the second century are those decorated with
garlands: this in itself might suggest that their decoration followed a tradition
established by ash chests and grave altars and that the new form of monument
did not immediately entail the introduction of radically new designs or motifs.
There were however quite a number of differences in the repertoire used for
garland sarcophagi compared to that used on ash chests and grave altars. The
garland supports are usually human figures (especially cupids) and not bucrania
or animal heads (and never the head of Zeus/Jupiter Ammon). The field is not
cluttered with small birds or other subsidiary scenes or motifs: instead the fields
in the lunettes above the garlands are given prominence, and are usually filled
with a detailed and often quite specific mythological scene. These scenes,
moreover, do not have to compete with an inscription panel for the viewer’s
attention: in the very few instances where these sarcophagi have an inscription it
appears to have been an afterthought and is not placed in a panel but rather has
had to be fitted in along the top edge of the chest, as on the sarcophagus of
Ostorius Ostorianus (Figure 1.10), or between the various elements of the
decoration (as on the sarcophagus of Tebanianus (Figure 1.8).% Many motifs
common on grave altars and ash chests are absent from these sarcophagi —
although the sculptors appear to be more inventive when it comes to composing
mythological scenes their repertoire of small motifs, especially those involving
birds and animals, appears to have shrunk, and they show little interest in
representing the deceased him/herself in any form.

The subjects chosen for the mythological scenes on garland sarcophagi
appear just as disparate (but on the whole not the same) as those used on the
grave altars and ash chests but at the same time they are not the myths or
mythological episodes that were to become most popular later on frieze
sarcophagi. One difference however is that the larger format of the sarcophagus
allows for more than one episode in a story to be shown, and several sarcophagi
take advantage of this. The sarcophagus in the Metropolitan Museum, New
York, dated Trajanic by Herdejiirgen, has three episodes from the story of
Theseus and Ariadne in the three lunettes above the garlands on the front;* the

45 Another early sarcophagus with the inscription fitted in along the top edge is that of
Malia Titia (ASR VI, 2, 1, 109, no. 50): like that of Ostorius Ostorianus it seems it was
made in Ostia. Two sarcophagi which do have central inscription panels are discussed in
Herdejiirgen 1990: dedicated to Volusia Prosodos and M. Aemilius Posidonianus, both
are from Ostia and differ in style from Roman Metropolitan sarcophagi. It would seem
that patrons in Ostia were keener on including an inscription than those in Rome itself.

46 Inv. no.90.12: ASR VI, 2, 1, 90-92, no. 23, dated ‘shortly after AD 120’; Brilliant
1984, 1334, pl. 4.4. The three scenes (from left to right) show Theseus and Ariadne
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Figure 1.8: Sarcophagus of C. Bellicus Natalis Tebanianus in Pisa, Camposanto (Trajanic?).
Photograph: author.

early Hadrianic sarcophagus from the same workshop in the Palazzo Barberini
has three episodes from the story of the punishment of Marsyas by Apollo;* the
garland sarcophagus now in Basle has four episodes of the story of Philoctetes in
the two lunettes on the front and two on the sides,”® and the well-known
sarcophagus in the Louvre similarly has four episodes from the Actaeon story.”
In all of these cases the designer of the sarcophagus has taken the opportunity
given by the multiple fields available to tell a story through two or more
episodes using the same figures in much the same way as later sarcophagus
designers were to do with frieze sarcophagi. Even the two scenes on the front of
the sarcophagus of Tebanianus (Dionysus revealing himself to Pan and a trophy
with two prisoners and a satyr) could be said to be linked thematically, although
they are not two episodes in the same story — and the same is true of the scenes
of a drunk Silenus supported by Pan and a satyr, and the sleeping Ariadne, on a
sarcophagus in Liverpool.”® On the other hand the sarcophagus front in the
Palazzo Mattei combines Oedipus and the sphinx with Polyphemus and
Galatea, and it is difficult to see what link (if any) the viewer was expected to
make between the two scenes.”’ Many of the pieces surviving from this early

before the door to the labyrinth; Theseus fighting the Minotaur; Theseus abandoning
Ariadne on Naxos. Above the garlands on the sides are a theatrical mask (right) and the
bust of a boy (possibly Dionysus as a child) (left). The sarcophagus contained the
skeleton of a man of mature years (McCann 1978, 25-9, no. 1).

47 ASRVI, 2, 1, 96-7, no. 30 (dated 120—130).

48 ASRVI, 2, 1, 85—7, no. 16 (dated 120—-130).

49 ASRVI, 2, 1, 93-5, no. 26 (dated c. 130). The narrative scenes are also discussed by
Brilliant (1984, 125-33, pl. 4.1-4.3).

50 Ince Blundell Hall collection: ASR VI, 2, 1, no. 42.

51 ASRVI, 2,1, 97-8, no. 31 (dated 120—130).
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period however are too fragmentary for us to know what other scenes they were
combined with (e. g. fragments with the Rape of Persephone in Venice, Ariadne
in Pisa, the childhood of Dionysus, Medea) ;> and in addition to the sarcophagi
with specific mythological scenes in the lunettes there were many with more
generic scenes of the followers of Dionysus,5 3 Nereids and other sea creatures,”*
cupids (on animals, on dolphins, with fighting cocks),” animal scenes, bucolic
scenes,” and the ubiquitous Medusa heads.” Masks of various kinds were also
to become very popular on garland sarcophagi.”® Motifs previously popular on
grave altars and ash chests, where they occur, tend to be displaced from the front
onto the sides and lid,” and even when a motif like the Rape of Persephone,
relatively popular on the earlier monuments, appears on a sarcophagus it is
noticeable that the sculptors were not following the same design original.”’
Although garland sarcophagi would appear to represent the largest category
of sarcophagus types used in the period between c. 100 and 140, other types of
design were also used in the period. The largest single group is that of griffin
sarcophagi, decorated usually with heraldically placed pairs of seated or standing
winged griffins (which may be of the eagle-headed or lion-headed variety). A
very early example is the so-called ‘priest’s sarcophagus’ in the Vatican Museums,
dated by Herdejiirgen to the end of the first century:®' others include a child’s
sarcophagus in the Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge, a griffin sarcophagus from
the tomb of the Licinii Crassi now in Baltimore,”* and a child’s sarcophagus
from Ostia (Figure 1.10).* Another child’s sarcophagus in Malibu combines

52 ASRVI, 2, 1, 99-100, no. 35 (Persephone in Venice); 96, no. 29 (Ariadne in Pisa);
127-8, no. 80 (Childhood of Dionysus, lost); 103—-4, no.40 (Medea, once in
Florence).

53 Dionysiac scenes: ASR VI, 2, 1, no. 46 (cupids carry a drunk Silenus).

54 Nereids and sea-creatures: ASR VI, 2, 1, nos. 17, 19,22, 24, 34, 56, 70, 75.

55 Cupids riding sea-animals: ASR VI, 2, 1, nos. 36, 41, 44, 53, 60, 66, 76; with fighting
cocks no. 50. Cupids riding animals or sea creatures also appear in friezes on lids.

56 Animal and bucolic scenes: ASR VI, 2, 1, nos. 33, 38, 39, 50 (cock fight), 58, 59, 71.

57 Medusa Heads: ASR VI, 2, 1, nos. 15, 20, 52, 78 (from the Porta Viminalis tomb).

58 Masks: ASR VI, 2, 1, nos. 45, 46, 51, 54, 60, 61, 64.

59 This is particularly noticeable in the case of a sarcophagus once on the London art
market (ASRVI, 2, 1, no. 44) with four small scenes along the front of the lid of the wolf
and twins, doe and Telephos, Pan fighting cupid, and Pan confronting a goat.

60 ASRVI, 2, 1, pl. 33.1: here Persephone’s body is extended almost horizontally across the
picture in front of that of Hades; the usual depiction on ash chests and grave altars has
Persephone’s body arched back over Hades™ outstretched arm (see Figure 1.7).

61 ASRVI, 2, 1, 23; the priest’s sarcophagus is illustrated in Strong 1961, 47, pl. 85.

62 Cambridge sarcophagus: Huskinson 1996, 63, no.9.12; Baltimore sarcophagus:
Lehmann-Hartleben and Olsen 1942, 17—18 and 63—4; Huskinson 1996, 63, no. 9.11.

63 Sarcophagus from the Isola Sacra with inscription to Ostorius Ostorianus (Ostia
Museum inv. 1156): see note 3 for references. Herdejiirgen (1990, 978 and ASR V1, 2,
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Figure 1.9: Sarcophagus in Museo Nazionale Romano (65199) with scenes of travelling car-
riages and children (Trajanic). Photograph: author.

four scenes of cupids pouring liquid from a jug in front of a standing griffin
with two more cupids holding up the portrait bust of a girl.** Griffins also
appear on the sides of garland sarcophagi and some early strigillated
sarcophagi.”” The idea of heraldically placed griffins, seated or standing either
side of an object such as a tripod or incense burner, was not new: they appear on
a number of ash chests and grave altars ranging in date from the reign of
Tiberius to that of Hadrian, but were particularly popular at the turn of the
first-second centuries.®®

Also dating to the period before or around 140 is a small number of other
sarcophagi, such as the one illustrated here in Figure 1.9. This shows the life
course of a small child in poignant scenes of his arrival into the world in a
carriage (where he is shown as a baby in his mother’s arms), his progress as a
toddler learning to walk and playing with a pet goose, and his early exit from the
world, again in a carriage, sitting on his father’s knee: that this is not an ordinary
everyday journey is indicated by the cupid flying above.” The woman’s hairstyle
in the two scenes dates the sarcophagus to the reign of Trajan. Another child’s
sarcophagus, in Agrigento, with scenes of childhood and parents mourning their

1, 45) argues that this sarcophagus belongs to the same date (c. 130—-140) and workshop
as the garland sarcophagus of Malia Titia, also from Ostia.

64 Eberle 1990, figs. 1a-d.Eberle dates the sarcophagus to early in the reign of Hadrian (i.e.
c. 120) and discusses its unusual iconography with reference to other griffin sarcophagi
and architectural friezes from buildings in Rome, including Trajan’s Forum.

65 For example, a strigillated sarcophagus at Ostia with horned lion griffins on the sides, on
the left with a ram’s head and on the right starting back from a snake emerging from a
hole under a tree: Notizie degli Scavi 1972, 432—441 and 484-487.

66 Sinn 1987, nos. 36, 154, 164, 259, 260, 271, 298, 412, 413, 446, 550.

67 Sarcophagus in the Museo Nazionale Romano, inv. 65199: ASR 1, 4, no. 190, pl. 45,
where it is dated to c. 100; Huskinson 1996, 22, no. 1.29 (dated c. 120).
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Figure 1.10: Sarcophagus of Ostorius Ostorianus decorated with griffins in Ostia (1156)
(Hadrianic). Photograph: author.

child’s early death, is also generally considered to be early in date (Hadrianic).*®
A very small number of sarcophagi decorated with mythological scenes in a
frieze that takes up the whole of the front (i.e. without garlands) may also date
to the Hadrianic or very early Antonine period (140 or earlier) — for example, an
Endymion sarcophagus in the Capitoline Museums.” A small number of
sarcophagi depicting Dionysus and his followers may also have been made as
early as 140,”° and also a few with cupids or children at play,”* but the main
series of most themes seems to have started up around the middle of the second
century.

This survey of the designs and motifs used on ash chests, grave altars and
early sarcophagi does not point to a major shift in iconography or its meaning
in the early second century, but on the other hand the repertoire used to
decorate sarcophagi is not exactly the same as that found on the cremation
monuments. Garland sarcophagi continue in the tradition of large grave altars

68 ASRI, 4, no. 2, pl. 53 (c. 120—-130); Huskinson 1996, 20, no. 1.1 (120—130); Zanker
and Ewald 2004, 66, figs. 47 and 48 (dated 130 in the caption to fig. 47 but ‘Antonine’
in the text).

69 Zanker and Ewald 2004, 249, fig. 221 and pp. 317-9; ASR XII, 2, no. 27.

70 A sarcophagus in the Museo Nazionale Romano with the childhood of Dionysus
(inv. 124736), and a sarcophagus with the followers of Dionysus involved in various
erotic activities in Naples, are both dated Hadrianic by Turcan (1966, 136).

71 Cupids racing in chariots: ASRV, 2, 3, nos. 35 (Louvre Ma 1350), 87 (Vatican, Sala della
Biga), 113 (Berlin); boys playing with nuts: ASR I, 4, no. 63 (British Museum); cupids
playing: ASRV, 2, 1, nos. 5 (in Berlin), 82 (Palazzo Mattei), 106 (Villa Albani).
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decorated with garlands, although with the perhaps significant omission of the
prominent inscription panel. But this particular design of altar (seen in Figure
1.2, 1.3 and 1.5) is in the minority compared with the many other decorative
schemes used on grave altars and ash chests, some of which privilege the
inscription panel over all other elements of the decoration. The people who
chose to buy sarcophagi and inhume their loved ones, and the sculptors who
made the sarcophagi for them, seem on the whole to have had a similar mindset
to those who previously bought and made grave altars, and were content to draw
on a familiar repertoire of motifs, but they chose from it selectively. There
appear to have been subtle shifts in emphasis as far as the iconography is
concerned rather than major changes in direction. So, in the final section of this
chapter I shall consider the question of whether we can deduce anything of
significance about the patrons and the workshops who opted to switch from one
form of funerary monument to the other, and what their motivation might have
been for doing so.

Patrons and sculptors

The inscriptions usually placed on ash chests and grave altars provide a lot of
information about the social groups who bought and erected these monuments:
obviously only the comparatively well-off could afford to buy even a small and
very ordinary sculpted marble monument, but this economic class included a
wide range of social groups, including both slaves and noble families. Freedmen/
women seem to be the most prominent group, as many monuments name the
deceased and/or their relatives as freed slaves, often of the imperial household.
The proportion of freedmen to freeborn named in the inscriptions is unlikely to
reflect the makeup of Roman society in the first and early second centuries, but
it may say something about which groups were most anxious to commemorate
themselves and to provide adequate and appropriate funerary provision. The
find contexts of most ash chests and grave altars have not been recorded, but
when we do know it would seem that many ash chests come from the large
columbaria of the slaves and freedmen of the imperial family or from tombs
which housed the monuments of the familia (slaves and freedmen) of other
prominent Roman families.”* It is much less common to find such monuments
dedicated to people who can be identified as belonging to the senatorial
aristocracy, but clearly they too might be commemorated by a grave altar or
have their ashes placed in a marble ash chest. The Licinii Crassi at least used

72 Such as the three columbaria of the Vigna Codini (Toynbee 1971 and 1982, 113-5), the
huge columbaria on the Via Appia of the slaves and freedmen of Augustus and Livia, or
the tombs of the Volusii, or the Passienii.
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grave altars as memorials to even the most prominent of their family members,
as a group of nine altars found together in 1884 testifies.”” These altars are
decorated in much the same way as altars to those of lower status in Roman
society, although they could perhaps be said to be characterised by a degree of
tasteful minimalism: they include altars decorated with garlands as well as those
which put more emphasis on the inscription and confine the decoration to the
pedimental area. The altar to Licinia Magna illustrated in Figure 1.2 is one of
the more highly decorated altars in this group, but compared to the altar of the
bronze-worker Aufidius Aprilis (Figure 1.3) it seems quite restrained, and it
would seem that the noble families of Rome were not the ones to commission
the most flamboyant monuments.”*

The altars of the Licinii Crassi are also of interest because it would seem that
this may be one instance where we can see the transition from cremation to
inhumation monuments in action within a single aristocratic family. A group of
sarcophagi were found in two chambers close by the place where the grave altars
were found, and it has been presumed that these sarcophagi were used for the
burial of the same family: the fact that the latest of the grave altars dates to
about the same time as the earliest of the sarcophagi (the Hadrianic period)
suggests that the family might have decided to change its usual burial habits at
this time.”” However, it should be emphasised that the circumstances of the
discovery and excavation make certainty that the two sets of monuments have
anything to do with each other impossible, and, as is usually the case, none of
the sarcophagi have inscriptions. Thus we cannot be sure that the same
aristocratic family used the sarcophagi as was commemorated by the altars. But
if they were, it is interesting that the first member of the family for whom the

73 The altars were found in the grounds of the Villa Bonaparte near the Porta Salaria on
land which may well have been part of the family’s suburban estates, but not, apparently,
in their original tomb: see Kragelund 2003 esp. chapter 7, 101—8. For details of the
altars and the identification of the people commemorated see also Altmann 1905, 36—
43; Boschung 1987, 58-9 and nos. 1, 13, 287, 593, 643, 657, 745, 856, 857; and
Kragelund 2003 chapters 2, 18—45 and 8, 109-11.

74 The slaves and freedmen of the Volusii were also commemorated by conspicuously large
and highly decorated ash and grave altars (catalogued and illustrated in Buonocore 1984
and Sinn 1990).

75 According to Boschung 1987, 59, no. 1.10 the last of the datable altars is that of C.
Calpurnius Crassus Frugi Licinianus, who died under Hadrian; the earliest of the
sarcophagi is a child’s garland sarcophagus in the Museo Nazionale Romano (inv. 441;
ASR V1, 2, 1, 116-8, no. 60, c. 130) closely followed by a griffin sarcophagus in
Baltimore (inv. 2335) (Lehmann-Hartleben and Olsen 1942 passim and Kragelund
2003).
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new burial rite was adopted was a child, and that the family no longer felt that
the most important part of a funerary monument was the inscription.”®

It is tempting to assume that the fashion for sarcophagi began with the
Roman aristocracy and then trickled down to lower levels of society:”” after all,
one of the earliest of the garland sarcophagi of the ‘new’ type belonged to C.
Bellicus Natalis Tebanianus, a man who had been a consul, was a XV vir sacris
Jaciundis and a member of the sodalitas attached to the imperial cult of
Vf:spalsian.78 On the other hand, the flashiest grave altars commemorated
wealthy freedmen and other members of the new bourgeoisie, and it is just as
plausible that they might have introduced the new fashion into Roman funerary
practice, a fashion that involved making larger and more expensive monuments,
i.e. sarcophagi. There simply is not enough evidence to be able to say with
confidence that one or another social group started the new fashion for burial in
sarcophagi.

The surviving evidence does, however, suggest that the new burial practice
was not (as might have been expected) the preserve of adult males: although
many of the Trajanic-Hadrianic sarcophagi were made for adults a considerable
number were of a size that suggests they were made for children. Iconography
suitable for children was also developed early on for these sarcophagi, suggesting
that there might be a positive correlation between the death of a loved child and
the choice of inhumation as a burial rite, that some parents did consider
inhumation a gentler and less traumatic option than cremation in such
circumstances.

The amount that can be deduced about the people buried in these earliest
sarcophagi is limited because of the general lack of inscriptions (and provision

76 This garland sarcophagus is designated that of a child primarily because of its size (length
1.27 m.): Janet Huskinson in her study of Roman children’s sarcophagi took size as an
important criterion in defining a child’s sarcophagus, with a length of 1.70 m. as the
notional maximum (Huskinson 1996, 2). She does however recognise that children
might be buried in larger sarcophagi, and that smaller ones could have been designed to
hold ashes or bones of adults. Only an inscription or appropriate iconography can make
ascription to a child more certain. In the case of the sarcophagus under discussion (ASR
VI, 2, 1, 11-38, no. 60) there is no inscription and the decoration on the front (garlands
and theatrical masks) does not apply particularly to a child, but the playful cupids riding
on animals on the sides could be seen as more of a pointer towards use for a child’s
burial.

77 Morris (1992, 54 and 59) mentions but rejects the opposite view that inhumation began
among the lower orders and worked its way up through society. He concludes that ‘All
that we can really say is that the richer classes at Rome, from the emperors down to
wealthy non-magistrates, probably all took up the new rite within the space of a
generation or so, between about 140 and 180; the lower orders took to it rather more
slowly’ (Morris 1992, 54).

78 C.IL. XI 1430; Arias 1977, 117-8, B4 Est.
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for inscriptions in the form of a panel) on these sarcophagi: we do not know
who the Louvre Actacon sarcophagus was commissioned for, or who built and
furnished the tomb at the Porta Viminalis with its three sarcophagi, or why it
was not felt necessary to inscribe the names of those buried inside on most early
sarcophagi. One possible explanation is that sarcophagi were not intended to be
placed in tombs with large numbers of other burials but rather in small family
tombs, and each sarcophagus was expected to hold a single body: this is
different from the ash chests and grave altars which were generally placed in
tombs where large numbers of people were buried, often belonging to a number
of different nuclear families, so that there was a need for the inscription to
identify a particular monument or niche as the burial place of a an individual or
a number of related individuals. This need might not be as great if the whole
tomb belonged to a small family unit. But it may also be that the patrons of the
earliest sarcophagi were more concerned with other issues than the commem-
oration of the deceased and his/her family.

One reason why these sarcophagi were not provided with space for an
inscription may be due to the craftsmen who made them rather than the patrons
who bought them.” If they were not the sculptors who had previously made ash
chests and grave altars but came from a different artistic tradition (e.g.
immigrants from Asia Minor) they might not see the inscription panel as a
central and all but indispensable element in a Roman funerary monument.*
This raises the question of who was more instrumental in defining the
decorative repertoire (and monument type) in vogue at any one time: the buyers
or the makers. The individual nature of some commissions suggests that the
purchaser of an altar or sarcophagus did have some freedom to ask for a specific
design, even something not in the sculptor’s repertoire, but the formulaic nature
of the majority suggests that the designs were largely dictated by the sculptors,
and it seems likely that in many cases the purchaser chose from what the
sculptor had in stock, or ordered from a limited selection of design options.*’

79 Clearly some patrons did wish to include an inscription, but in these circumstances it
had to be fitted in awkwardly around the decoration at the top of the chest (sarcophagi
of Tebanianus and Malia Titia) or along the moulding at the top of the chest
(sarcophagus of Ostorius Ostorianus). Herdejiirgen sees the central inscription panel as a
motif characteristic of provincial Iralian sarcophagus production, and as an element
which was only later re-introduced to Metropolitan Roman workshops — in this respect
the Ostian workshops were in the forefront of Roman fashion. It is however possible that
the inscription panel was reinvented in Ostia because of the wishes of the clientele there.

80 The idea that sarcophagi were introduced to Rome from Asia Minor has frequently been
suggested, but without any solid evidence to back it up: the close affinities of the earliest
sarcophagi with Roman grave altars would seem to me on balance to argue against such a
view.

81 It is significant that Boschung’s identification of workshop groups shows that particular
motifs were favoured by each group, to the extent that he names the groups according to
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Nevertheless, it is perhaps more plausible that the earliest second-century
sarcophagi were requested by the clients, and the artists had to adapt their
repertoire to fit, rather than that the artists tried to interest their customers in a
new form of monument (and its associated burial rite).

The fact that the iconographic repertoire of the Trajanic and Hadrianic
garland sarcophagi largely coincides with that of at least some of the grave altars
might indicate that the craftsmen who made the two types of monument came
from the same artistic tradition and indeed were the same people.** But
Herdejiirgen, who has carried out the most detailed assessment of the stylistic
characteristics of the garland sarcophagi, is of the opinion that, as far as the
sarcophagi made in Rome itself were concerned, the three workshops she has
identified as making sarcophagi in the Hadrianic period were not the same as
those that had previously made grave altars and ash chests.®> These sarcophagi,
she suggests, rather have stylistic affinities with relief friezes from buildings,
which may suggest that it was sculptors who had worked on architectural
projects who began to diversify their production with the introduction of
sarcophagi rather than the established workshops making ash chests and grave
altars. The situation, she believes, was otherwise in Ostia, where the locally
made sarcophagi have iconographic and stylistic characteristics which differ-
entiate them from sarcophagi made in Rome, and which have greater affinities
with grave altars and urns.** One of the earliest of the sarcophagi made in an
Ostian workshop is that of Malia Titia, with its scenes of cock fights in the
spaces above the garlands on the front — a motif relatively common on ash chests
and grave altars, but rare on sarcophagi.”

their characteristic motifs (the Medusa Group, the Tripod Group etc.): Boschung 1987,
47 and passim.

82 Specifically the larger grave altars decorated with garlands which date to the late first
century: Boschung 1993, 41 remarks that it is clear that the altars of the late first century
had a massive influence on the sarcophagi.

83 ASRVI, 2, 1, 33. The earliest of these three workshops (the “Via Cassia’, which made the
garland sarcophagi now in New York and the Palazzo Barberini) she believes started
sarcophagus production in the late Trajanic period. Although she thinks that grave altars
and garland sarcophagi were not made in the same workshops she assigns the two
mythological sarcophagi from the Porta Viminalis tomb to the Via Labicana workshop,
which made the garland sarcophagus from the same tomb: i.e. the same workshop made
different types of sarcophagi, but not grave altars and sarcophagi.

84 Herdejiirgen 1990, 95-8 and 109-11; ASR VI, 2, 1, 45 and 68. She estimates that
production of garland sarcophagi at Ostia began in the 130s (earlier examples found at
Ostia were made in Roman workshops).

85 The closest parallel for these scenes is the scene below the garland on a large ash chest
from the Tomb of the Volusii, now in the Museo Gregoriano Profano: Sinn 1991,

106—7, no. 93.
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Conclusion

If one compares a cremation monument of the mid first century (such as that of
Lepidius Epaphra illustrated in Figure 1.1) with any typical frieze sarcophagus
of the mid second century (such as the ‘Pianabella’ Iliad sarcophagus, Figure
2.1) there appear to be quite considerable differences between them in form,
iconography and purpose. It is not unreasonable to deduce that there must have
been a considerable shift in mentality over the course of this hundred-year
period, nor is it implausible that the change from cremation to inhumation was
in some way related to this shift. But a more nuanced analysis of the
monuments reveals that this was a gradual process and suggests that the attitudes
that produced some of the more elaborate grave altars of the last two decades of
the first century were not so very different from those that resulted in the earliest
sarcophagi. The motifs used on the early second-century sarcophagi such as
garlands, cupids, medusa heads, mythological scenes, griffins, and even scenes of
childhood®® were used on grave altars before they were used on sarcophagi, but
the iconographic repertoire used on these sarcophagi is more limited and their
decorative schemes have subtly different emphases. We do not know for certain
that the same kinds of people bought these monuments: the evidence does not
point to any particular social group being at the forefront of the move towards
inhumation and the use of richly decorated sarcophagi, except in so far as the
people concerned must have been wealthy.

We can at least be sure that large and showy grave altars and the earliest
sarcophagi were not reserved for the most important people in Roman society
(mature male citizens), although they were used for them: they were also used
for both women and children.*” It may be that Romans at the turn of the first/
second centuries were beginning to find the cremation of loved ones too
traumatic an experience to bear, as is suggested by Statius in his description of
Abascantus’s abhorrence of cremation for his wife Priscilla’s corpse — she was
therefore inhumed.*® Pliny the Younger also describes the extravagant (and in
Pliny’s view unseemly) mourning of Regulus for his dead son: the boy was
apparently cremated, but the incident reveals the depths of feeling that could be
generated at the death of a child in Roman society at precisely the period when
sarcophagi were beginning to be used.” Many of the early sarcophagi are in sizes

86 Childhood scenes are not common on grave altars and ash chests, but are found for
example on the altar of C. Iulius Philetus in the Vatican Museums (Museo Gregoriano
Profano 9934): Sinn 1990, 65-7, no. 33, pl. 96—9 (Tiberian-Caligulan).

87 E.g. the grave altars of Licinia Magna (Figure 1.2) and T. Apusulenus Caerellianus
(Figure 1.5): the latter commemorates a boy who died aged five years and eight months,
and was dedicated by his parents (CIL VI 38027).

88 Silvae 5.1.226-7.

89 Pliny, Letters 4.2 and 4.7.
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appropriate to the burial of a child who has not yet reached adult stature.
Sentimental impulses on the part of the bereaved husband or parent may
explain the decision to inhume the loved one’s body in a sarcophagus in some
cases, and can therefore be seen as one factor in the changes in funerary practice,
but it does not explain everything. When looking back from the perspective of
the mid-Antonine sarcophagi a crucial development appears to be the expansion
of the mythological subject matter, seen in the range of the myths represented,
the amount of space dedicated to them, and sophistication of the narrative
techniques used. But were sarcophagi introduced to Rome in order to provide
the scope for such developments? This does not seem likely. It does not seem to
me that Tebanianus’s sarcophagus (Figure 1.8) is designed to communicate ideas
essentially different from those presented by the grave altar of Aufidius Aprilis
(Figure 1.3): it is not clear in either case why the Dionysiac scenes were thought
to be appropriate, any more than it is evident why Aprilis was cremated and
Tebanianus was inhumed.” It was only after sarcophagi had begun to be used in
Rome as more than an occasional anomaly that the possibilities this form of
monument presented for the representation of myth was fully realised — and
from the sculptors’ point of view the combination of sarcophagus and myth
provided excellent opportunities for the expansion of their production in a no
doubt very lucrative direction.
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2.
Habent sua fata:
Writing life histories of Roman Sarcophagi

JaneT HUskiNsON

‘Quel che il poeta dice dei libelli, vale anche e sopra tutto per i sarcofagi: questi
pure habent sua fata’: thus the great scholar of early Christian sarcophagi Josef
Wilpert started his 1923—24 article about some particular examples which he
had recently recorded for his corpus of 7 sarcofagi cristiani.' Many of these had
been cut up or wrongly re-assembled for display in new contexts that were quite
different to their original funerary purpose, leading him to lament the post-
classical fortunes of Roman sarcophagi as so often ‘rather sad’.”

This rather negative assessment of their reception is perhaps not surprising
since Wilpert himself was primarily interested in the iconography of their
figured decoration and its relationship to contemporary religious ideas, and
subsequent changes of use and setting often caused damage — physical and
conceptual — that made it near impossible to retrieve these original values. But,
as the papers in this volume show so well, the study of Roman sarcophagi in
their ancient contexts now draws on many different approaches — commercial,
cultural, aesthetic, as well as iconographical — and these may also be applied to
evaluating their re-use in post-classical societies. This too involved a broad range
of values, for evidence shows that at one time or another ancient sarcophagi
were regarded as classical art-works or antiquities, chosen as suitable tombs,
fountains or decorative containers, or taken as symbols of the Roman tradition
or even as poetic metaphors for life and death.” Yet on the other hand they were
sometimes re-deployed with little apparent interest in their ancient past. This
wide range of possibilities opens the way to more positive evaluations of how
later societies re-used Roman sarcophagi than Wilpert could give. But at the

1 Wilpert 1929-1936; Wilpert 1923-1924: “What the poet said about books, is true too
— and most of all — of sarcophagi: they have their own fates.” The poet was Terentianus
Maurus. Wilperts statement echoes that made by C.Robert 1900, 98 on a sarcophagus at
Cliveden.

2 Wilpert 1923-24, 168-69.

3  The theme of sarcophagi having a new existence as life-giving fountains or fonts was
treated by several baroque poets interested in exploring ‘metamorfosi e la dilettica fra
Vita e Morte’: Federici 2002, 277—-279. This is a reminder of how re-used material
objects, such as sarcophagi, also have values as literary symbols.
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same time it is also a potential obstacle to finding a single interpretative
approach that could be used to accommodate all the different circumstances of
re-use.

For to avoid ending up with a virtual list of individual types of re-use, what
is needed is an evaluative framework that can transcend all this variability. But
this is particularly hard to identify because of the essentially functional nature of
sarcophagi, which as durable, useful, and often beautiful containers, could be re-
deployed in many different ways and settings. The values involved in this re-use
could shift from one context to another, and vary between locations and over
time, creating a complex and many-layered set of meanings even for a single
sarcophagus. This means that interpretative approaches that have been evolved
for assessing the re-use of one particular type of ancient material may only work
for some sarcophagi, some of the time, and are not generally applicable. For
instance, not all sarcophagi can be usefully discussed in terms of architectural
spolia (a category of ancient material which has rather dominated recent studies
of re-use); and, although some sarcophagi were copied by later artists as
influential stylistic models, as a whole they did not attract the rich array of visual
and literary responses needed to support the kind of reception-based approach
useful for ancient art works which became established cultural icons.*

Multi-disciplinary approaches, on the other hand, have proved much more
effective in coping with the variations, especially where they have been
employed to survey the full range of values attached to the re-use of Roman
sarcophagi within a specific context. These contexts have usually involved a
particular time or place, as, for instance, in the studies of Ragusa 1951 and
Elsner 2009, and in the papers included in Andreae and Settis 1984. But in the
quest for a single transcendent approach, some of the most helpful work has
dealt with conceptual contexts, as two recent articles by Settis exemplify.

The first (Settis 2004) was written as the introduction to a catalogue of
photographs which document the re-use of ancient material — including
sarcophagi — in the city of Rome; and in it Settis systematically sets out a series
of questions and criteria for addressing different aspects of this kind of re-use.
These involve five ‘key words’ — Assenza (representing an emptiness waiting to
be filled), Presenza (of models surviving from antiquity, to be re-used in new
contexts and functions), Selezione (process of choosing models for new uses),
Citazione (using spolia to create quotations from the past), and 7opos (repeatable
formulae which help to construct the visual argument).” Together these form a
sequential process for analysis and evaluation, which can accommodate even the

4 For a survey of some recent work on Spolia see Stenbro, 2005. For Vasari on Nicola
Pisano, see Settis 2004, 14; and also Bober-Rubinstein 1986. For reception of an ancient
work of art: Prettejohn 2006 (on the Venus de Milo).

5  Settis 2004, 15—19.
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multifarious situations presented by sarcophagi. (These key words recall terms
proposed in other studies, which are also useful for evaluating re-used
sarcophagi: Continuita, distanza, conoscenza, which were formulated by Settis
himself in 1986, and ‘spolia in s¢ and ‘spolia in re, by Brilliant 1982, to which
Cutler 1999 added ‘i sp¢’).° The second discussion (Settis 2008) has a more
specific historical focus, as Settis explores the great popularity of Roman
sarcophagi amongst various elite groups in the Middle Ages, who used them as a
way of confirming contemporary power through the authority of the past. This
chapter (which appears in a volume on collecting sculpture in early modern
Europe) is a brief but pointed discussion, which presents the sarcophagi rather
as commodities in which different values are invested according to the specific
context of their re-use.”

Here, then, is one single approach — namely, the treatment of sarcophagi as
commodities, or potentially valuable objects — that can accommodate variations
in value that arise from different circumstances. It offers a pathway through all
the shifts and fluctuations that characterise their use and re-use right from the
time of manufacture, which the rest of this paper will aim to follow.

An obvious way to test out where it can lead is to take individual sarcophagi
and trace the various contexts in which they have been used and re-used over
time — in other words, to write something akin to their ‘life histories’. This kind
of biographical approach has been developed recently as an interpretative tool in
social history (with the ‘life-course’ of individuals) and in archaeology and
material studies for evaluating the changing significance of objects.” It “... seeks
to understand the way objects become invested with meaning through the social
interactions they are caught up in. These meanings change and are re-negotiated
through the life of the object’.” In other words, this is a method which is actually
geared to deal with the kind of changes and fluctuations which the sarcophagi
present across their entire existence. Although Kopytoff, in a seminal essay on

6 Settis 2004, 15—18; Settis 1986; Brilliant 1982, 2—17: ‘in s¢ represents the physical re-
use of an object itself; ‘7z 7¢' the use of an ancient object as a model; and Cutler 1999,
1064, ‘spolia in spe ‘are things used in the anticipation that they will be seen to complete
an object, or at least add to a new creation valences that are not communicated in their
absence’.

7 E.g. Settis 2008, 14; 19. Verkerk 2007 also considers sarcophagi as objects of re-use
(rather than for art-historical classification), but from the point of view of the secondary
patron rather than ‘object biography’ per se.

8 For discussions of this approach e.g. Gosden and Marshall 1999, Hoskins 2006.
Appadurai 1986 was a major influence from material studies. Biography and the life-
cycle are now frequently used as approaches to ancient social history and archaeology:
e.g. Robb 2002; Harlow and Laurence 2002. Greenhalgh 1989 describes his study of the
survival of Roman antiquities into the Middle Ages as partly ‘an interpretative
“biography” of various classes of antiquities’.

9  Gosden and Marshall 1999, 170.
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writing artefact biographies, focused on objects as commodities in a strict
economic sense, sarcophagi may benefit from taking a wider, more inclusive
approach to writing their life stories. After all, their contexts of use may involve
not only the kinds of circulation and transaction that define commodities, but
also the need to keep and preserve in respect of some intrinsic value (attached to
them as antiquities or reliquaries, for instance); and this variation means that
they may get invested with a wide array of cultural, religious, political and social
meanings.'’

In addition to the meanings they derive from such social interactions, there
is a particular metaphorical connection between sarcophagi and biography
which makes this kind of approach especially relevant. For more than almost
any other object, they are intimately related to the life of the human body and
its changes over time: as containers for the dead they ‘consumed’ the physical
body inside, while providing it with an enduring ‘monumental body’ which
represented ideal social qualities or life-events.'' As biography is an obvious way
of presenting the changing values of a human life, so it should be for the
different phases of a sarcophagus’ existence."”

So this paper will test out the merits of a biographical approach by focusing
on three Roman sarcophagi, which have been chosen because their long life
histories contain an interesting range of ‘events’ and are well-documented in
published sources." Tt will first attempt to draft their outline biographies, from
their creation to the present-day, and then move on to discuss some of the
changing values and meanings that these represent.

‘The Pianabella Sarcophagus’, Ostia Museum inv. No. 43504, on perma-
nent loan from Antikenmuseum, Berlin (Figure 2.1 a, b and c)

Imported Proconnesian marble was used for this sarcophagus, and its
decoration seems to have been carved around 160 by sculptors in or near
Rome.'* On the front are three scenes inspired by the Iliad — on the left, the
arming of Achilles in the presence of his mother Thetis, followed by Achilles’

10 Kopytoff 1988; Rowlands 2005.

11 For funerary monuments and the physical body: e.g. Llewellyn 1991, 46-49.

12 But while the lives of those once buried within them are finished, sarcophagi continue to
exist (although others were destroyed, by being converted into lime — ultimately another
form of re-use).

13 Because the prime point of this paper is to illustrate the opportunities of this approach,
these narratives are simply written from published sources without recourse to archives or
private correspondence etc., that could perhaps fill out (or even alter) some of the details
given here.

14 Morandi 1993, 152. Paroli 1999, 219 gives the dimensions as H. 54.5, L.195, D. 62.
Lid: H: 23.5, L. 200cms, greatest depth 15. For main bibliographic references to the
piece see Paroli 1999, 221-222, no. B8; ASR X1I,1 4448, 204-05, no. 27 pl 28-31;
Dresken-Weiland 2003, 331, A91; Zanker and Ewald 2004, 283 —285.
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Figure 2.1: * The Pianabella Sarcophagus’ Ostia Museum inv. No. 43504, on permanent
loan from Antikenmuseum, Berlin. Photograph: courtesy of the Archivio Fotografico della
Soprintendenza per i Beni Archeologici di Roma, Sede Ostia Antica.

chariot guided by Automedon, and on the right an extended scene of Achilles
mourning the dead Patroclus. Griffins decorate the side panels. The lid has
further scenes from the Iliad flanking the inscription panel: on the left Achilles
is shown in his chariot dragging Hector’s corpse around Patroclus’ tomb, and on
the right the washing of Hector’s body prior to its restoration to Priam.

Individually these scenes resemble episodes in the life of Achilles as
represented on Attic sarcophagi, but they include iconographical features in the
iconography (such as the death-bed scene) of Roman derivation. From this it
has been deduced that the sarcophagus was decorated in or around Rome,
possibly taking an Attic sarcophagus imported through Ostia as its model."”

These Roman elements in the imagery of Achilles are unique and suggest
that the sarcophagus may have been specially commissioned. The choice of
Greek literature as the basis of its decoration and the conspicuously high quality
of the figured scenes, exquisitely carved on expensive marble, suggest that
whoever commissioned it was wealthy and cultivated. A possible candidate has
been proposed — a leading Ostian family, the Egrili, who appear — from other
archaeological traces — to have had a funerary complex in the necropolis of
Pianabella, outside Ostia.'® Whatever the case, no evidence survives to show
where the sarcophagus was deposited, or how it might have been displayed
within the tomb.

The next attested stage in the life of the sarcophagus is its re-use, sometime
in the third century, in another mausoleum in the Pianabella cemetery. Its

15 E.g. Koch and Sichtermann 1982, 130; Giuliani 1989; ASR IX,1, 72; ASR X1I,1, 44—
48.
16 Morandi 1993,154.
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original inscription was erased, making it ready to accommodate another
generation of dead whose family must have been pleased to have acquired (but
how?) such a high quality marble sarcophagus to use for burial.

This mausoleum was at the northern end of the row of tomb-buildings in
the cemetery.'” It was originally erected sometime in the first half of the second
century but underwent various re-arrangements during the second and third
centuries.'® In one of these the sarcophagus was installed below floor-level, in a
Jforma which was specially made to accommodate it; a wall was built along its
front and mortar poured in to fill the spaces left around it."” The sarcophagus
was now out of sight, buried below ground, presumably to protect it (as both a
valuable piece of marble and a container of the dead) against any further re-use.

Over seventeen centuries passed before the next known episode in the life of
this sarcophagus, which turned it into an object of value in the illicit trade in
antiquities, and then in international negotiations about the return of cultural
property. Sometime, probably, in 1976 it was discovered iz situ by clandestine
excavators, who looted the front, parts of the side panels and the lid, leaving the
rest behind.*® Obviously they managed to take most of the figured reliefs, which
were high-value commodities in the art market, but were presumably frustrated
in attempts to get the whole sarcophagus out of the ground. By 1982 these
fragments had entered the Berlin Antikenmuseum at Charlottenburg. They had
been acquired on the assurance of a ‘previous owner’ that they had come from a
Swiss private collection where they had been for at least a generation, and where
they had once been set into a wall to serve as a flower container.”’ But by then
the rest of the sarcophagus, left in situ by the clandestini, was found at
Pianabella, and the freshness of the breaks gave strong suggestion that the story
of a previous Swiss owner was untrue. From 1988 to 1991 Italian archaeologists
carried out a systematic excavation of the mausoleum and discovered how the
sarcophagus had been installed below ground, as described above. What is more
they found impressions left in the mortar by the figures carved on the front and
sides of the sarcophagus. These were the final proof that the reliefs in Berlin had
come from this tomb.

But even so — to follow Heilmeyer — criminal investigations proved fruitless.
There also seemed to be no legal grounds for requiring that the fragments
should be restored to Ostia. On the other hand, scholarship was seen to provide

17 Paroli 1999, 20. The mausoleum is designated as L1 in area 7000 of the necropolis
excavations.

18 Morandi 1993, 149; 151 fig.8.

19 Morandi 1993, 149; 152 fig. 9; Paroli 1999, 220, Fig 9.

20 Morandi 1993, 150 figs 2 and 3 for sections of the sarcophagus in Berlin and Ostia, and
fig 4 for the sarcophagus re-composed.

21 Giuliani 1989, 27, n.8 and Heilmeyer 1992, 265-267.
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Figure 2.2: Pisa, Camposanto B 1 est,' The Brothers’ sarcophagus’. Pisa, Camposanto.
Photograph: J. Elsner.

cogent arguments for reuniting the different parts of the sarcophagus, and as an
agreed solution the sections in Berlin were sent on permanent loan to Ostia,
where they are now displayed together with the rest, creating a whole, but badly
damaged, sarcophagus with lid.

‘The Brothers’ sarcophagus’, Pisa, Camposanto, B 1 est. inv. no. (1963) 188
(Figure 2.2)

This sarcophagus has the tub-like form of a lenos, with curved sides.”? The
front is decorated by three figured panels separated by two sections of curved
fluting which are set between heavy borders. In the centre two young men are
shown standing within an aedicula, which is supported by two spirally fluted
columns. They wear togas (of different styles) and shoes of a type that suggests
senatorial status; the youth on the left holds a scroll, and there are bundles of
scrolls at their feet. They stand on a low plinth, as do the single figures in the
corner panels — a draped woman on the left and a military man on the right.
Both of these figures half turn towards the centre, and were intended to have
portrait features, which were never carved. The sides and back of sarcophagus
are smooth, but the back is decorated with two lion heads, with rings in their

22 The main references, with detailed descriptions and bibliographies are: Arias, Cristiani
and Gabba 1977, 11314, B1 est; Aguarius (entry compiled by F. Donati) Doc. no
SNSSARC00150; ASRVI, 1,110 Kat 50; Wrede 2001, 124—25 no. 15; and ASR 1,3, 36,
208, Kat no. 54. Reinsberg there gives the measurements as: H. 1.30, L. 2.80, D.
1.54 ms. The front figures, in particular, are quite damaged in places.
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mouths, carved in high relief (and placed, unusually, at the very top of the
sarcophagus).

These lion heads, and their unusual position on what is now the back of the
sarcophagus suggest several things about the earliest stages in its life. As a large
number of other examples testify, they were originally intended to decorate the
front, within a decoration of strigillations.”” Evidence shows that sarcophagi of
this type were exported from quarries in Asia Minor partly prefabricated, for
their decoration to be finished in Rome.”* Some found in the San Pietro
shipwreck off Taranto were said to have been made of a marble similar to this
example in Pisa, which probably came from quarries in Thasos.” In this case, it
looks as if decisions were taken to alter the planned decoration after the half-
finished sarcophagus had arrived in Rome: the lion heads were completed
(though not the strigils that usually surrounded them), and a set of figured
scenes was carved on the other long side, thus turning it into the front.”® But
quite how many stages of work this involved and quite when these may have
been completed is uncertain: opinions have diverged about the relative dating of
the portraits (generally assigned to 220s) and lion heads, and about whether all
the decoration was carved at the same time.”

The figured scenes — which show a couple in the centre and a man and
woman individually in the corners — have clear resonances with those on what
Reinsberg has termed the ‘Feldherrn/Hochzeit-Sarkophage’ in which men and
women are shown both as individuals and also together, usually in a central
scene of dextrarum iunctio representing their marriage.”® Even so there are
significant differences: here neither the man nor the woman is shown engaged
in any activity, such as sacrifice, while the central scene contains the portrait
figures of two young men. This is a unique deviation from the conventional
iconography, and may have been specially commissioned to commemorate the
premature death of the couple’s sons: that is the suggestion.”” But plausible
though it is, the reality is that this explanation cannot be confirmed. All in all,
just who was responsible for this re-design, when and why it happened, and

23 Cf. examples depicted in ASR V1,1, pls. 8—19.

24 Ward-Perkins and Throckmorton 1965.

25 Ward-Perkins and Throckmorton 1965, 205; and Russell, this volume note 84 for
further references (Cf. also Walker 1985, 62—64: this was the only sarcophagus in her
sample of this type not to have been made of Proconnesian marble).

26 Andreae 1984, 110—112 and for illustrations of the back; ASR VI,1 1998, 23.

27 For views on several phases: Arias, Cristiani, and Gabba 1977,114; Walker 1985, 60;
Andreae 1984, 110—11; ASR 1,3, 36 n.177. But Stroszeck in ASR V1,1, 110 dates it
much later, to between 280 and 300, from the type of the lion heads (but without
discussion).

28 ASR 1,3, 19-39. This composition is usually found on rectangular sarcophagi.

29 E.g. Reinsberg in ASR 1,3, 36.
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where the sarcophagus was finally placed in Rome have to remain unknown.
Although it is a monumental piece, the carving of the figured scenes is not of
the highest quality: the woman is sculpted on the front of the sarcophagus and
the man on its curved corner, so that their plinths and also the adjacent panels of
fluting are of different dimensions.

The next documented stage in the life of the sarcophagus occurs in
fourteenth century Pisa. There it was re-used as a tomb by the Falconi family, as
is revealed by the inscription added above the left-hand panel of strigillations.
They were rich and influential merchants, who were regularly named amongst
the Anziani, the principal Pisan magistracy.3 % For many such families in Pisa at
that time, to be buried in an ancient Roman sarcophagus was a symbol of their
status. The attraction lay in its commercial value as an expensive import
(possibly purchased direct from Rome), in its aesthetic qualities, and above all in
its symbolism, as a Roman antiquity. Since the eleventh century Pisa had
consciously identified itself with Rome, using Roman inscriptions and reliefs as
spolia in the Duomo and other major buildings to reinforce the historical
reference; by choosing Roman sarcophagi for their tombs the elite were also
allying themselves to the past from which their city claimed authority. Until the
Camposanto was built in the early 1300s, these sarcophagi were placed around
the outer walls of the Duomo, on public view in the heart of the city.” This was
a fitting burial-place for the Pisan elite, who were identified by inscriptions on
the wall above. The Falconi may have been represented there, but this seems
unlikely since the re-use of this particular sarcophagus apparently dates from
after the move to the Camposanto.’

Although it still remains there, this Roman sarcophagus has further stages in
its life to be described since changes in the use and nature of the Camposanto
itself altered the way in which its contents would be viewed and valued.” The
Camposanto had from the start a complex range of roles, sacred and civic: its
cemetery had a religious function, but it was also the place where distinguished
Pisans were commemorated, many buried in ancient Roman sarcophagi.
Gradually, it seems, the balance came to shift, and the Camposanto changed
from being a sacred space to become a secular museum of art and Pisan

30 Donati and Parra 1984, 112; 118, n. 40. The historical context of the re-use of
sarcophagi from Rome and Ostia at Pisa is very well-discussed and well-documented: see
e.g. Donati and Parra 1984, Donati 1984, 1993, 1996. For their influence on Pisan
artists, notably Nicola Pisano, see e.g. Milone 1993, 20; Settis 2004, 14.

31 See Tolaini 2008, 54 for current debate about the date of their removal into the
Camposanto. He claims that this did not happen until the early fifteenth century.

32 Cf. sources given in Donati 1984, 28—32 (Appendice) and Donati 1996, 93-96.

33 Here too developments in Pisa are well documented: e.g. Baracchini 1993; Baracchini
and Castelnuovo, 1996.
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history.** In 1706—7 the sarcophagi were brought inside from its garden, where
they had originally been placed, to shelter under the cloisters, and a printed
catalogue made in 1708.% Further changes came with the appointment in 1807
of Carlo Lasinio as Conservatore del Camposanto, who set out to consolidate
the collection as a celebration of Pisa’s past, and as a museum of art, along the
lines of great European museums that had recently been created.”® Under
Lasinio, the sarcophagi became part of the collection to be curated. He added to
the collection — and its value as a secular museum — by bringing into the
Camposanto sarcophagi from elsewhere in town, including some from
churches.” He improved the visibility of the display, set some sarcophagi on
marble bases, reallocated lids or disposed of the sarcophagus’ contents.”® The
Falconi sarcophagus was originally sited in the eastern part of the Camposanto,
but in 1810 was moved into the western cloister, to be positioned at the end of
the central row of monuments.”

Like other sarcophagi that remain in the Camposanto, it is a survivor of the
antiquarium which Lasinio fostered, even though many of the other artefacts he
collected as a museum of the arts have been dispersed to other locations in Pisa
when new collections were set up.”’ It is also a survivor of the massive war
damage that afflicted the Camposanto on 27 July 1944. Today it stands with a
commanding view down the south-western side of the cloister.

‘The Borghese sarcophagus’, Louvre MA 2980 and Rome Musei Capitolini,
Centrale Montemartini inv. no. 2071. (Figures 2.3 a,b, and ¢).

This large sarcophagus was decorated with figured scenes on all four sides,
and would originally have had a decorated lid.*" It belongs to the so-called ‘City
gate’ series of prestigious sarcophagi that date to the late fourth century, and was
probably made in Rome, and its similarity to another in Milan, raises questions

34 Milone 1993. Also Tolaini 2008 for the display element, from the early fifteenth
century.

35 Donato 1984, 13—14; Milone 1993, 25-27.

36 Baracchini 1993.

37 Donati and Parra 1984, 103; Donati 1993, 97—-100.

38 Donati 1993, 94; Casini 1993, 65, fig.15.

39 Settis 1984, Piantina/Itinerario nos. 1 and 2 show the location of the sarcophagus in
1708 and 1760 outside the cover of the cloister on the south-east side. Baracchini 1993,
129 (‘ricostruzione grafica’); Baracchini 1996, 203, 212 for alterations to the display in
this cloister soon after Lasinio’s death; cf. pl.28 for recent picture of that side.

40 Baracchini, 1993 13—16 also Donati 1993, 102; 1996, 71.

41 The main references, with detailed descriptions and bibliographies are: for the back:
Rep. 1, no. 829; for the rest: Baratte and Metzger, 1985, no 212 ; Koch 2000, 325, no
139 ; Rep. 111, no. 428; Dresken-Weiland, 2003, 378, Kat E 26. These also give the
measurements as: Front and sides: H. 1.10; L. 2.52 right side: 1.4; left side 1.46. Back:
H. 0.98; L. 2.45 ms.
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Figure 2.3a: “The Borghese sarcophagus’: front. Photograph: from Antonio Bosio, Roma
Sotterranea, Rome 1632, 69 ( by kind permission of the Syndics of Cambridge University
Library).
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Figure 2.3b: “The Borghese sarcophagus’: back. Photograph: from Antonio Bosio, Roma
Sotterranea, Rome 1632, 71 ( by kind permission of the Syndics of Cambridge University
Library).
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Figure 2.3¢: “The Borghese sarcophagus’: sides. Photograph: from Antonio Bosio, Roma
Sotterranea, Rome 1632, 73 ( by kind permission of the Syndics of Cambridge University
Library).
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about their relative dating.*” The front depicts the Traditio Legis, with Christ
standing on a rock from which flow the four rivers of paradise, and flanked by
twelve apostles. Small figures of a man (left) and woman (right) bow at his feet,
as he hands the scroll of the law to St Peter on the right, who carried a jewelled
cross. The left side panel depicted the ascension of Elijah and Moses receiving
the Tablets of the Law, and the right the sacrifice of Isaac and four standing
men. The back had three figured scenes separated by double registered panels of
strigillations: in each of the corners the figure of an apostle stands half-turned to
the figure of a young shepherd at the centre. He is framed by trees, but the
figures in all the other scenes are shown in front of a city wall, with crenellations
and arches.

It is not known who actually commissioned the sarcophagus (although the
lid, now lost, probably carried a dedicatory inscription).”’ But circumstances of
its discovery, as will become apparent, suggest that it was for the burial of a
member or members of the Anicii family.** Their high social standing is
reflected in the quality of the sarcophagus, and possibly also in the central male
figure on the right side panel who is dressed like some contemporary court
official (and not in a tunic and mantle like the others).* The sarcophagus was
then placed, with at least one other (see below), in their family mausoleum.
Located in a prestigious site behind the apse of St. Peter’s basilica, this was built
at the end of the fourth century and dedicated (according to inscriptions found
there) by Anicia Faltonia Proba to her late husband, Sextus Claudius Petronius
Probus who had been consul in 371 and died around 388.% Its exact layout is
unknown, nor is it certain where the sarcophagus was placed within it, although
it may have been buried below the level of the floor.”’

42 For this type see e. g., Sansoni 1969; Koch 2000, 304—07; Rep. 111, 201. It is very similar
to another in Sant Ambrogio, Milan: Rep. 1T 56—58, no.150, especially 58 for summary
of arguments about their relative dating and relationship.

43 Cf. lids of other ‘City gate’ sarcophagi: Rep. Il nos. 148 (Tolentino) and 149 (Ancona).

44  Dresken-Weiland 2003, 378, Kat E 26; see also 119.

45 Cf. Rep 11 nos.149 and 150 for other examples of the small kneeling figures. See Baratte
and Metzger, 1985, 316 for suggestion that the man in contemporary dress is the
‘destinataire du cuve’; if so it seems rather an unobtrusive place to depict him.

46 Re. mausoleum: Liverani 1999 ,147—48 no. 68; also Dresken-Weiland 2003, 118—19.
For the inscription: CIL 6.1756. For Anicia Faltonia Proba and Sextus Claudius
Petronius Probus see Brown 1961; Jones, Martindale and Morris 1971, 732—33 and
736—40; Matthews 2009, 134-38.

47 It seems impossible to be completely certain that the two sarcophagi were originally
buried, even if that is how they were found in the fifteenth century: e.g. Schoenebeck
1935, 108—09, amongst lime and debris. Dresken-Weiland 2003, 119 adds arguments
to support the case for the original burial: i.e. that the objects found in the so-called
Probus sarcophagus would not otherwise have escaped robbery, and that as fifteenth
century popular belief thought the mausoleum was the tomb of St. Peter, no sarcophagus
was to be seen in it.
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This is the inference to be made from the report of its discovery given by
Maffeio Vegio (1405—1457), who visited the Mausoleum shortly before it was
demolished in 1453 in preparation for the rebuilding of St. Peters.”® But his
description primarily focused on the other, columnar sarcophagus found there,
in which garments with gold thread were discovered alongside the skeletal
remains.”” This obvious sign of wealth, along with the depiction of a married
couple on the back, meant that this sarcophagus was quickly associated with
Probus and his wife, while the ‘Borghese Sarcophagus’ was assigned less
distinguished inhabitants. Cesare Baronio (1538—1607), who illustrated it with
two women at the feet of Christ, suggested that it was the sarcophagus of Anicia
Proba Faltonia and her daughter-in-law Anicia Juliana; his inaccuracy was
roundly criticised by Antonio Bosio (1575-1629), who then proposed that the
man depicted was her son, Anicius Hermogianus Olybrius with his wife
Juliana.”

The sarcophagus was discovered without its lid and, to judge from copies of
some late sixteenth century drawings, even by then many of its figures were
badly damaged.”’ When Bosio saw it, it was presumably still intact and located
in the garden near the church of Santa Marta to which it had been taken
sometime after its discovery.””> But soon after this it was moved to another
setting in Rome, the Villa Borghese.

The Villa was developed for Cardinal Scipione Borghese (1576-1633) as a
place of leisure, where he could display his collection of antiquities.” He bought
sarcophagi from various sources and was also given antiquities by his uncle Pope
Paul V.** Like many others this sarcophagus was dismembered, and its front and
two side panels used to decorate facades of the Casino, while the back was cut
into seven pieces which were inserted into decorative facades near the so-called
“Teatro’ in the Villa grounds. This new function as an object of conspicuous
display sealed the fortunes of this sarcophagus to this present day.

The decoration of the Casino’s facades with ancient marble sculptures was
done between 1616 and 1624 to the designs of Giovanni Vasanzio, creating ‘...
in effect a great outdoor gallery of sculpture’.” The original layout can be

48 Valentini and Zuchetti 1953, 385.

49  For this sarcophagus: Rep. 1, no. 678; Dresken-Weiland 2003, 377, Kat E 25; and 118—
19 for the discovery.

50 Baronio 1601, 724; Bosio 1632, 55.

51 Baratte and Metzger, 1985, 314.

52 Bosio 1632, 69.

53 Paul 2000, 23—27 for a summary of development and brief description of the Villa; also
Baratte and Metzger, 1985, 9-11.

54 Baratte and Metzger, 1985, 9—10; Kalveram 1995, 1725 (especially 23 for gift from
Paul V of sarcophagi discovered in excavating foundations of S. Peter’s), 156—58.

55 Hermann Fiore 2008, 219, and 221-26 for other examples in Rome.
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largely reconstructed from early guide-books to the Villa; but just how far there
was an underlying theme to the choice and arrangement of the ancient images
has been disputed by recent scholars.’® It is hard to believe that there was none,
yet nothing obvious seems to have emerged. A recent study has suggested a
general theme to do with ‘magnificence and the ‘presence’ of a Rome
triumphing in the sign of Christian love’, in which fragments of Christian
sarcophagi were used to play an important symbolic role — in fact it was the first
case of Christian antiquities being incorporated into the decoration of such a
building, and a reflection of the interest stimulated by the new Christian
archaeology, and in how it related to the pagan past.”

The front panel of this sarcophagus, showing Christ and the apostles, was
immured on the front face of the southern belvedere overlooking the giardino
segreto of the Villa, and the two side panels placed together in a corresponding
position on the north.”® In each case they occupied quite a prominent position,
for though the walls they decorated stood back some way from the Villa’s front
facade, they technically formed part of this, its most important aspect, and were
the sole decorative feature at that register of decoration. Looking up and down
on the south side a viewer would see the relief of Christ and apostles set below a
roundel with a bust of Claudius, and a relief of putti with swags, and above a
roundel depicting a philosopher and two panels of a mounted soldier and a
battle. The north showed a similar melange of subjects: above the panel
composed of the two small sides of the sarcophagus was a roundel containing a
now unidentified subject and a boar-hunt, while below it was a roundel with a
putto with a griffin, and reliefs of Hercules and of a youth. Thus the walls
presented a balance of forms and ideologies, juxtaposing subjects that had been
prominent in Roman imperial and early Christian art.

The back of the sarcophagus was divided into seven pieces which were
similarly immured with other ancient fragments and contemporary ornament in
decorative facades in the second recinto of the Villa’s gardens.” The figure of

the shepherd was described 77 situ by both Manilli (who identified it as Christ)

56 Guide-books: Manilli 1650, and Montelatici 1700. For reconstructions and discussions:
Kalveram 1995 and Hermann Fiore 2008, especially 220 for a summary.

57 Hermann Fiore 2008, 226, 239. Cf. also Federici 2002, 277.

58 Manilli 1650; Montelatici 1700; Kalveram 1995, Anghang III; Hermann Fiore 2008,
233, 236-37, figs, 24, 25 and 235, fig.23. For the two side panels placed together
Martinez 2004, 469, no. 0949 (I am very grateful to Jean Luc Martinez for this
reference).

59 Wilpert 1923-24, 172-74, fig.4 (in the so-called Prospettiva di Levante, not the
Teatro, as Wilpert calls it); cf. Campitelli 2003, 154—56 for present day review, with
replacement figures. For display of ancient sculptures in the Villas grounds: Kalveram
1995, 80-88.
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and Montelatici.”” Figured panels were placed under ornamental niches and
strigillated panels decorated areas of the wall below the main relief. During the
cutting up of this back panel the upper borders of the strigillated panels seem to
have been discarded.

While these sections of the back remained 77 situ until 1920s, when they
were identified for what they were, published by Wilpert (in the article from
which this paper’s opening quotation was taken), and removed to the Capitoline
collections in Rome (and now to the Centro Montemartini), the front and side
panels of the sarcophagus entered yet another stage in their history. Nearly two
hundred years after they were put on the facade, the reliefs were removed and
transported to Paris, sold with other antiquities by Camillo Borghese to his
brother-in-law, Napoleon Buonaparte in the agreement of 27 September
1807.°" It is not entirely clear if Camillo Borghese initiated the sale as a solution
to financial difficulties, or whether he was forced by Napoleon who wanted to
add this great collection to the Italian art-works he had already removed to
France as spoils of war.® In 1816, after Napoleon’s defeat and the restitution to
Italy of the plundered art-works, Camillo Borghese made an unsuccessful bid to
retrieve them.”

Once in France the sculptures were displayed in the courtyard of the Musée
Napoléon which had been established in 1793 at the Palais du Louvre, as a
public museum, where they joined other artistic masterpieces taken by
Napoleon from European cities.®* Despite the different function of the building
in which they now found themselves, they were still treated primarily as
decorative items, and had simply exchanged their position on the Villa’s walls
for display on the Museum’s.” This view may explain why it was not until some
restoration work was done on the three panels in 1983 that the two side panels

60 Manilli 1650,143; Montelatici 1700, 70-71.

61 Hermann Fiore 2008, 219-220 for uncertainty about when the sculptures were actually
removed from facades; she argues that it was on the sale to Napoleon. The Louvre
Inventory of 1810 quotes a price of 4000 francs for the two small sides together, and
3000 for the front: Martinez 2004, 469, nos. 0949 and 0950. (I have been unable to
access the recent book on the sale by J.-L.Martinez, 1807 Lachat de la collection
Borghese).

62 Baratte and Metzger 1985, 11.Boyer 1969, 197, n. 2 cites the relevant archival sources,
and (198) claims that Camillo Borghese was in financial difficulties. For other views see
Paul 2000, 80 n. 177. For art-works taken by Napoleon from Italy during 1796, and
their later restitution: Miles 2008, 319—348.

63 But afterwards he and his successor, managed to restore the Villa and its collections to
much of its earlier splendour through new acquisitions and displays: Boyer 1969, 202;
Paul 2000, 80—81; Hermann Fiore 2005, 123.

64 For setting: Martinez 2004, 469.

65 Baratte and Metzger, 1985, 11.
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were separated, and re-assembled with the front, so that as now they could be
shown for what they were — namely, three panels of a city gate sarcophagus.
In 2000-2001 they were temporarily reunited with the back (now in the
Capitoline Collections in Rome) for the exhibition ‘Aurea Roma. Dalla citta
pagana alla cittda Cristiana’. They were displayed separately (and have two
separate catalogue entries, written by a French and by an Italian scholar).®®

Conclusions

Constructing biographies like these is intricate work, with details to be pieced
together and gaps and discrepancies to be negotiated (and unfortunately
contains plenty of scope for creating and perpetuating errors). At this stage it
might seem the ultimate exercise in positivism, but the point is to record the
various events in the lives of the sarcophagi so that they provide *...a rich array
of vantage points and approaches for understanding different trajectories in the
human valuation of things’.*” This section of the paper now moves on to do
this. It first revisits each biography to identify particular ‘vantage points™ in the
different values they involve, and then looks at all three together.

‘The Pianabella sarcophagus’, Ostia

The biography of “The Pianabella sarcophagus’ immediately suggests two
important themes, to do with financial and cultural value. Its value as an
expensive and beautiful commodity may explain why it was selected for re-use in
the third century, and almost certainly was a reason — if not the only one — why
it was then buried in the tomb, with liquid mortar used to secure a tight fit. Its
commercial value to robbers was enduring, as is shown by the action of the
twentieth century looters and of the dealers who bought from them. More
precisely, it was the value that resided in the high quality of the figured
decoration that counted to them, as they left behind the rest of the sarcophagus
which was presumably not worth their while extracting from the site. At any rate
the figured scenes had enough financial value to make even the fragmentary
piece attractive to the art-market; their fate raises ethical issues which involve a
whole series of players, from looters to dealers, collectors, and museum
authorities.”®

66 Ensoli and La Rocca 2000, 607 —608, nos. 308 (C. Metzger for the Louvre panels) and
309 (S. Ensoli for the Capitoline).

67 Binsbergen 2005, 22.

68 As discussed for instance in Lundén 2004, 222.
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The figured scenes also proved valuable to twentieth century scholars
because of their iconographical worth. Although the clandestini were most likely
unaware of this additional value, the images turn out to be unique in combining
elements from Greek and Roman iconographies of Achilles. Thus the
sarcophagus drew on two cultures. Reflecting contemporary Roman interest
in Hellenic culture in the wake of the ‘Second Sophistic’, it celebrated
Hellenism in choosing to depict events from the Iliad; but in using them to
stand for universal experiences of death and loss, it was part of a Roman
tradition of representing the human condition by reference to mythology and
the heroic past. This linking of two cultures through the decoration is paralleled
in the life of the sarcophagus itself, through the solution negotiated between
cultural authorities in Germany and Italy in the late twentieth century. After its
Ostian provenance was clarified, it was agreed that the sarcophagus should go to
the Museum of Ostia as a permanent loan from Berlin, and hopes were
expressed that this might lead to mutual benefits in terms of collaborative
publications and a focus on authenticated excavated material.”’

‘The Brothers sarcophagus’, Pisa

The biography of the sarcophagus in Pisa offers two major themes, which give
rather different trajectories to the evaluation. The first is more historicist, and
relates to the meaning which the sarcophagus and its decoration seems to have
had in terms of family and society. Just as the Roman parents might have taken
this half-finished sarcophagus for the chance it offered to personalise the
decoration for their dead sons, so too the Falconi may have chosen it because the
figures added by the Roman family — the soldier, the young men engaged in
public affairs, and the decorously presented woman — also represented their own
ideals. As if to confirm this, they inscribed their own family name upon it and
added a heraldic device between the central figures.

The second theme is to do with space, and the contrasting states of fixed and
mobile, religious and secular, and the different values these entail. Mobility,
represented by the long journeys from quarry to Rome and centuries later from
Rome to Pisa, involved commercial transactions and the value of the
sarcophagus as a prestige import. But then ‘fixed’ in the Camposanto its values
changed and accumulated as the significance of the Camposanto changed
around it, from religious shrine and burial place to a secular museum of both
Roman and Pisan antiquities. Decorated with figures that embodied Roman
civic virtues, the sarcophagus acquired further value as a symbol of Pisa’s own
glorious past as a new Rome.

69 Heilmeyer 1992, 267.
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‘The Borghese sarcophagus’, Paris and Rome

‘Fixed” and ‘mobile’ are qualities also important in the biography of the
‘Borghese sarcophagus’ — especially in the move from religious, interior space to
secular, external display — but it also offers two other themes to consider.

The first is the agency of powerful men, whose famous names dominate its
life history. Its precise connection with the earliest of these, Sextus Claudius
Petronius Probus, is hard to clarify although the sarcophagus was found in his
mausoleum (and may even have been intended for him). For the Borgheses,
Scipione and Camillo, and for Napoleon, the sarcophagus meant something
collectable, a possession which represented civilisation, learning, the authority of
the past, and money. But valued in this way it was also exposed to
unsympathetic treatment, in transactions of power and money, and worse
still, to be dismembered for display. Napoleon’s acquisition of the Borghese
antiquities resulted from his power (in whatever respect) over Camillo Borghese
at the time, and although it came at the very high price of 13 million francs
(which was far more than the ‘expert’ valuations had predicted) it was seen in
Rome at least as little short of plunder.”” Protests raised against the sale
emphasised the loss to the Roman people in aesthetic, historic and legal terms; it
was a loss more acute since the city had already lost many of its classical
masterpieces as spoils of war.”' But for Napoleon the purchase was intended to
reinforce the cultural power of France, to turn Paris into ‘... the new Rome, the
artistic capital of the Western world, superseding even its model and
symbolising, inseparably, the succession of France to the centre of Western
power, its line of descent ultimately reverting to antiquity’.”* Once again the
romanitas of the sarcophagus was of prime importance.

The second aspect is didactic — which underlies the display of this
sarcophagus ever since its discovery. Even though damaged, it aroused great
interest in Counter-Reformation Rome since its images could be directly linked
with one of the most prominent families of early Christian Rome. So the ‘Father
of Ecclesiastical History’, Cardinal Cesare Baronio published it in his great
Annales ecclesiatici (1598—1607) as evidence for the piety of early Christians
which he could set before his readers for their spiritual edification.”” The Anicii
made good exemplars for his cause since Probus was a famous senatorial convert
to Christianity, and Proba celebrated for her good works and the head of several
generations of leading Christian women. To support his text he provided a
(rather inaccurate) illustration of the front panel. In contrast, Antonio Bosio’s

70 Boyer 1969, 197-202.

71 Hermann Fiore, 2005; Miles 2008, 319—348.

72 Paul 2000, 80.

73 Baronio 1601, 724. He directly addresses the reader in the second person.
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approach to the sarcophagus made a particular point of archaeological accuracy,
and he systematically illustrated all four sides of the sarcophagus which he
claimed to have inspected personally. This new interest in early Christian
archaeology in early seventeenth century Rome presumably explains why these
Christian reliefs were included in the decoration of the Casino of the Villa
Borghese (particularly if this was to be read as a programmatic exploration of
links between pagan and Christian antiquity). The culmination of this didactic
aspect was in the systematic displays of the Louvre (which had become a public
state museum in 1793), designed as they were to educate the visiting public.”*

Looking now at all three biographies together, certain common features emerge
which suggest the effectiveness of this as a methodology. To begin with a caveat:
in terms of their record, all three show a similar imbalance in the evidence on
which they are based, with large gaps for the start of the ‘lives’ and much better
documentation towards the end. This is scarcely surprising given how hard it is
to piece together anything much about the earliest stages in the production and
usage of any Roman sarcophagus (let alone the identities of their original
owners), while more recent situations are often well documented in museum
inventories or catalogues. Yet even so, each involves a ‘life event’ or visual feature
which helps fill some of these gaps in their record. For instance, particular
iconographical details suggest that they all may have started life as special
commissions, while information from other imported lion heads’ sarcophagi
allows more to be understood about the background to the decoration on the
sarcophagus in Pisa. As for establishing evidence for more recent events in their
existence, two involved contrasting means: at Pianabella it took a systematic
investigation to ascertain the provenance of the front panel, while a fortuitous
recognition appears to have identified the back panel of the ‘Borghese
sarcophagus’ in the Villa grounds. All three sarcophagi now display the physical
effects of their major life events: the ‘Pianabella sarcophagus’ is badly damaged,
the ‘Borghese sarcophagus’ separated into sections (distributed across two
countries), while the Pisan sarcophagus has been inscribed with an owners’
name.

On the other hand, these biographies offer two distinctive opportunities as
an interpretative tool — to look across the entire ‘life-span’ of an individual
sarcophagus, and to allow the identification of common values or recurring
patterns in significance.

The chance to review the whole existence of a sarcophagus, from quarry (if
possible) to its present-day location, is especially important as it does away with
the artificial boundaries of period (especially between antiquity, the Middle ages
and the Renaissance), and is also a reminder of how often other accounts of re-

74 Paul 2000, 88. For the opening of the Louvre, McClellan, 1994, 94-98.
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use tend to privilege the sarcophagus at one particular point in time. In fact it is
clear from the Pianabella and Pisa sarcophagi (and from many other cases
recorded by Dresken-Weiland 2003, for instance) that the adaptation, re-use,
and re-location of sarcophagi frequently happened in antiquity (often not long
after a sarcophagus first came into use), and that it would be more accurate to
see this as a practice that happened as a continuum across centuries, rather than
with supposedly decisive breaks between antiquity and the Middle ages. But it
does also demand a tighter analysis than is often made of changes in social and
cultural values that took place in Rome during antiquity, to achieve a better
understanding of what was signified by the burial of the re-used Pianabella
sarcophagus, for instance, or whether the (apparent) burial of Christian
sarcophagi in the Mausoleum of the Anicii had the same meaning a century or
so later. Were they both interred for reasons of security, for instance, or were
there ideological grounds for burying the Christian sarcophagi below the
mausoleum floor?”” The need to consider closely what was involved at every
stage seems a very positive aspect of the biographical method.

Comparing biographies, such as these, offers the important chance to
identify common or recurrent elements. The discussion which follows will focus
on three which, in different ways, are particularly useful for identifying how
meanings get attached to sarcophagi through different human social actions.

Each biography has demonstrated re-use for aesthetic or ideological motives
(sometimes both together, as in the decoration of the Villa Borghese). These are
aspects of re-use which are well-known from studies that are period- or location-
based; but biography makes it possible to see how they varied across time and
function. Take, for example, the re-use of sarcophagi as an appeal to the
authority of the past which occurs as a virtual constant, but in several different
forms. In medieval Pisa it had particular value to the elite who used romanitas as
an ideal which confirmed their own power and that of their city. In early
seventeenth century Rome, the past which was cited through aesthetic and
ideological references was both pagan and early Christian, and provided a theme
through which leading figures in Papal Rome could negotiate their own
contemporary priorities, whether cultural or driven by the needs of the Counter
Reformation. Yet another aspect of the authority of the past emerges in the
museological drives of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries when
systematic displays become important means of showing the value of local
heritage or universally important art-works. In Rome, Paris and Pisa questions
were asked about cultural ownership which show that the past at issue was not
exclusively that of ancient Rome; for by that time the Borghese collection of
antiquities is perceived of as being part of the patrimony of contemporary

75 Cf. also Barbavara di Gravellona 2002, 208 for invisibility of tombs, buried ‘humile ¢
depressum’ below church floors.
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Rome, and the sarcophagi in Lasinio’s Camposanto important as evidence of
Pisa’s glorious medieval past. Nearly two centuries later ‘the Pianabella
sarcophagus’ is returned to be displayed as part of Ostia’s history (although
on permanent loan from Berlin). Biography, in short, is a good way of revealing
how values attached to a particular sarcophagus can accumulate across centuries,
but may also shift in emphasis in response to changing historical contexts.

Another theme that emerges from these three biographies concerns display,
and more precisely the states of being hidden and viewable; and this is especially
interesting given recent debate about the role of the viewer in relation to Roman
sarcophagi, in terms of giving meaning to the visual image.” “The Pianabella’
and ‘the Borghese’ Sarcophagi are powerful illustrations of how one sarcophagus
may move from one of these states to another, changing not only significant
context but also the degree of visibility to a viewer. It is not known how ‘the
Pianabella’ sarcophagus was originally displayed, but there is no particular
reason to suspect that it was hidden entirely from view, but the way it was buried
in the third century made it conclusively invisible, until centuries later its more
spectacular sections were sheared off and ended up on public display (now
happily visible with the rest in Ostia Museum). If burial was a strategy to ensure
the security of this sarcophagus, then it was successful for a long while. The fate
of ‘the Borghese sarcophagus’ was even more striking in this respect: long
hidden from view (and perhaps even buried) it escaped destruction along with
its mausoleum, only to be ‘preserved’ by being dismembered and publically
displayed on a high profile building. This new context enforced new readings
on to its separated panels through association with the other reliefs with which
they were juxtaposed. Even in its current places of display, this sarcophagus is no
longer visible as an entity, leaving visitors to supply the missing sections from a
combination of knowledge and imagination. Again, comparisons of biographies
can show how such vicissitudes are a regular feature of the lives of sarcophagi,
but they also suggest that things can change again: perhaps the separated panels
of the ‘Borghese sarcophagus’ might yet again be permanently reunited like that
of Pianabella. The fates of sarcophagi need not end up as ‘rather sad’.””

A third feature to emerge from comparing these biographies is just how
often sarcophagi are regarded as ‘empty vessels’ waiting to be filled with a
personal identity. There is a real sense that as one set of bones gets removed
from the sarcophagus (and to where?), some new, living body is ready to
appropriate it for a fresh purpose and a fresh identity.”® The Falconi literally

76 E.g. Dresken-Weiland 2003, 185-98; also Barbavara di Gravellona 2002 for this as an
issue in the re-use of sarcophagi.

77 Wilpert 192324, 168-69.

78 1 am grateful to Jessica Hughes for reminding me to put the bodies back into these
sarcophagi, but tracing — even generally — the comings and goings of bones and bodies is
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inscribed their new identity on to the Roman sarcophagus which they re-used —
in contrast to the new Roman owner of the sarcophagus at Pianabella, who
seems to have erased its original inscription before he buried it.”” Wilpert even
saw one of the heads restored on the Borghese sarcophagus in the Louvre as
having the features of Napoleon II1.* But even now it is apparently hard to
resist suggesting personal identities and motivations for the unknown people
who commissioned or used the sarcophagi (such as the Roman and Pisan
families, or the Egrili at Ostia). The whole debate about which of the two
sarcophagi found in the Mauseoleum of the Anicii actually contained the body
of Probus shows how important a ‘big name’ might be for the future evaluation
of a sarcophagus — and also much may hang on a twist of fate. For, as
Schoenbeck observed, a quirk of preservation — of the gold-threaded fabric
allegedly found inside the columnar sarcophagus — instantly gave that one a
glorious and certain identity, and consigned the other to a life in its shadow.®’
The power of the label in shaping the meanings invested in a sarcophagus has
been demonstrated by Elsner in his discussion of how sacred and secular values
were constructed for Roman sarcophagi re-used in Provence across several
centuries.”

Another facet of the attachment of value through names is the naming of
the sarcophagi themselves. It is noticeable how each of these three sarcophagi
has acquired a title — ‘the Pianabella sarcophagus’, ‘the Brothers’ or ‘the
Tabernacle sarcophagus’ at Pisa, and ‘the Borghese sarcophagus’. (The first
comes from provenance, the second from iconographical features, and the third
from the collection: so like the naming of Pompeian houses or Greek vase
painters, the process is rather random and privileges one particular aspect of the
objects’ life). Names like these make for obvious ease of reference in discussions
(as here), but each of these is used in a principal publication of the sarcophagus
concerned as if it is some official term, or has some intrinsic proprietorial value.

In conclusion, writing biography is necessarily a partial affair, and this is true
for objects as it is for people: I have written and interpreted these three
sarcophagi conscientiously, but from my own viewpoint and inevitably
imperfect knowledge. These biographies are also limited, as they can only
ever be partial accounts of the whole phenomenon of re-used Roman

not so easy, apart from occasional insights. For instance, Baronio 1601, 723 recorded the
re-burial of bones from the so-called Probus sarcophagus in the Vatican, and see Donati
1993, 94 for Lasinio’s treatment of the human remains he found in sarcophagi entering
the Camposanto in Pisa.

79 Paroli 1999, 221.

80 Wilpert 192324, 173-74.

81 Schoenebeck 1935, 112—13 despite what he saw as its stronger claims to be that of
Probus and his wife.

82 Elsner 2009.
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sarcophagi, illuminating only those aspects which are represented in the
individual life histories. Inevitably they yield much more when they can be
compared with each other. Yet necessary as they are, these provisos are small in
comparison with the benefits to be gained from treating sarcophagi as ‘things’,
or ‘objects’ and approaching them biographically. This method ‘...can make
salient what might otherwise remain obscure,” and this has the great advantage
of being able to accommodate the wide variety of uses and contexts that they
involve.* Tt thus provides an inclusive base from which to consider the values
and meanings that different societies have invested in their use of them.
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3.
Tragedy’s Forgotten Beauty:
the Medieval Return of Orestes

Francisco PRaDO-VILAR

The father prayed, called to his men to lift her
with strength of hand swept in her robes aloft

and prone above the altar, as you might lift

a goat for sacrifice, with guards

against the lips’ sweet edge, to check

the curse cried on the house of Atreus

by force of bit and speech drowned in strength.
Pouring then to the ground her saffron mantle
she struck the sacrificers with

the eyes’ arrows of pity,

lovely as in a painted scene, and striving

to speak.

Aeschylus, Agamemnon 23143,
transl. Lattimore

It is a poignant piece of history that Spanish Romanesque sculpture finds one of
its stylistic and emotional foundations in a Greek tragedy. The ancient myth’s
unexpected point of entry into the historical reality of medieval Iberia
materialised in the Castilian church of Santa Marfa de Husillos (Palencia),
where a magnificent Roman sarcophagus decorated with episodes of the saga of
Orestes was reused in a Christian burial (Figures 3.1,3.2, and 3.3)." For over a
century, the sarcophagus had lain silent in the small church, holding the remains
of one of those noblemen who, at the dusk of the first millennium, prepared the
way for the emergence of the Kingdom of Castile.” Yet, in the spring of 1088,

1 Now in the Museo Arqueoldgico Nacional, Madrid (inv. no. 2839); see Garcfa y Bellido
1949, 212—17; and also Ferndndez-Guerra y Orbe 1872 (written when the sarcophagus was
transferred to Madrid) especially for its beautiful lithograph. Dated to the first decades of the
2" century, the sarcophagus must have found its way into Hispania in antiquity.

2 Since its foundation in the 10" century, Santa Marfa de Husillos was connected to the
powerful Anstrez family — which has led scholars to speculate that the Orestes sarcophagus
could have been used for the burial of one its most prominent members, Fernando Anstrez,
count of Monzén. Other leaders of the Kingdom of Ledn received burials in antique
sarcophagi during the 10" century, showing how these were valued as status-symbols by the
Castilian elite. The famous first independent count of Castile, Ferndn Gonzdlez, a rival and
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Figure 3.1: Orestes sarcophagus (early second century A.D.). Front: the revenge of Orestes.
Madrid, Museo Arqueoldgico Nacional, inv. 2839. Photograph: courtesy of Museo Arqueo-

légico Nacional.

when King Alfonso VI of Leén-Castile summoned the bishops and nobles of his
realm to meet at Husillos for a momentous council, its imagery of crime,
revenge and sacrifice seemed to be speaking, once more, to the present.

Their urgent task was to restore peace and social order after a year of

political, military and ecclesiastical unrest that had almost split the kingdom.’
During the council, there were disputes punctuated by episodes of high drama
almost recalling the tableaux carved on the sarcophagus that stood nearby. One

may imagine the Castilian nobles entering the church of Husillos, some for the

contemporary of Fernando Anstrez, and his wife Sancha were also interred in two antique
sarcophagi, originally located in the family monastery of San Pedro de Arlanza and now in
the Colegiata de Covarruvias in Burgos (see Moralejo 1984a). The literature on the
reutilization of antique sculpture in the Middle Ages is vast but the standard study remains
Adhémar 1939. See also Greenhalgh 1989. In his excellent new book on Roman
mythological sarcophagi (Zanker and Ewald 2004), P. Zanker includes a chapter on the re-
use of examples such as the Hippolytus sarcophagus in Pisa.

The magnates of Galicia, led by count Rodrigo Ovéquiz, had revolted against the king,
presumably due to his decision to hand over the administration of the region to count
Raymond of Burgundy, a nephew of abbot Hugh of Cluny, who had settled at the Leonese
court a few years earlier. The early-12"-century chronicle known as the Historia Compostellana
suggests that the ultimate goal of the rebels, aided by the bishop of Santiago de Compostela,
Diego Peldez, was the severance of Galicia from Leén-Castile and its surrender to William the
Congqueror. Anglo-Norman epic sources seem to recall this possible connection between
William and the Galician aristocracy signalling that the horse that led him to victory at the
Battle of Hastings had been raised in Santiago de Compostela (see Moralejo 1994, 175).
However, with the defeat of the rebels, the incredible historical possibility of a Norman
takeover of Northwestern Spain was thwarted, bishop Diego Peldez was put in prison by
Alfonso VI and later brought in chains before the papal legate at the council of Husillos,
where ‘the bishop, proclaiming before the council that he was unworthy of the episcopate,
surrendered his pastoral ring and staff” (Falque Rey 1988, 15). For the background of these
events, see Fletcher 1984, 29—50, Fletcher 1978, 7—10, Reilly 1988, 185-209, and Reilly
1982, 3—43, esp. 14—17.
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Figure 3.2: Orestes sarcophagus (early second century A.D.). Right side: Orestes and Py-
lades captured by the tauri. Madrid, Museo Arqueoldégico Nacional, inv. 2839. Photograph:
courtesy of Museo Arqueoldgico Nacional.

first time, being mesmerised by the beauty and strangeness of the images on the
sarcophagus, such as Orestes, naked and with hands tied, led to sacrifice by his
captors (Figure 3.2), only later to experience, in the flesh, similarly gripping
scenes, such as the detention and disrobing of the bishop of Santiago de
Compostela, Diego Peldez, before the papal legate. Art and life might suddenly
seem to merge in a series of echoing gestures, as if the ancient myth provided the
background and choreography for the unfolding of history.

No document records the impact of the Roman reliefs on those who attended
the council (nor on the chronicler of the Historia Compostellana who would recreate
in writing, a few decades later, episodes such as Diego Peldez’s deposition).4 But, it

4 We will probably never know whether the 12"-century author of the Historia Compostellana,
having visited Husillos sometime in his life, was inspired by the sarcophagus in his literary
recreation of the council. Little remains of the building where it happened, or of the building
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Figure 3.3: Orestes sarcophagus (early second century A.D.). Left side: Athena at the trial
of the Areopagus. Madrid, Museo Arqueoldgico Nacional, inv. 2839. Photograph: courtesy
of Museo Arqueolégico Nacional.

is hardly a coincidence that soon after that memorable event, which exposed the
sarcophagus to a large gathering of potential art patrons, a paraphrase of its
frieze was carved on a capital decorating the main apse of the nearby church of
San Martin de Frémista (Figure 3.4).” “Traces of the ancient model,” observed
Serafin Moralejo, the scholar who first noticed the striking correspondence
between the ‘Roman’ and the ‘Romanesque’ works, ‘are as intense as the
interpretation creative, which suggests that the piece represents the genesis of a
style. In the subtle compositional cadences of the sarcophagus frieze, the master

that the author of the Historia Compostellana could have seen in the early 12t century. The
church of Husillos was completely rebuilt in the 13" century and drastically renovated several
times since, so the sarcophagus is one of the few points of continuity, and the only extant
material witness to the council. For the history of Santa Marfa de Husillos, see Hernando
Garrido 2002.

5  The capital is now in the Museo Provincial de Palencia (Palencia), inv. no. 227.
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Figure 3.4: Capital representing Cain killing Abel from the church of San Martin de Frémista.
a. Scheme of the capital by Serafin Moralejo (published by courtesy of Serafin Moralejo).
b. Photograph of the capital during restoration ca. 1900. Photograph: courtesy of Funda-
cién Eugenio Fontaneda. c. Capital in its current display at the Museo Arqueoldgico Pro-
vincial de Palencia, inv. 227. Photograph: author. d. Modified modern copy in the central
apse of San Martin de Frémista. Photograph: author.

of Frémista discovered rhythmic accents that he used to articulate the plastic
architecture of the capital, such as the x-shaped postures of the figures stretched
across the fork formed by the volutes, and the ample curves describing the
draperies with which he closes and gives balance to the composition of the side
faces.”® This creative encounter, first described by Moralejo in a paper delivered
at the International Congress of the History of Art in Granada in 1973, was just
the beginning of an extraordinary artistic watershed that would forge the
seminal place of the Orestes sarcophagus from Husillos in the history of
medieval art.

Moralejo followed this initial observation with a series of remarkable
studies, which pursued this medieval artist’s obsession with the classical model,
its dissemination in later commissions of the workshop (especially the Cathedral

6 Moralejo 1994b, 211.
7 Moralejo 1976.
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of Jaca), and contribution towards shaping the visual morphology of the so-
called ‘Hispano-Languedocian’ Romanesque style (Figure 3.5).® Moralejo was
primarily interested in elucidating the formal genealogy of the style, tracing the
lineage of figures from Romanesque monuments back to their classical ancestors
in the sarcophagus. He limited his findings to the establishment of a formal
aetiology partly because he assumed (reasonably) that medieval viewers would
find the subject-matter of the sarcophagus remote and inaccessible, and partly
because he had some uncertainty about the iconography of the first link in its
Romanesque succession, the Frémista capital.

In this article T shall address those two issues as I explore the subtle
permutations of form and iconographic meaning that link the sarcophagus to its
Romanesque offspring. I will show how a thematic parallel runs alongside to the
formal lineage outlined by Moralejo. By understanding the ways in which these
two genealogies — formal and iconographic — evolved in response to the
historical, political and psychological conditions of patronage and reception, we
may begin to grasp the function of the sarcophagus in larger cultural terms, as a
true lieu de mémoire where the artistic memory of Spanish Romanesque
sculpture ‘crystallizes and secretes itself.” As we will see, like the Zeux de mémoire
conceptualized in Pierre Nora’s historical project, the Husillos sarcophagus is,
for the genealogy of the Romanesque, a monument that ‘exists because of its
capacity for metamorphosis, an endless recycling of its meaning and a
unpredictable proliferation of its ramifications.”’ In the course of this analysis,
we will discover two more genealogical ramifications, one historic and the other
historiographic, which will allow us to view the sarcophagus as an active witness
to history and a nexus that links history (and the present) to the time of myth.

La Beauté Oubliée

Moralejo’s discovery occurred in the realm of memory. He was guided by the
recollections of Emile Bertaux who, visiting Frémista in 1905, saw sculptures
that reminded him of the beauté oubliée of Roman sarcophagi:

Lartiste ... a étudié des sarcophages antiques, pour y copier des figures entitres,
qu’il a laissées nues, et qui, dans les formes de leurs corps et dans le sourire de leur

8 See, especially, Moralejo 1979, 1985, and 1987. For the influence of formal elements
derived from the sumptuary arts in the definition of the style, see Moralejo 1982. For an
overview of Hispano-Languedocian sculpture, see Gaillard 1938, and Durliat 1990.

9 Nora 1989, 7.

10 Ibid.,9.
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Figure 3.5: Scheme showing the Romanesque descendancy of the figures from the Orestes

11

sarcophagus (by Serafin Moralejo and published with his kind permission).

visage, font apparaitre, au milieu des monstres barbares qu'elles combattent au
chevauchent, une vision fugitive de la beauté oublige.!!

Bertaux 1906, 244. For a brief account of Bertaux’s trip to Spain and Portugal, where he

spent ‘longues semaines, pour relever, étudier, photographier tant monuments remar-
quables et presque ignores,” see Bertaux 1924, 2-3.
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This observation inspired Moralejo to follow his own memory trail, finally
reuniting two works that had once been closely connected in the Middle Ages,
but which had been by then removed to museums — the Husillos sarcophagus
and the Frémista capital. The same year that Bertaux delighted in catching
glimpses of an Apollonian beauty amidst the monstres at Frémista, Aby
Warburg, a scholar more sensitive to the Dionysian undercurrent of antiquity,
gave a lecture in Hamburg on ‘the long migration that brought superlatives of
gesture from Athens, by way of Rome, Mantua and Florence, to Nuremberg
and into the mind of Albrecht Diirer.”"” Expounding on his previous
investigations on ‘the circulation and exchange of expressive forms in art,” he
traced the origins of the composition of Diirer’s Death of Orpheus to Greek vase
painting via Italian Renaissance art. The figure of the dying Orpheus
constituted what he would call a Pathosformel, or pathos formula — the
condensed gestural expression of a psychic movement.”” Both the primal
corporeal expression of an emotional charge and an iconographic formula
containing the fundamental kernel of meaning that could be reactivated at any
point of encounter with the work in different historical periods, the concept of
the Pathosformel became the centre of his project to retrieve an ‘historical
psychology of the human expression.”*

This project materialised in the picture atlas Mnemosyne, where, using
Pathosformel as an operative principle, Warburg created a series of photographic
montages placed on dark panels to ‘show that throughout the centuries of
history the same or very similar gestures or formulas were used in the visual
presentation of basic human emotions.” Mnemosyne was a complex machine
intended to surpass the limitations of discursive analysis and to stimulate in
viewers the ability to make connections between gesture, memory and mimesis,
so that they could eventually ‘map out the visual memory of European culture,
its origins and transformations.” In panel 5, for instance, Warburg presents a
montage of Pathosformeln of women from works of different archaeological
provenance (Greek ceramics, Roman sarcophagi, Pompeian frescos, etc) and
thematic context (stories of Cybele, Niobe, Medea, Alcestis, etc) as a visual
meditation on the essential forms of woman’s vital experience such as panic,
fury, crime, sacrifice (Figure 3.6).

12 Warburg 1999, 558.

13 Only recently have scholars begun to delve into the epistemological complexities of
Warburg’s project, read for years through the more positivistic, taxonomic, and textually
oriented lens of his famous successors such as Panosfky or Gombrich. This Warburgian
revival has produced extensive scholarship; most relevant here are: Didi-Huberman
2002; Michaud 2007; and Rose 2001.

14 Gombrich 1970, 223.
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Figure 3.6: Panel 5 of the Mnemosyne Atlas. Formulas of female parhos. London, Warburg
Institute. Photograph: courtesy of the Warburg Institute.

If Bertauxs beauté oublide represents the acknowledged Apollonian
inspiration for Moralejo’s inquiry, Warburg’s project emerges as its Dionysian
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repressed subtext. As in his case, Moralejo’s interest in the question of the
afterlife of antiquity centred on the observation of a trans-historical gestural
vocabulary of the human expression that originated in the Greco-Roman world
and re-emerged periodically in later works. But if Moralejo focused primarily
on gesture as form and its implications for the history of style, Warburg was more
concerned with gesture as psychic movement, and with the complexities of its
recurrent historical materialisations at the intersection of iconography, cultural
memory and human psychology. However, even if they were originally
conceived as diagrams of classical formal sources, Moralejo’s charts, seen from a
Warburgian perspective, unintentionally double as psychic tableaux outlining a
repertoire of Pathosformeln that defines the emotional space of the style (Figure
3.5)." It is a space teeming with bodies imbued with the pathos of ancient art,
and with faces whose Dionysian intensity leaves an indelible mark on those who
walk along the Pilgrimage Road to Compostela, from the corbels of Saint-
Sernin de Toulouse (Figure 3.7), to the capitals of San Martin de Frémista
(Figures 3.4 and 3.8b), and the architectural sculpture in the cathedral of
Santiago de Compostela.16 Embedded, therefore, in Moralejo’s outline of the
artistic genealogy of Hispano-Languedocian Romanesque sculpture, is a case
study which provides a rich opportunity to explore the full potential of
Warburg’s theoretical paradigm — a case which is much more elegant in its
formal premises and much more comprehensive in its historical and
psychological ramifications than any that Warburg himself might have had at
his disposal.

To explore the complex conditions involved in the reactivation of the
Pathosformeln derived from the Orestes sarcophagus at the specific historical
moment of the emergence of the Romanesque at the end of the eleventh
century (such as formal processes, religious imagination, historico-political
circumstances, and human psychology), I propose to build incrementally a new
Mnemosyne panel that could be added to Warburg’s unfinished ‘ghost story for
truly adult people’ (Figure 3.8). With the sarcophagus as the classical, generative
kernel, Romanesque works will be added in a series of analytical movements
(motecta). When the panel is complete, at the end of this article, all those
movements will relate to each other in complex contrapunctual harmonies
which should be fully apprehended, to use a musical metaphor, like the

15 Thus they recall the famous tabular gestural taxonomies developed in the context of the
clinical studies on hysteria conducted by Charcot at the Salpetriere. For the influence of
Charcot’s clinical studies on hysteria and his lconographie photographique de la Salpetriere
on Warburg’s concept of the Pathosformel, see Schade 1995 and Didi-Huberman 2001.

16 For stylistic connections between the corbel from Saint-Sernin de Toulouse and the
figural tradition inspired by the Husillos sarcophagus: Moralejo 1984b, 32—33.
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Figure 3.7: Corbel from the Porte Miegeville of Saint-Sernin de Toulouse.
Photograph: author.
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Figure 3.8: The Orestes sarcophagus in Spanish Romanesque sculpture a. Orestes sarco-
phagus (early second century A.D.). Madrid, Museo Arqueoldgico Nacional, inv. 2839.
Photograph: courtesy of Museo Arqueoldgico Nacional. b. Capital with Cain killing Abel,
central apse of San Martin de Frémista. Photograph: author. c. Capital with the Sacrifice de
Isaac, South Portal of the Catedral de Jaca. Photograph: author. d. Frieze with the Signs of
the Zodiac, Portal of the Lamb of San Isidoro de Ledn. Photograph: author. e. Tympanum
with the Sacrifice of Isaac, Portal of the Lamb of San Isidoro de Ledn. Photograph: author.

polyphonic structure of a medieval motet."” Over the cantus firmus of Moralejo’s
formal lineage, we will hear an elegiac chant around the themes of family crime
and sacrifice — one that reverberates almost simultaneously and at different
intensities, at four levels: mythical, biblical, historical, and historiographical.

17 Mnemosyne has been described as a symphony, see Gombrich 1970, 282.
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Husillos: the Return of Orestes

The starting place is the sarcophagus itself. Drawing principally on Aeschylus’s
famous trilogy, 7he Oresteia, its scenes represent the revenge of Orestes and his
subsequent quest for expiation (Figure 3.1)." From left to right, the narrative
unfolds chronologically in a continuous series of interconnected tableaux,
beginning with a peaceful scene where the Erinyes, goddesses of revenge, rest
quietly before the crime around the funerary cairn of Agamemnon, who had
been assassinated by his wife Clytemnestra and her lover Aegisthus. Then,
suddenly, in the centre, the drama explodes into a chiastic movement, springing
from the double portrait of Orestes in his murderous rampage to avenge his
father’s death, and the slain bodies of Clytemnestra and Aegisthus, toppled from
his throne.” Forming emotional brackets to this central scene are two
supporting characters, which will have illustrious Romanesque descendants, an
old nurse who shields her face from the violence, and a manservant hiding
behind a stool beside Clytemnestra’s corpse.

The Roman artist cleverly incorporated subtle elements of the Aeschylian
mise-en-scéne: for instance the cloth with which Orestes cleans his sword after
killing Aegisthus recalls the carpet and robe which Clytemnestra used in
Agamemnon’s murder, and so expands the dramatic span of the story by
introducing a reminder of the earlier crime that had sparked the whole cycle of
revenge. Another dramatic peak of the play is evoked by the figure of Orestes
brandishing his sword over Clytemnestra’s partially naked body. Despite the fact
that matricide seems to have been committed already, Orestes appears still
caught up in the agonising moment of hesitation that preceded the crime, when
the queen pleaded for mercy by showing him her breasts, to remind him of her
motherhood. It is then that Orestes utters the most famous line of the play
‘What am I to do Pylades? Be ashamed to kill my mother?” If we identify the
figure to the left of Orestes as his companion Pylades, that is exactly the tragic
question reverberating through the reliefs. When viewers of the sarcophagus
follow the interpretative sequence movement activated by the multivalent visual
narrative of the frieze (Orestes progressively killing his mother and her lover,
Orestes posing the ‘tragic question’ to Pylades, the piece of cloth that recalls the

18 First performed in 458 B.C., The Oresteia inspired a lasting iconographic tradition.
From the Greek stage, the saga of Orestes entered Latin literature, and during the
Hadrianic Hellenic revival it became the subject of a magnificent series of Roman
sarcophagi, of which the Husillos sarcophagus is a prime example: See Toynbee 1934,
166—77, McCann 1978, and Neils 1984.

19 An alternative interpretation sees the two figures as Orestes, centre, and his friend
Pylades, to the left.
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original crime), they can experience the sculptures in their dynamic dimension,
as a true ‘life’ performance of the play.

The next episode on the sarcophagus (to the right of centre) begins with the
entrance of two Furies who, woken by the blood spilled in matricide, pursue
Orestes, brandishing a snake and a torch. Finally, the right end of the frieze
introduces the first stage in the process of purification — Orestes’ visit to the
temple of Apollo in Delphi: en route to Athens, he steps gingerly over a sleeping
Fury who has fallen victim to Apollo’s spell.

The short sides of the sarcophagus represent the expiatory rites that would
eventually cleanse Orestes of his crime. The right side features a scene showing
Orestes and Pylades being captured by the Tauri, who have the custom of
sacrificing all strangers to Artemis, but Iphigenia, the high priestess of the
goddess, eventually recognizes her brother and the three manage to escape to
Athens carrying the sacred statue (Figure 3.2). On the left, Athena casts the
deciding vote in favour of Orestes at the trial of the Areopagus, which would
put an end to his persecution by the Erinyes (Figure 3.3).

Not until the nineteenth century was the iconography of this typology of so-
called ‘Orestes sarcophagi’ determined with any certainty. Even the knowledge-
able seventeenth-century Roman antiquarian Giovanni Bellori failed to give a
satisfactory interpretation of an almost identical piece housed at the Palazzo
Giustiniani.” In his Admiranda Romanorum antiquitatum ac veteris sculpturae
vestigia (1693), Bellori wrote a poetic commentary to accompany a delicate
engraving of the sarcophagus by Pietro Santi Bartoli, where he emphasised the
themes of crime and sacrifice as central to its meaning.”'

But more than a century before Bellori, and writing about the Husillos
sarcophagus, the Spanish humanist Ambrosio de Morales had come closer to the
original meaning of the typology by framing the themes of crime and sacrifice
within the context of an interfamilial conflict. Morales drew upon his
knowledge of Roman history, mediated through Livy, to speculate that it might
represent the story of the Horatii and Curiatii (described in A6 Urbe Condita 1,
24-26).”* He identifies the central figure (of Orestes who had killed his mother
Clytemnestra) as Horatius who had just murdered his sister Camilla claiming
‘So perishes any Roman woman who mourns the enemy,” for she had shown

20 Although its iconography was not properly understood during the Renaissance, this
sarcophagus was revered by many artists who used it as a source of figural models: see
Bober and Rubinstein 1986, 137 —-138.

21 For the online edition of the Admiranda Romanorum antiquitatum, with an image of
Pietro Santi Bartoli’s engraving, see the Corpus Informatico Belloriano http://biblio.
signum.sns.it/cgi-bin/bellori//blrCGI 2cmd=18&w=128&u=Palazzo+Giustiniani.+Stra
ge&pg=052

22 Ambrosio de Morales visited Husillos in the course of his trip, at the command of Philip
IT in 1572, to document the treasures of his kingdom: Morales 1765 [1977], 26-27.
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grief at the death of one of the Curiatii to whom she was betrothed. This story
has some parallels with Orestes’s tragedy, because, like Orestes, Horatius should
have been condemned to death for killing his sister but was absolved because of
the motivating circumstances and the advocacy of his father. To expiate his
crime, Horatius’ father obliged him to carry out a series of sacrifices, amongst
which was to walk under a beam ‘as if set under the yoke.” Morales identifies the
figure on the sarcophagus of the crouching servant with a stool as Horatius
passing under this beam, which came to be known as the #gillum sororium
(sister’s beam). In sum, Morales’ knowledge of an ancient text (Livy) allowed
him to identify a classical story of family crime and expiation similar to the one
that was actually represented in the sarcophagus.

But more relevant to this inquiry is the process of interpretation that
enabled Morales to access the core of Orestes’ story, exclusively through the
evocative power of a Pathosformel. He identifies the Erinyes who sleep around
Agamemnon’s cairn in the sarcophagus as mourners grieving the death of
Camilla; he then identifies as her corpse the body of the sleeping Erinys lying by
Aegisthus’; and he interprets his body as that of the slain Curiatius. At this point
Morales makes a startling comment about the crouching Erinys whose face is
hidden by a veil, saying that ‘she conveys more sadness than any of the other
figures whose faces are visible to us. It is as if the artist wanted this figure to be
the Agamemnon of Timanthes, whose grief was covered with a gesture in order
to be more intensely revealed by art.”” The humanist recalls here the famous
story of the Greek painter Timanthes of Sicyon whose artistic capacity to
represent grief-stricken faces reached its limits when he attempted to render that
of Agamemnon at the sacrifice of his daughter Iphigenia, deciding finally to
cover his face with a veil.** This painting is now lost but a possible echo survives
in works such as a fresco of the Sacrifice of Iphigenia from the House of the
Tragic Poet in Pompeii and a mosaic of the same theme from Ampurias, both
showing Agamemnon covering his face with a veil, in a gesture that closely
resembles that made by the Erinys in the sarcophagus.” It is a testimony to the
evocative power of the images of the sarcophagus that the gestural expression of
the Erinys could bring to mind for Morales the sacrificial drama (the murder of
Agamemnon) at the origin of the actual story represented in the frieze. Here
Morales’ interpretation shows a process of transmission whose complexity

23 Morales 1765 [1977], 26.

24 See Pliny (Naturalis Historia, 35.73), Quintillian (Znstitutio Oratoria, 2. 13. 13) and
Cicero (Orator, 74).

25 For an illustration of the Sacrifice of Iphigenia from Pompeii, now in the National
Archaeological Museum of Naples, see Prado-Vilar 2008, 179, fig. 6. For the mosaic
from Ampurias, see Bldzquez 1993, 388—389. For later use of the motif of the veiled
face to represent inexpressible grief, e.g. Nicolas Poussin in his famous Death of
Germanicus, see Montagu 1994, and Crow 1999, 79-103.
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surpasses any example studied by Warburg: we see how the Pathosformel
invented by Timanthes as the paradigmatic representation of the inexpressibility
of paternal grief was textually transmitted by several Roman authors (Pliny,
Quintillian, Cicero) and visually recreated by Pompeian painters, who inserted
the image of the veiled Agamemnon in their representations of the myth. Later,
in the context of the Greek revival of the time of Hadrian, the Pathosformel of
the veiled face was deployed by the sculptors responsible for the Orestes
sarcophagus, which much later on would end up in medieval Husillos. Arriving
there centuries later, Morales observed the Pathosformel of the veiled face,
recalling immediately, through textual memory and mimesis, the story of
Timanthes veiled Agamemnon. Therefore, remarkably, the Pathosformel caused
Morales to invoke the ‘ghost’ of Agamemnon in the very same location on the
sarcophagus where, unbeknown to him, the cairn of the murdered king is
represented.”®

Morales’ account is also illuminating about the different reception accorded
to the sarcophagus by ecclesiastical dignitaries and artists. An Italian church
official, Cardinal Poggio, praised the work saying: ‘this tomb deserved to be in
Rome among the most precious antiquities preserved there, because it is as good
as all of them.” And a prominent Spanish Renaissance artist, Alonso de
Berruguete, was similarly admiring: ‘I haven’t seen anything better in Italy, and a
few things which are as good.” In addition to the opinion of such well-informed
patrons and artists, Morales relates a personal anecdote that attests to the
mythopoetic power of the work: noting that the head of Orestes in the Delphi
scene seems to have been deliberately struck off, rather than broken accidently,
he concludes that this must have been the act of an artist eager to take it as a
‘token of such a marvellous work.”’

In trying to match the gestural language of the sarcophagus frieze with a
written source they deemed appropriate to its original context, these
commentators allow us to reflect on the various responses of medieval
audiences, which ranged from learned appraisals based on classical sources to

26 This analysis helps elucidate an aspect of my interpretation of the Husillos Orestes frieze
about which scholars disagree. Toynbee (1934, 167), amongst others, suggested that the
mound around which the Erinyes rest represents Agamemnon’s cairn, arguing from
comparison with other types of Orestes sarcophagi which at that point show, instead,
Agamemnon’s ghost. I would suggest that the Roman sculptors who designed the
typology of Orestes sarcophagus to which the Husillos example belongs, intentionally
included the Pathosformel of the veiled face at the site of Agamemnon’s cairn, as a visual
trigger to set off in viewers familiar with the story of Timanthes’ Agamemnon, the same
interpretive process that Morales later underwent: i.e. to recall Agamemnon’s ghost, and
by extension Iphigenia’s sacrifice — the crime that initiated the tragic cycle represented on
the reliefs.

27 These quotes in Morales 1765 [1977], 27.
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popular anecdotes inspired by the mythopoetic power of its imagery.”® In the
absence of documentary records informing us of the medieval reception of the
Orestes sarcophagus, the principal evidence for the continuous interest in the
interpretation of its imagery is the trail of Romanesque works inspired by its
reliefs. Indeed, it is no coincidence that themes of genealogy, crime and sacrifice
are at the core of the iconography of the three Romanesque works more
intensely indebted to the imagery of the sarcophagus: the capital from the apse
of San Martin de Frémista (Figures 3.5 and 3.8b, depicting Cain killing Abel), a
capital from the Cathedral of Jaca (Figure 3.8¢), and the tympanum of the so-
called Portal of the Lamb of the basilica of San Isidoro in Leén (Figure 3.8e),
both representing the Sacrifice of Isaac. It is as if style and iconography,
mimicking the Erinyes, were relentlessly following the trail of family blood.

Frémista: the Mark of Cain

Appropriate to its position at the head of the formal genealogy which sprang
from the imagery of the sarcophagus, the capital from the church of San Martin
de Frémista also emerges as the closest conceptual translation of its iconographic
message into a new Christian context.”” Indeed, both the sarcophagus and the
capital deal with themes of the shedding of family blood and its divine
punishment. The iconography of the capital has long eluded scholars, largely
because the two nude figures on it were defaced (in what seems to have been a
deliberate act of censorship during a restoration of the church in the early
twentieth century), and their original gender has been disputed.

The capital visible in the apse of the church today is a copy, made before the
two nudes on the original were destroyed: it shows them as a man and a woman

28 For an example of the mythopoetic power of figures on Roman sarcophagi to spark
biographical legends around the medieval personages who re-used them for their burials,
see Moralejo 1984, 189-90.

29 San Martin de Frémista was a small Benedictine community founded by Alfonso VI’s
grandmother, Muniadomna, Countess of Castile and widow of Sancho III the Great of
Navarre. Through her, Fernando I, Alfonso’s father, inherited the Kingdom of Castile. In
her foundational charter, Muniadomna expressedly bequeathed San Martin de Frémista
to her ‘stirpe’ entrusting her descendants with its care and aggrandisement as a special
dynastic possession. Her will of 1066 mentions work under construction, but the present
church was built c. 1090 and belongs, typologically and stylistically, to a group of
churches in the area of Tierra de Campos (Palencia) connected with the Leonese dynasty.
All of these churches underwent building campaigns in a new mature Romanesque style
right after the council of Husillos (see Prado-Vilar 2008, 183-184).
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(Figure 3.4d).” Moralejo, and every other scholar after him, never questioned
the reliability of this copy. “The calm nudes, man and woman,” he wrote, ‘who
find themselves threatened by sinister individuals flourishing serpents, seem to
suggest an allegory of the fallen human condition, impossible to translate
verbally.”" There is in fact a photograph of the capital taken before its
defacement, which shows one of the nudes (clearly male), but, unfortunately,
only part of the other (Figure 3.4b).”> Yet it clearly shows how far the copy
diverged from the original, and particularly how the restorer engaged in a
‘genital reconstruction’ of what he thought was a female figure.” But this figure
was probably male like the other (although the restorer may have been confused
because its penis was missing and because the medieval sculptor had exaggerated
the muscled chest of the Roman figures he was copying, so they looked rather
like female breasts).

Analysis of the process by which individual figures from the Orestes
sarcophagus were assigned new roles within the thematic environment of the
capital leaves no doubt that this scene represents Cain killing Abel. On the
capital Cain adopts the heroic pose of the murderous Orestes, while the terrified
nurse of the sarcophagus becomes Abel recoiling from the blow.** More startling
is the transformation of the figure of Aegisthus, which has been turned upside
down on the capital to join the demonic forces that emerge from the
underworld to punish Cain. This metamorphosis was with all probability
suggested by the biblical passage (Genesis 4: 3—10) that describes how Abel’s
blood cried out to denounce the crime and curse the murderer.

Comparison with two other artworks, which feature separate episodes of
this biblical narrative, shows quite how brilliantly the whole story was visualised
at Frémista. The first is a capital from the cathedral of Saint-Lazare in Autun
showing God asking Cain for his brother, whose corpse lays hidden in the
bushes, his legs partially visible in the frontal face of the capital while the rest of
the body occupies the lateral face.”” The other is a drawing from an early
eleventh-century Anglo-Saxon manuscript now in the Bodleian Library (MS

30 For the socio-historical context of the restoration of San Martin de Frémista, see the two
collections of essays published on the occasion of its 100 anniversary: Frémista 2004;
and San Martin de Frémista 2005.

31 Moralejo 1994b, 211.

32 The photograph was first published in Serrano Fatigati 1901.

33 He inflated the genital area and inserted a slit where there was originally none, resulting
in a strange unicum in ‘medieval’ vaginal iconography. For medieval vaginal iconography,
see Caviness 2007.

34 The medieval artist adopted the sword from the Orestes sarcophagus to fill the gap in the
biblical narrative which says nothing of the instrument Cain used. For the iconography
of Cain’s weapon, see Schapiro 1979, 249—65; and for the blade as weapon in twelfth-
century Iberian examples, see Patton 2005.

35 See Grivot and Zarnecki 1961, 68; and Prado-Vilar 2008, 181, fig.9.
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Junius 11, fol. 49) which focuses on the moment when the blood of Abel
(represented in anthropomorphic form as is typical in medieval iconography)
denounces the crime to God.*® In contrast, the Frémista artist, inspired by the
narrative theatricality of the Hadrianic reliefs, manages to create a more
dynamic composition that combines three episodes in one explosive moment:
Abel’s murder, the denunciation of the crime to God, and the following curse,
resulting in one of the most spectacular evocations of Abel’s death in medieval
art.

The Furies of the sarcophagus, who in classical mythology were specifically
devoted to avenging the shedding of kindred blood, re-emerge on the capital,
with function and meaning unchanged, as if their persecuting rage had carried
them directly from mythical to biblical times.”” This iconographic continuity
from sarcophagus to capital parallels their survival in written texts, notably in
their description in Isidore’s Eymologies which was widely read through the
Middle Ages, and specially in eleventh-century Castile:

They also say that the three Furies are women with serpents for hair, on account of
the three passions that give rise to many disturbances in people’s spirits, and they
sometimes so drive a person to do wrong that they allow him to give no
consideration to his reputation or his own danger. The passions are Anger, which
desires revenge, Desire, which wishes for wealth, and Lust, which seeks pleasure.
They are called Furies (Furiae) because they strike (ﬁrz're) the mind with their goads
and do not allow it to be tranquil (VIIL. Xi. 95).’

As in the Greek drama, where the Erinyes pursue Orestes relentlessly, on the
Frémista capital they seem to enforce God’s curse to Cain, ‘you will be a fugitive
and a wanderer on earth’ (Genesis 4:12). The disgrace that befalls sinners,
condemned to wander in the wilderness for letting animal impulses control their
actions is, appropriately, the theme of the adjacent capital, by the same sculptor
— the original is also in the Museo de Palencia, replaced by a copy in the church
(Figure 3.8b). This group of partially naked men riding fierce lions brings to
mind ‘the passions [of] Anger, which desires revenge, Desire, which wishes for
wealth, and Lust, which seeks pleasure,” described by Isidore in the
aforementioned passage.

The identification of the iconography of the famous capital as Cain’s
murder of Abel is confirmed by its narrative and allegorical relationship with
neighbouring capitals. The narrative context is defined by the axis that connects
this capital with the capitals of the nave, where we find, supporting the arcade
that gives access to the crossing, a pair depicting two other episodes from
Genesis: the Temptation of Adam and Eve (north) and the Reprimand and

36 See Kauffmann 2003, 37-55, and Prado-Vilar 2008, 181, fig.10.
37 For the function of the Erinyes in the Aeschylan stage, see Frontisi-Ducroix 2007.
38 Isidore 2006, 189.
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Expulsion from Paradise (south). In turn, the allegorical context is provided by
its pendant capitals on the north side of the apse: one shows a series of heraldic
birds, probably doves — an iconography of clear Eucharistic/sacrificial
connotations appropriate to this area of the church — and the capital next to
that, which has lush vegetal decoration evoking pauradise.39 So if the figurative
programme of the south side of the apse (Cain killing Abel and men riding
lions) focuses on the martyrial and penitential dimension of sacrifice (Abel as a
type of the first martyr and prefiguration of the Passion of Christ), then the
north side focuses on its salvific and paradisiacal aspects, through eucharistic
birds and vegetation.

Located in the most prestigious area of the church, the Cain capital is not
only the masterpiece of the sculptural decoration of San Martin but also the
cornerstone of its iconographic programme. To be sure, this direct quotation of
the frieze of the Orestes sarcophagus in the most visible place of the church at
Frémista, in the aftermath of the Council of Husillos, might respond to a more
specific set of circumstances than mere aesthetic appeal for the classical model.
The capital might have been created as a lieu de mémoire meant to recall its
ancient model, not only artistically but also iconographically, contextually and
historically. As mentioned earlier, the circumstances that compelled Alfonso VI
to summon the council at Husillos were extremely grave as the unity and
stability of the kingdom had been seriously threatened by political insurgency (a
rebellion of Galician nobles), and ecclesiastical turmoil (the bishops’ resistance
to the adoption of the Roman rite and to the advance of Cluniac influence).
Various pieces of surviving evidence show how the council then dealt with
political pacification, reorganisation of the church, and the resolution of
conflicts over ecclesiastical jurisdiction.40 So, for those who attended, the
imagery of the sarcophagus must have been artistically impressive and also very
evocative in its significance. In the eleventh century, in a church setting, images
apparently representing a family crime associated with scenes of offering and
sacrifice would probably recall episodes from the cycle of Cain and Abel — the
nudity of the figures, rather than signalling a referent to classical antiquity,
might, in that context, have suggested a Biblical narrative of 01rigins.41 And so
the Frémista artist, following the directions of his patron, might have

39 Illustation in Prado-Vilar 2008, 183, fig. 12.

40 For the historical significance of the council of Husillos, see above, n. 3.

41 For a comparison between the scene of Athena at the trial of the Areopagus from the
Husillos sarcophagus (Figure 3.2) and a compositionally similar Romanesque
representation of the Offering of Cain and Abel in a twelfth-century capital from
Moutiers Saint-Jean, now at the Fogg Museum, Harvard University, see Prado-Vilar
2008, 184, fig. 13.
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deliberately copied the ‘Orestes’ scenes for the iconographic value that had been
assigned to it in Husillos during the council.

It is, therefore, not a coincidence that, like the council of Husillos, with its
aims of peace and stability, the iconographic programme at Frémista presented
biblical and moral condemnations of fratricidal violence, and the church as the
agent restoring peace.”” The Genesis capitals of the crossing illustrate the fall of
man, its causes and consequences: pride, discord, violence, damnation. The
pairs of capitals decorating each of the interior arcades of the two entrances
articulate moralising messages by establishing deliberate compositional and
thematic connections with the crossing capitals, whose Biblical stories provide
the Scriptural background.

In sum, the direct paraphrase of the Husillos Orestes sarcophagus in the
capital at Frémista, and the connections between the iconographic programme
of San Martin de Frémista and the issues discussed at the council of Husillos,
opens the possibility to speculate that the Frémista programme might actually
have been inspired by the council’s pacifying mission. In other words, the
council’s proceedings may still survive at San Martin de Frémista, written in
stone in a new Romanesque language, and with the Cain capital as its seal of
provenance.

The council of Husillos also provides clues about the kind of personal and
institutional connections that might have brought to Spain an artist such as the
sculptor of the Cain-Orestes capital, whose artistic genealogy has been traced
back to the figural arts of Gascony and, particularly, to the naturalistic pictorial
tradition represented by the magnificent Bearus of Saint-Sever (Paris,
Bibliothéque nationale, Ms. Lat. 8878, fol. 85, ca. 1070).” This was made by
an artist, Stephanus Garsia, who had a sensibility for the tautness of the flesh,
the diaphanous fluidity of folds and the emotional extremes of the human
experience. It is from that teeming ferment of Pathosformeln, beautifully
illustrated by the miniature of the Flood from the Bearus, where we find the

42 The historiated capitals at Frémista articulate the interior space of the church in what
Moralejo rightly understood as a series of ‘programmatic sequences’ (Moralejo 1990, 23).
Figured capitals concentrate in meaningful groups in three principal areas: the crossing,
where, as we have seen, there are capitals depicting episodes from Genesis; the interior
arcade of the northern entrance (the access to the laity) with capitals featuring popular
fables and moralising themes; and the interior arcade of the southern entrance (the access
for the monks) decorated with capitals featuring ecclesiastical themes. For a detailed
discussion of this iconographic programme and its historical significance in the context
of eleventh-century Romanesque, see Prado-Vilar 2008, 182—184.

43 For the connections between Frémista and the Southwest of France, see Moralejo 1987,

94-95; and Moralejo 1985, 77-80.
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DNA of the eye and the hand of the Orestes-Cain master.** He may have arrived
in Husillos with his patron for the council, and there found the myth that
changed both his life and the art of the time.®

Jaca: the Inventory of Forms

During the time that the group of artists trained at Frémista moved along the
pilgrimage road to Jaca, the forms of the Husillos sarcophagus had come to
dominate the visual morphology of their style — nudes in chiastic poses with
thick, deeply-carved hair, undulating draperies, and figures brandishing serpents
are ubiquitous (cfr. Figure 3.5).% For this reason Moralejo called the artist
responsible for the Cain-Orestes capital at Fromista “The Jaca Master’.

But there was a substantial difference, for unlike the sculptor of the
Frémista capital, who looked at the Orestes frieze as a compositional and
iconographic unit, the masters of the Jaca workshop used the images as a
repertory of forms, dissecting its individual Pathosformeln to recast them in
different Biblical roles (such as Balaam, Daniel, and Habbakuk). Using the
ancient forms in this way, the masters of Jaca emerge as the direct forerunners of
Renaissance artists, such as Raphael and Titian, who would later subject other
ancient Orestes sarcophagi to a similar taxonomic gaze.”” To the transitional
period between the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, belongs a series of
drawings compiled in the so-called Vallardi codex, which artists of the circle of
Pisanello produced to use for figurative models.”® One folio gives an idea of the
repertory of models that might have been used by the Jaca sculptors. It shows
three figures copied from an Orestes sarcophagus: one brandishing a club,
which is taken from the central Orestes; a woman derived from the figure of
Aegisthus, here returned to life as in the Frémista capital; and a crouching man
that recalls the figure of the servant.”

44 An illustration of this miniature in Prado-Vilar 2008, 185, fig. 16. For the interest of
Stephanus Garsia in recycling motifs from antique sources, especially from the
iconography of battles, see Werckmeister 1973, 612-616.

45 For a possible patron, Bernard of Sédirac, a prominent Cluniac monk with Gascon
connections who became archbishop of Toledo and attended the council of Husillos, see
Prado-Vilar 2008, n. 59, and Prado-Vilar 2009, n. 36.

46 For a comprehensive discussion of the chronology and stylistic filiation of the sculpture
of Jaca, see Moralejo 1979, and 1984.

47 For Tidan, see Brendel 1955. The figure of Orestes/Pylades provides the blueprint for
the Bacchus in his Bacchus and Ariadne at the National Gallery of London.

48 TFor this codex, now in the Louvre (Cod. Vallardi, inv. 2397v), see Scheller 1995, 341 —
356.

49 llustration in Prado-Vilar 2008, fig. 17.
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The transformation of the legacy of the Husillos sarcophagus into a
workshop undertaking must have occurred in an intermediate stage situated
chronologically between Frémista (c. 1089/90) and Jaca (c. 1093/94), which is
now difficult to locate but, for reasons I have outlined elsewhere, we can point
to San Marfa la Real de Ndjera as a good candidate — an important monastery
on the route from DPalencia to Aragén, which had become, since its
incorporation to the Kingdom of Castile in 1076 and its donation to Cluny
in 1079, one of the most important monastic centres of the kingdom.”® We
might speculate that it was in Ndjera where the Orestes-Cain master passed on his
knowledge to younger members of his workshop who would then exploit it with
a new vitality. The principal master of Jaca would belong to this new
generation, for his work exudes, as Marcel Durliat perceptively observed ‘un
esprit de jeunesse, une vivacité et une spontanéité remplis de séduction.”’

If the Ndjera capital is the missing link between the sculpture of San Martin
de Frémista and that of the Cathedral of Jaca, a capital from the South Portal of
the latter provides a link towards the future (Figure 3.8¢c). It is an artistic
experiment that foreshadows the high levels of formal and conceptual
sophistication, which this new generation of artists would reach in their
dialogue with the Husillos sarcophagus when they finally returned to the
Kingdom of Leén. On this capital, the heroic pathos of the Orestes frieze is
fully revived when its morphology and syntax are put to serve the most gripping
family drama of the Old Testament, the sacrifice of Isaac (Genesis 22). The
sculptor of this capital radically transformed the central group of the
sarcophagus, so that the nurse turned into the figure of Abraham, who holds
by the hair the naked body of Isaac, which in turn was modelled on the central
Orestes. The figure of Pylades reappears as a woman holding a ram by the altar
(identical disposition of head and upper body and drapery covering the lower
portion). The result is a dramatic immediacy not found in other Romanesque
representations of this theme.

This led Moralejo to relate the capital to a personal statement written by
King Sancho Ramirez, the patron who oversaw the early construction of the
cathedral. In a charter of 1093, Sancho Ramirez offered his own son Ramiro as
oblate to the monastery of Saint-Pons de Tomicres, allegedly as a sacrifice to
gather divine help to fight the enemies of the Christians.”> As was standard in
this type of donation, he compared himself to Abraham who was willing to
immolate Isaac. Yet the terms of this invocation more clearly recall the

50 A single capital with vegetal decoration, now preserved in the Cathedral of Jaca, stands
as a token of its Romanesque fabric and shows direct connections with both Frémista
and, specially, Jaca (an illustration in Prado-Vilar 2008, 186, fig. 18).

51 Durliat 1990, 220.

52 Moralejo 1985, 30—32. For an edition of this document, see Lacarra 1946.
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motivation behind the mythological sacrifice — of Iphigenia by Agamemnon —
that was the source of imagery which permeates the composition of this capital.

In addition to these formal echoes of the sarcophagus frieze give the story of
Orestes a subliminal ‘presence’ on the capital, the woman derived from the
figure of Pylades offers a more direct point of connection. In form and
iconography, she links the biblical sacrifice, which is explicitly represented, and
the mythological sacrifice which is latent. To be sure, she does not occur in the
biblical narrative (which simply says that the ram appeared caught up in a
thicket) and more closely brings to mind the figure of Artemis who saved
Iphigenia by sending a deer to be killed in her place. The iconography of this
episode was widely disseminated in antiquity through works in various media,
such as aforementioned painting from the House of the Tragic Poet in Pompeii
or the mosaic from Ampurias. Although the classical iconography of the
Sacrifice of Iphigenia has no direct relation to the Abraham capital at Jaca,
distant echoes of it resonate in the figure of this woman.” This brief analysis of
the complex network of formal, iconographic and historical threads that meet in
the Jaca capital underscores its status as a lieu de mémoire that holds the ‘essence’
of the concept of ritual sacrifice in Mediterranean culture.

Compositionally, iconographically, and stylistically, the design of the South
Portal of Jaca is an essential introduction to the next work in the Romanesque
succession from the Orestes sarcophagus, the South Portal of the Basilica of San
Isidoro in Ledn, which is also known as the Portal of the Lamb (c. 1100).

Ledn: the Iconology of the Interval

The product of a workshop trained in Jaca, the Portal of the Lamb at Ledn
reproduces in its general layout the original arrangement of the South Portal of
Jaca cathedral, but on a monumental scale and with a more extensive sculptural
programme. It has a richly carved tympanum featuring the Agnus Dei and the
Abraham story, and a large frieze above the doorway which depicts the signs of
the Zodiac (Figures 3.8 d, e).

Moralejo noted that the figure of Aquarius in this frieze derived from the
central Orestes of the sarcophagus (Figures 3.5 and 3.8d).”* However, the
influence of the classical reliefs is more extensive, and can be felt in the syntax
that connects Aquarius with its adjacent signs: Sagittarius and Capricorn, with
wild hair and threatening attitudes (using arrows instead of serpents) mirror the
two Furies who charge towards Orestes in the sarcophagus, while behind the

53  For further details on the complex network of exegetical and iconographic traditions that
inform the presence of this woman in the Jaca capital, see Prado-Vilar 2008, 185-186.
54 Moralejo 1977.
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fish in the sign of Pisces, is a figure (a fisherman?) which faithfully reproduces
the backward movement of the old nurse. Furthermore, the curve of the cloth
that links Pylades and the nurse on the sarcophagus is reproduced in the Pisces
panel to create the shape of a boat (just behind the lower fish). So here the artists
show an understanding of the compositional syntax of the Orestes frieze and of
the dynamics generated by the correlation among the figures that transcends the
simple cataloguing of Pathosformeln. This offers a preview of what they
accomplished in the tympanum.

Although, surprisingly, this tympanum has never been mentioned in
connection with the Husillos sarcophagus, it is unquestionably the Romanesque
work that most profoundly engages the classical model (Figure 3.7d). The
Sacrifice of Isaac is situated at its centre, at the intersection of two axes, a
vertical one encapsulating the Eucharistic idea of sacrifice by drawing a
typological connection with the Agnus Dei, and a horizontal one that
dramatises the theme of genealogy and its implications for salvation history by
playing out the contrast between Abraham’s two sons, Isaac and Ishmael. The
biblical narrative that unfolds in the horizontal axis is rare in Romanesque
tympana. From right to left appears Sarah, seated in front of a tent house
overseeing the departure of her son Isaac. Next he is shown removing his shoes
to enter the sacred ground where the sacrifice will be performed (the repetition
of Isaac on his way to the sacrifice and his representation with a halo stress the
Christological implications which are explicitly symbolised in the vertical axis).
In the centre is Abraham at the fateful moment in which he is stopped by God’s
injunction. To his left, an angel offers the lamb that will take the place of Isaac.
Next to the angel is Abraham’s slave concubine Hagar and her son Ishmael, both
represented following the biblical narrative, as they wander in the wilderness of
Beersheba.

The elongated field of the tympanum allowed the artist to adopt faithfully
the sarcophagus frieze as a compositional blueprint, reproducing closely the
poses and positions of individual figures. From right to left, the figure of Sarah,
extending her left arm backwards as she turns her head towards the direction of
the action, is a variation of Orestes at Delphi; Isaac taking off his sandals recalls
the crouching pose of the servant; the figure of Abraham is a clothed version of
the central Orestes, as if he had grabbed from the ground the corpse of
Clytemnestra, here transformed into Isaac; the Angel, with his right arm
crossing over his chest to bring forth the lamb, replicates the position of the
Orestes/Pylades; and finally, Hagar strikes a pose similar to the sleeping Fury on
the left end of the sarcophagus.

The Ledn artist also shows a masterful understanding of the rhythmic
cadences of the Roman sarcophagus reliefs. In both works, the forceful chiastic
centre sets off a kinetic reaction that ripples laterally in undulating sequences.
The ample curves of fluted drapery created, on the right side of the sarcophagus,
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by the cloth hanging before the Furies and the fabric held by the Orestes at
Delphi are echoed in the tympanum by the rhythmic waves described by the
tree branches, Isaac’s discarded garments suspended between the branches and
the altar, and his billowing cape as he rides off to Mount Moriah. Similarly, on
the left side of the tympanum, the elongated body of the sheep held by the angel
occupies the same position as the stretched cloth that connects Aegisthus’s
corpse to the hand of his murderer in the sarcophagus. At an even more subtle
level, the tympanum emulates the narrative technique of the sarcophagus down
to its clever use of syncopated temporality. The replication of the figure of Isaac
progressing rapidly in three different temporal sequences recalls the heightening
rhythm effected by the triplication of the figure of Orestes, from his single
appearance at Delphi to his doubling during the killing spree.

Yet the most brilliant artistic and conceptual communion between the
tympanum and the sarcophagus occurs in an empty space — the charged area
where the gaze of the sacrificer meets the hand that tries to stop him. The hand
of the nurse facing Orestes/Pylades morphs into the Hand of God halting
Abraham, in a formal translation that amounts to a profound visual meditation,
contained in one gesture, on the relationship between ritual murder in Greek
myth and Biblical sacrifice.

The Orestes frieze provides not only the formal master-image but also the
exegetical metanarrative behind the Leén tympanum. Like the hand of the nurse,
God’s commanding hand acts as the indictment of crime, but here it is no
longer the impotent gesture of a servant unable to prevent the crime but the
almighty Hand of God directly intervening in the course of events. On the
tympanum, sacrifice is not condemned by reproach but stopped by interdiction.
It is not framed morally by the emotional response of a fellow human, but
legally by the unquestioned judgment of the Father. Yet the way in which, in the
formal genealogy of the tympanum, the hand of the nurse exists within God’s,
introduces an unintentional level of exegesis to the Biblical episode — the
realisation that deep inside God’s ostensibly detached command lies a very
human consideration for the consequences of the crime.

But if this act of artistic translation inspires a meditation on the human
kernel of Biblical sacrifice such as I have just outlined, it also facilitates a
meditation on the sacred dimension of murder in Greek tragedy. As Jean-Pierre
Vernant observes, religious sacrifice in Greek tragedy seems to be an empty
ritual performance, and it is in human murder, rather, where the sacred
dimension of sacrifice is fully released:

The normal form of communication between gods and men is sacrifice, the
invention of Prometheus. But, there are, precisely, no regular sacrifices in Aeschylus’
tragic world: on the contrary, every sacrifice is ‘corrupt’... Every attempt to sacrifice
is brought to a halt ... Conversely, every murder, whether of a brother, a daughter, a
spouse, or a father, is depicted as a sacrifice .... In Greek tragedy, the norm is
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presented only to be transgressed or because it has already been transgressed. It is in
this respect that Greek tragedy derives from Dionysus, the god of confusion and
transgression.””

The Leén artist, in transforming the scene of matricide from the sarcophagus
into a sacred sacrifice in the tympanum, has revealed the sacred sacrificial nature
contained, as Vernant says, in every murder in Greek tragedy, and clearly
implied in Aeschylus’s description of Clytemestra’s execution.

It is difficult to find a more beautiful and complex artistic realisation of an
‘iconology of the interval.” This cryptic phrase, introduced by Warburg in his
1929 journal, has been interpreted in reference to the montage structure of the
Mnemosyne panels, which, as Philip-Alain Michaud points out, were meant to
generate meaning through correlations between images:

This iconology is based not on the meaning of the figures — the foundation of
interpretation for Warburg’s disciples, beginning with Panofsky — but on the
interrelationships between the figures in their complex, autonomous arrangement,
which cannot be reduced to discourse.™

It is precisely in its understanding of the meanings generated by the intervals
and correlations between the different figures, or Pathosformeln, of the Husillos
sarcophagus, that the work of the Ledn artist surpasses both that of his Jaca
forerunners, and his late-Gothic (Pisanello) and Italian Renaissance counter-
parts. It is also by adopting an iconology of the interval as an analytical strategy
that we can discover the profound reflection on sacrifice that emerges, only at
the level of the visual, ‘which cannot be reduced to discourse,” from a
comparative analysis of the Orestes sarcophagus and the Leén tympanum. And,
as generative kernel at the centre of it all we find the transcendental gesture of a
hand that travels artistically the ontological distance between man and God, and
stands as a brilliant materialisation of how Warburg, in Agamben’s words,
viewed gesture in the context of his project, ‘as a crystal of historical memory....
which stiffened and turned into a destiny.”’

Bend Sinister: Tragedy, History, and Historiography

These three illustrious examples suggest that, parallel to Moralejo’s stylistic
genealogy, we can trace a second, iconographic, lineage emerging from the
Husillos sarcophagus — one that centres on the themes of family crime and
sacrifice. By following the Erinyes in their avenging wrath, we can witness myth

55 Vernant 1990, 263 —264.
56 Michaud 2007, 251-52.
57 Agamben 2000, 53.
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bleeding over Christian iconography ... and over history. Indeed, the specific
historical events, revolving around the question of dynastic genealogy, which
inspired the commission of those monuments, especially San Martin de
Frémista and San Isidoro de Ledn, provide yet a third link connecting the
Romanesque descendants of the Husillos sarcophagus.

The ‘Orestes’ and ‘Electra’ of this story are Alfonso VI, King of Leén-Castile
(r. 1065—1109), and his older sister, the infanta Urraca. Their father, Fernando
I (r. 1037-1065), divided his empire among his three sons, leaving Castile to
the eldest, Sancho, Ledn to Alfonso, and Galicia to Garcefa, the youngest. In the
dynastic dispute that ensued among the brothers after Fernando’s death in 1065,
Urraca helped Alfonso overcome defeat, imprisonment and exile to be finally
crowned king of the united realms of Ledn, Castile and Galicia in 1072. To
achieve this goal, she conspired in the murder of Sancho, and the life
imprisonment of Garcia, who would spend the next 18 years, until his death in
1090, confined in a castle in the remote mountains of Ledn. A true medieval
Electra, Urraca was an unmarried princess dedicated to the dynastic heritage of
her family, whose symbolic centre was the complex of San Isidoro de Ledn,
which she inherited through the institution of the infantazgo.”®

When Garcia died, still in captivity, in 1090, Alfonso VI seemed to be at the
height of his power and prestige, having achieved renown in the rest of Europe
by conquering Toledo in 1085, and having crushed several rebellions and other
internal dissensions, which were finally settled at the Council of Husillos in
1088. Poignantly, art again provided a silent commentary to history, for, around
the time Alfonso and Urraca attended, with considerable amounts of hypocrisy,
Garcia’s royal exequies at San Isidoro de Ledn, presided over, like the council of
Husillos, by the papal legate Rainier (future pope Paschal II), the Orestes-Cain
capital surely must have dazzled visitors to the recently built apse of San Martin
de Frémista. The presence of this representation of Cain’s crime, endowed with

58 The infantazgo was the portion of the royal patrimony comprising monastic foundations
and was given to a princess on the condition that she remained unmarried, as a deo voza.
Through this endowment, the infanta acted like a lay abbess exercising total dominion
and economic control over the monastic estates of the realm, including the
administration of justice (see Walker 1999). San Isidoro was the most important
monastery of the kingdom, and the centre of a larger palatine complex integrated by the
royal palace, the church, and a double monastery, dedicated to Saint Palagius (nuns) and
San Isidoro (monks). In addition to keeping the relics of the most revered saint and
cultural authority of the Visigothic age, which had been translated from Seville with
great pomp by Fernando I in 1063 when the former church of St. John the Baptist was
rebuilt and rededicated to San Isidore, the complex also housed the royal cemetery of the
Kings of Ledn. Due to this, the monastery was the symbolic heart of the memory of the
Leonese dynasty, which regarded itself as the direct continuator of the lineage descending
from the Visigothic monarchs that governed the peninsula in the ‘Golden Age’ before the
Muslim invasion. For the historical context of San Isidoro, see Williams 1995.
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the patina of ancient tragedy, at the heart of Tierra de Campos — the area
Alfonso had directly inherited from his father — could not offer a more suitable
image for the original sin marking his ascent to power. It was only fitting that
the monastery founded by the matriarch of the dynasty, Muniadomna, and
entrusted to her szirpe, was sealed by the mark of Cain — a mark that run deep in
their genealogical makeup.

As their Greek counterparts, therefore, Urraca and Alfonso were bound by
fratricide, revenge and dynastic restoration. However, by the time of Garcia’s
death, a sibling dissension had been slowly brewing between these ‘Electra’ and
‘Orestes’ who had triumphantly seized power in 1072. Tinged with the complex
psychological underpinnings of a Greek tragedy, the progressive distancing
between Urraca (motherly sister/mentor/lover) and Alfonso VI would have
immense artistic ramifications because it was fought, not in the battlefield with
the sword, but, rather, in the infanta’s seat of power, San Isidoro, with stone,
tempera, and parchment.”

The direction of Alfonso’s policies since the 1080’s, which implied a
progressive marginalisation of Ledén and of San Isidoro, run counter to Urraca’s
profound alliance to the Leonese dynastic heritage and her role as the main
benefactress of the institution. In the infanta’s eyes, her brother seemed to be
betraying the dynastic memory — with the creation of a new royal pantheon in
the monastery of San Benito de Sahagun, which had become the centre of
Cluniac reform in the kingdom —, and the prospective descendancy, with his
insistence that his only son, Sancho Alfénsez, born of a Muslim concubine
named Zaida, the widowed daughter-in-law of King al-Mutamid of Seville, be
appointed as heir to the kingdom. It is within the context of this divergence of
interests between Urraca and Alfonso in relation to the question of Leén that I
propose to interpret the infanta’s frantic patronage activity at San Isidoro at the
end of the eleventh century, reflected mainly in the building of Royal Pantheon,
with its famous frescos, and the construction of the new Romanesque basilica
with the Portal of the Lamb.

It is in the iconographic programme of the Portal of the Lamb, with its
central representation genealogical drama of Abraham, where the split between
the two siblings, triggered by the urgency of the question of dynastic succession,
can be more clearly detected. Here again the Orestes sarcophagus presents the
mythological background that ripples through history because, if the figure of
the older sister Electra appears as the instigator behind the dynastic tragedy
carved on its main frieze, so is Urraca behind the genealogical drama carved on
the tympanum of the Portal of the Lamb, where Abraham'’s choice between his

59 Rumours of the incestuous relationship between Urraca and Alfonso circulated early and
were echoed by Islamic sources, see Menéndez Pidal and Lévi-Provencal 1948, and
Cantarella 2007.
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legitimate heir Isaac and his discarded progeny Ishmael (regarded as progenitor
of the Arabs in medieval chronicles) seems to address directly the dilemma that
Alfonso had to face regarding the succession to his kingdom. Through the
genealogical drama of the story of Abraham, the tympanum dramatises the
position of a father who needed to make a series of difficult choices regarding
his inheritance. At the time the tympanum was conceived Alfonso VI had to
face a combination of Abraham’s two most difficult choices. Sancho Alfénsez
was the product of his union with a Muslim concubine (reminiscent of Ishmael)
but he was also his firstborn son and chosen one (Isaac) — the one whom he
would have to be willing to sacrifice in order to keep the covenant between God
and his people. I believe it is from this context that the tympanum emerges, as
an attempt to address the difficult situation of an impatient father wanting to
recognise his only son as his legitimate heir and a Leonese party championed by
his sister Urraca, who demanded from him the ultimate sacrifice that Abraham
had to face and relinquish the position of his most beloved son, while they
waited for his new marriage to yield an heir by a Christian mother.

Therefore Abraham’s choice was really Alfonso’s. It was the choice he had to
make in the final years of his reign, it is the choice that was at stake when the
Portal of the Lamb was built, and it is the final lesson given to Alfonso by his
sister, the matriarchal gate-keeper of the Leonese dynastic line. By under-
standing the tympanum as a matriarchal work disguised within a patriarchal
narrative, we can begin to visualise the spectral confrontation between Urraca, as
the embodiment of the matriarchal tradition of the Leonese dynasty, and
Alfonso VI that takes place there, in the guise of Sarah and Abraham.
Comparative iconography reveals that the figure of Sarah is designed in clothing
and disposition as a royal Leonese deo vota — an association which could not
escape contemporary viewers. More strikingly, the head of Abraham, which
represents a radical departure from the head types of all the other figures
produced by this workshop, seems to consciously reflect the facial type afforded
to the Kings of Leén in contemporary portraiture, and, in particular, to several
portraits of Alfonso VI.%

60 In addressing these specific historical circumstances, the iconography of the Portal
constitutes a larger statement asserting the birth of the rightful Christian prince as a
divinely sanctioned occurrence, and the identity and mission of Christian kingship. The
Zodiac functions in connection with the genealogical iconography of the tympanum and
with the images of King David and St. Isidore, which are represented nearby, to form a
statement defining the perfect Leonese monarch: genealogical purity (tympanum), moral
character and destiny (Zodiac), and militant mission (emphasised by the anti-Muslim
dimension of the iconography and by the Christian soldier which appears next to the
figure of St. Isidore). See Prado-Vilar 2009, where taking the Aeneid as a methodological
environment and ekphrasis as an analytical principle, I explore the imbrications between
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When the infanta Urraca died in 1101, with the Portal recently built,
Alfonso moved steadily towards having Sancho Alfénsez accepted as his heir,
finally confirming him officially in a Council held in Leén in 1107.°" It is
another poignant piece of history that, soon after having been officially
proclaimed heir to the Kingdom of Leén-Castile, Sancho Alfénsez, the son of
the Muslim princess, was killed fighting the Murabit at the battle of Uclés
(1108).°* ‘Ishmael’ had truly become ‘Isaac’ but, this time, there was no divine
hand to stop the sacrifice, and Abraham/Alfonso had to give up his son in the
service of God. Returning to Leén after the tragedy of Uclés, the king of Le6n-
Castile could have observed how the imagery of the tympanum doubled as a
specular representation of his own pain.

We have thus completed the outline of a hypothetical Mnemosyne panel that
makes visible the trans-historical legacy of the Orestes sarcophagus in three
genealogical movements: formal, iconographic, and historic. Yet a fourth tragic
‘historiographic’ genealogy inevitably emerges as a subtext for my present
discussion, pointing towards a larger project which takes up where the work of
M. Schapiro, S. Moralejo, and M. Camille left off. By outlining the genesis and
formal vocabulary of an artistic tradition engaged in an incessant exploration of
the semantic possibilities of the human body in direct dialogue with Roman art,
Moralejo presented us with a unique case study to undertake a comprehensive
analysis of the multivalent functions of the body in Romanesque sculpture,
which not only accounts for the abstract and the social, as Schapiro had done,
but also for the organic, the somatic and the tragic. In his perceptive review of
Schapiro’s essays on Romanesque art, entitled ‘How New York stole the Idea of
Romanesque Art,” Camille pointed out, more than a decade ago, the necessity to
break with the textually oriented epistemology still dominating the field, and
pursue the path of a sophisticated formalism. ‘In my view,” wrote Camille, ‘a far
more innovative and powerful model for the art historian today are the essays
Schapiro wrote in the thirties, where the body in all its materiality, conflicted
desire and psychological subjectivity, rather than the text in its rationalisation
through language, is the focus of exploring visual history.’63 Even if here Camille
credits Schapiro with doing something that, I believe, he never did, misreading
his formalism as an interest in the body, the statement contains an insightful
diagnosis of the state of the field and its possible future developments. To be
sure, Schapiro’s formalism, nurtured in the sensibility of the New York artistic
avant-garde, was mostly concerned with the abstract and geometric aspects of

art, politics, and tragedy in the Kingdom of Leén-Castile during the reigns of Fernando
I and Alfonso VI treating at length the themes outlined in this section.

61 See Reilly 1988, 326—344. According to Reilly, Alfonso VI finally married Zaida, who
had been baptised as Isabel, in 1106 in order to legitimise their son.

62 See Reilly 1988, 345-363.

63 Camille 1994, 72.
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Romanesque sculpture, but did not pursue at all the body as an independent site
of meaning. The explanatory drawings accompanying his famous essay on
Souillac, unlike those illustrating Moralejo’s (Figure 3.5), clearly show that,
unlike the Spanish scholar, Schapiro was mainly interested in the shapes that the
body describes in space and the relations they establish with the surrounding
field, but not in the body as a somatic entity.64 It is not surprising, therefore,
that when Schapiro turned his eyes to Spanish Romanesque sculpture, he found
in the cloister of Silos a style more in tune with his own interests. Closely related
to Moissac and Souillac — monuments that had already attracted Schapiro’s
attention — Silos represented within the stylistic trends of Spanish Romanesque
sculpture a self-consciously conservative ensemble. In their adherence to strict
geometrical patterns and linear figural design, the Silos artists largely side-
stepped the experiments on plasticity and organic articulation that, as we have
seen, were engaging the workshops of Languedoc and northern Spain, from
Toulouse to Compostela at the turn of the twelfth century. Therefore, taking a
cue from the title of Camille’s essay on Shapiro, we could say that New York
might indeed have been the place to steal a specific idea of Romanesque art and
re-package it for the progressive intellectual circles of the mid-twentieth century,
but not the place to undertake a full exploration of an important variant of the
style tinged with classical models and deeply engaged with the somatic
dimension of form. In Camille’s wishful projection, however, there is an
insightful prescription to rescue the study of Romanesque sculpture from the
stagnation to which both the tyranny of the text and the abuse of the discourses
of fantasy and marginality has brought it, signalling the way to a rediscovery of
its tragic beauté oubliée.
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4.
The Roman Sarcophagus ‘Industry’:

a Reconsideration

Bex RusseLL

The visual arts are rooted in handicrafts ..., a heightened manual skill grown from
the exercise of manual labour as a whole. Every artist has more than a practical

interest in labour.
(Stokes 1934, 109)

That a work of art can be better understood through an analysis of its mode of
production is not a novel idea. The finished form of any work of art is the
product of a number of manual tasks or processes, all of which have an
economic, as well as artistic dimension." Even in antiquity the economic
foundations of artistic production were well-understood; as the sophist
Apollonius of Tyana is said to have observed: ‘all the arts that exist among
mankind have different spheres of action, but all aim at money, whether little or
much or simply enough to subsist on.”

Of all the arts, stone-carving is the most physically laborious. Stone is an
obstinate material, and an expensive one, difficult to shape and to transport.
The appeal of stone as a medium is its durability: a stone monument is an
expression of permanence. It is no surprise, therefore, that the Roman obsession
with personal immortality acquired its physical form in stone. And of all Roman
funerary monuments, sarcophagi are perhaps the most emblematic — they
survive in large numbers and present some of the finest examples of ancient
stone-carving. The apparent ease with which they can be categorised according
to material, place of production and type makes them particularly useful for
economic studies. Additionally, and like all stone objects, sarcophagi describe
their own manufacture; the working traces on them allow for an analysis of the
stages of their production, the carving techniques used, even the organisation of
the workshop. Indeed, in few other areas of ancient art history are discussions of
the economics of artistic production so commonplace. However, most of these
discussions follow the single, highly influential model formulated by Ward-
Perkins.” At its heart lies the idea that, in the period of peak demand for their
products, a limited handful of massive quarry-based sarcophagus producers

1 On this point with regard to sculpture, see Rockwell 1993, 9-13.
2 Philostratos, Life of Apollonios of Tyana VIIL.7.3 (transl. C. P. Jones).
3 See especially Ward-Perkins 1980a and 1980b.
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dominated the market, mass-producing sarcophagi in standard forms for the
inter-regional export market. This newly rationalised mode of production
engendered a shift away from a responsive production-to-order system towards a
more efficient production-to-stock arrangement — ‘stock’ being products
manufactured and stored in anticipation of an order. It became increasingly
common, so the argument goes, for the individual customer to purchase their
sarcophagus, nearly or entirely finished, from stock or ‘off the shelf’. This has
become the background against which sarcophagi, as funerary monuments as
well as works of art, are typically interpreted and evaluated in both specialist
studies and volumes intended for a more general readership.*

Although, in effect, this model has become the stazus quo, it turns out to be
more problematic than often acknowledged. The focus on the producer,
especially the quarry-based producer, sits somewhat awkwardly with much
recent work on stylistic aspects which has emphasised the role of the customer
(or patron or buyer) in the process of artistic production, the decisions made by
them in their choice of images, and the social context in which they were
operating.” The language of modern industrial manufacturing, centred on the
idea of ‘mass production’ (sometimes ‘serial production’), is especially divisive
when applied to this debate; for many it conjures up images of mechanised
production lines, churning out neatly identical objects; the individuality of the
product is lost, as is any hint of customer choice or personalisation. Similar
concerns are echoed in the words of the twentieth-century painter Albert
Gleizes: ‘the new masters of production ... had no particular reason to love or
respect the product, so they preferred quantity to quality’® Modern commercial
terminology need not necessarily be abandoned, but it does require definition.
Too often discussion of sarcophagus production is framed in such terms without
any discussion of their meaning or implications — for example, the term ‘mass
production’ is regularly employed and treated as if synonymous with the notion
of ‘production-to-stock’.” Since the question of their production is now so
central to analyses of sarcophagi many of our assumptions warrant reconsidera-
tion. In particular, if the customer, typically the prime instigator of production,
is reinstated in such discussions, a more nuanced view of the relationship
between producer and consumer may well emerge.

Examples of the latter include Penny 1993, 44, and Stewart 2008, 37.
See Smith 2002, 71.
From a lecture delivered in Warsaw in 1932; see Gleizes 1999, 108.
See Ward-Perkins 1980a, 25, on the convenience of such terminology; for use of the
term ‘mass production’ see, for example, Waelkens 1982, 126-7; Koch 1993, 147;
Heilmeyer 2000, 129 (‘Serienproduktion’), and Stewart 2008, 37; in the context of the
‘marble trade’, see Pensabene 2002, 58 (‘produzioni di massa’).
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Industry and mass production

‘Industry’ in the modern sense, that is the large-scale mechanical production of a
limited range of standardised objects, is unattested in antiquity.® Machines
existed, of course: water-powered stone-cutting saws are a pertinent example,
the introduction of which can probably now be dated to the third century
thanks to the newly discovered relief from Hierapolis.” But it is difficult to
identify any form of manufacturing in antiquity which was greatly revolu-
tionised by mechanisation; and indeed stone-working remains only limitedly
mechanised today.’ This has dissuaded many — notably Pucci, in his study of
the Arretine ceramic workshops — from talking of ‘industry’ ac all."' However,
‘industry’ is not necessarily reliant on mechanisation. In fact, as Harris has
argued, ‘any production of artefacts in large numbers can without great
discomfort be called industry.’'* More important from our perspective is the
organisation of this production.

In his discussion of ancient manufacturing Wilson takes this discussion
further, defining ‘mass production’, the key feature of ‘industrial production’, as
‘the production of very large quantities of the same artefact, or of essentially
similar artefacts, by the same production means.””> He argues that mechani-
sation is simply a development of the process of labour division whereby each
section of the production process is broken down as much as possible. The
essential features of ‘mass production’, therefore, are the division of labour and
the large-scale production of standardised objects. For Adam Smith, this
division of labour, both in a society generally and within individual enterprises
more specifically, was key to the problem of economic growth, leading to a level
of specialisation which could greatly increase per capita productivity; in its most
efficient form this division of labour is facilitated by a simplification of the
stages of the productive process.* This is not how the term ‘mass production’ is
typically used in sarcophagus studies.

8 See Manning 1987, 586 and Wilson 2008, 393.

9 On machines in the Roman world more generally, see Wilson 2002. The use of water-
powered stone-cutting saws on a tributary of the Moselle is famously described by
Ausonius (The Moselle, 1. 363—4), and late antique examples have been excavated at
Ephesos (Mangartz 2006) and Jerash (Seigne 2002); the relief of just such a saw from
Hierapolis was found on the short end of a sarcophagus lid (see Ritti, Grewe and
Kessener 2007).

10 See Rockwell 1993, 205.

11 Pucci 1973, 261-5; for detailed criticism of the term see Love 1991, 110-53.
12 Harris 1980, 127.

13 Wilson 2008, 394.

14 Adam Smith, On the Wealth of Nations, 1.1 (2003 edn., ed. Cannan, 10—11).



122 Ben Russell

The key features of ‘mass production’, as defined by Wilson, are identifiable
in a number of ancient industries — notably ceramic production and the baking
sector.”” But, of course, not everything that we can say about the production of a
ceramic vessel or loaf of bread applies equally well to a sarcophagus. For a start,
the only built structure which tells us anything about the division of labour in
stone-working is the six-aisled hall near to the quarries at Chemtou, the lay-out
of which, it has been argued, was arranged to facilitate the production of small
statuettes and vessels.'® These objects were small and could easily have been
passed between workers. Sarcophagi and other large objects, on the other hand,
were probably carved outside or under impermanent structures.'” In addition,
anyone who has carved stone appreciates how difficult and unyielding a
medium it is to work in."® Stone-working is seriously labour intensive and at
almost every stage of the process requires high skill levels. Just the quarrying and
shaping of a medium-sized rectangular sarcophagus chest might occupy a skilled
quarryman, with two assistants, for as long as a month.'” This investment in
labour was justified by the permanence of the end product, but it would have
cost. The only sarcophagus cost known — inscribed on a late third-century,
undecorated, limestone piece from Salona — is 15 so/idi.”* Based on the price of
gold in the Price Edict (72 solidi = 1 pound of gold = 72,000 denarii), this sum
is equivalent to 15,000 Diocletianic denarii, or approximately 150 late first-
century denarii.”' Even this most basic, undecorated chest in local limestone,
therefore, cost roughly five times the minimum annual subsistence figure
proposed by Jongman (115 sesterces or approximately 29 late first- or early
second-century denarii).”* In the end, the real cost of a sarcophagus was
determined by its material and the level of its decoration. While Attic or
Dokimeian pieces would have been out of the reach of all but the richest
individuals, more affordable — though still expensive — alternatives were
available. At Rome the most commonly attested purchasers of sarcophagi were

15 See Wilson 2008.

16 On this structure, see Rakob 1994, and Mackensen 2005.

17 See Heilmeyer 2004, 405: ‘a specific form of building for stone workshops is not to be
expected, even in cases of mass production.’

18 Iam very grateful to Martin Jennings for discussing some of these matters with me and
for allowing me to work in his studio.

19 Like DeLaine 1997 and Barresi 2003, I use the figures given by Pegoretti 1863 -4, 159—
65 for the quarrying (40 man-hours per cubic metre for one skilled and two unskilled
labourers) and shaping (12.5 man-hours per square metre for one skilled labourer) of
white marble, assuming that the chest measures 2 x 1 x 1 m, and that the minimum
effort involved in hollowing-out would be roughly equivalent to that for shaping.

20 See EphEp IV.653, which gives its measurements as 212 x 85 x 80 cm.

21 On the value of a solidus in the Price Edict, see Corcoran 2000, 226; the relationship
between Diocletianic and late first-century denarii is discussed by Barresi 2003, 168.

22 Jongman 2007, 599-600.
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individuals of middling to high rank in the military or civil administration;
elsewhere, priests, town counsellors, and tradesmen are recorded — only rarely
are persons of lowlier status identifiable.”” For most of these individuals a
sarcophagus would have been a massive, once in a lifetime, investment in the
monument by which posterity would judge them.

The labour required in the production of a sarcophagus — or statue, or
column or capital, for that matter — was of a different order of magnitude than
that for almost any other commodity. However, we should be wary of assuming
for this reason alone, that the production of objects like sarcophagi took place
outside of the normal sphere of commercial activity. It was still in the interest of
the producer to reduce unnecessary costs and waste, and to organise the work in
such a way as to make it profitable. The core features of ‘mass production’ — the
division of labour and specialisation — are just as relevant, therefore, to
sarcophagus production as to any other industry.

Modelling sarcophagus production

Ward-Perkins never defined exactly what he meant by the term ‘mass
production’, but the contexts in which he uses it suggest that he is talking
about the large-scale production of standardized objects, often in a prefabricated
form, to stock.” Less emphasis is placed on the organisation of the stages of
production than in Wilson’s definition, and much more on the importance of
prefabrication and production to stock — ‘the fundamental innovation’.” Ward-
Perkins was concerned above all with sarcophagus production at the various
large white marble quarries which dominated the supply of high-quality stone in
the first three centuries A.D. However, sarcophagus production defies simplistic
modelling and before looking at the evidence from the quarries it is worth
considering this quarry-based activity in some context.

Three main parties were involved in the production of a sarcophagus (Figure
4.1): the customer who paid for it, the sculpting workshop that carved it, and
the quarry-based workshop that supplied the materials. In a basic scenario, the
customer orders a sarcophagus from the sculpting workshop (Stage 1), this
sculpting workshop orders material from the quarry-based workshop (Stage 2),
this quarry-based workshop supplies the material (Stage 3), the sculpting

23 On Rome, see Dresken-Weiland 2003, 23—-6; on Hierapolis, Ritti 1987, 113; on
Aphrodisias, Reynolds and Roueché 2007, 150; and at Tyre, see, for example, Chéhab
1984 and 1985, no. 2178, 248-9, 418-9, 659—-60, 931—2 and 4078-9.

24 Ward-Perkins 1980b, 326—7.

25 Woard-Perkins 1980a, 25; in fact, in his own discussion of stone objects Wilson 2008,
402-05 largely follows the model established by Ward-Perkins.
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Figure 4.1: Simplified diagram showing the basic relationship between the three main par-

ties involved in sarcophagus production. Diagram: author.

workshop carves the sarcophagus and supplies it to the customer (Stage 4).
When all three parties were closely located and there was no particular time
pressure such a scenario was entirely feasible and was probably even fairly
routine: at least a third of all sarcophagi produced in the Roman period were
carved in local stone for the local market. However, a number of variables,
especially pertinent to the long-distance sarcophagus trade, complicate this
arrangement:

1.

26

27

The distances between these three respective parties. These could vary
considerably. The Attic workshops were close to the source of their materials
(Mount Pentelikon) but often far from their customers; the same is probably
true of the workshops which produced ‘Asiatic’ sarcophagi, most in
Dokimeian marble, though they rarely supplied clients outside of Asia
Minor;* while the Metropolitan workshops were located far from the
sources of their materials but were usually close to their core market.”
Distance need not necessarily alter the arrangement of the scenario given

Although Waelkens has argued that the so-called ‘Asiatic’ sarcophagi were carved in the

immediate vicinity of the Dokimeian quarries, no fully-finished examples are known
from the quarries and we cannot rule out the possibility that these objects were actually
carved in the nearby towns (Prymnessos, or Synnada, for example) or even elsewhere.
On the distribution of Attic and Metropolitan sarcophagi, see Koch and Sichtermann
1982, 267-72 and 461-70.
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above but it did introduce gaps that had to be filled, either by travelling
sculptors or by independent traders or other middlemen.*® The location of
these different parties respective to each other also determined at what stages
in the production process these objects had to be transported, as Figure 4.2
shows. If Attic and Dokimeian sarcophagi had to travel, to Rome in this
case, they were transported furthest once the bulk of their decoration was
already completed, unless they were accompanied by a team of sculptors. For
an example of an Attic sarcophagus in transit we might look to the example
from the sea-bed off Punta de la Mora, near Tarragona.29 Metropolitan
sarcophagi, on the other hand, were usually transported furthest at the
preceding stage in process, between quarry-based workshop and sculpting
workshop, as the blank chests from the Torre Sgarrata and San Pietro
shipwrecks show.”

The relationship between sculpting workshop and quarry-based workshop.
In certain situations these two parties might well have been operated as a
single enterprise. This seems to be most probable when they were located
close to each other — as at Dokimeion — and less likely when they were
further apart. Either way, work was clearly divided between these two stages,
as we will see.

The form in which the quarry-based workshops supplied material (at Stage
3). In most cases this was probably decided by the sculpting workshop — the
client at this stage in the process — but certain quarry-based workshops
produced material that was useable without additional work (blank chests
(Rohlingen) or roughed-out (Halbfabrikat) garland sarcophagi on Prokon-
nesos, for example). In this case it was possible that customer and quarry
dealt with each other, perhaps again through middlemen. A variant of this
scenario might see customers buying blanks or roughed-out chests from the
quarries themselves and then taking them to a local sculpting workshop for
finishing.”*

How customers chose to have sarcophagi finished (at Stage 4). If the design
of the product allowed for personalisation, for the addition of portrait details
or an inscription on chest or lid, the customer could choose to have all or
some of these elements finished at the time of purchase or to leave them to

Examples of such individuals might include the negotiator artis lapidariae recorded at

Cologne (AE 1904, 23), the negotiator marmorarius from Rome (CIL VI 33886), or the
Bithynian based at the Horrea Petroniana in Rome who describes himself as protos
lithemporos, or a ‘prime stone-seller’ (SEG IV 106).

For the most recent discussion of this piece, see Arata 2005, 197.

On these shipwrecks, Throckmorton 1969; Ward-Perkins and Throckmorton 1965.
The numerous examples of Prokonnesian chests from the area around the Propontis
which have only small carved panels inserted into their facades were possibly produced in
this way; see Koch and Sichtermann 1982, 343 6.
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Figure 4.2: Diagram showing the three main stages in the production of three different sar-
cophagus types — Metropolitan, Dokimeian and Attic — and their spatial arrangement, assu-
ming a customer based in Rome. Diagram: author.

be finished after their death. This introduces the possibility of a later stage of
carving after the main commission had been completed.

The basic scenario offered above assumes that each stage of this process was
commissioned; in other words both sculpting workshop and quarry-based
workshop were responding to definite demand. However, three alternative
forms of non-commissioned production could also have existed.

1. Instead of waiting for an order the quarry-based workshops could produce
material (blank chests most obviously) to stock, in response to indefinite
rather than definite demand — this is what Ward-Perkins argued for.

2. Likewise, the sculpting workshop, instead of waiting for a specific
commissioner could acquire a stock of blank chests ready for further
carving as required — this stock could be ordered from the quarry or possibly
purchased from their stock.

3. Finally, the sculpting workshop could produce finished or near-finished
objects for producers to purchase ‘off the shelf’.
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Since a large number of customers for sarcophagi needed them urgently, so the
traditional argument goes, this last mode of production was probably relatively
common, even normal.”> Most discussions of sarcophagus production have
focused on this point. But despite the obvious benefit of efficiency, production-
to-stock only made sense in certain situations. First, when the capital necessary
to invest in stock was available. Stock is costly; it ties up capital, and producers
without this capital were reliant on orders — on definite demand. The smaller
the workshop, the lower the capital investment, the less feasible production-to-
stock became. Secondly, production-to-stock was only profitable when the
market was predictable — when a clear, albeit indefinite, market was identifiable.
And the indefinite market for a chest that lacked decorative definition and
could thus be put to use in numerous ways would always be greater than that for
a fully-finished chest. The feasibility of production-to-stock, therefore,
depended both on the scale of production — and the amount of capital
investment — and the relationship between producer and consumer.

Scale

How large-scale was sarcophagus production? Between 12,000 and 15,000
sarcophagi of all types datable to the second and third centuries are known. If, as
Koch has argued, the surviving number account for between only 2 % and 5 %
of the original number, then we are looking at very rough production totals of
between 300,000 and 750,000 for the years of peak production (defined by
Koch as 120 to 310).” The lower total gives an annual average of 1,579
sarcophagi, the higher an average of 3,947. In the years of peak production one
should imagine figures of up to ten times these. These are high figures, of
course, and probably too high. Away from those sites largely obliterated by later
settlement, a far higher proportion of sarcophagi have probably survived. Unlike
statues, sarcophagi remained functional, and continued to be used and re-
used.*® A more conservative average survival rate, therefore, might be in the
order of 20 %.

These totals mean little, however, unless they can be broken down by
individual sculpting or quarry-based workshop; only in this way can the scale of

32 See Koch and Sichtermann 1982, 613—4, and Stewart 2008, 37; for a full discussion of
this last point with regard to children’s sarcophagi, see Huskinson 1996, 79-280.

33 Koch 1993, 1.

34 Greenhalgh 1989, 189—90: sarcophagi ‘were prized by later centuries as a very symbol of
romanitas .
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production at individual establishments, and their productivity, be assessed.”’ Tt
is customary in ancient art history to group together objects with shared
characteristics as products of the same workshop or group of workshops, often
with topographical identifiers — Attic, Asiatic, Metropolitan.’® Material analysis
and finds from the quarries have helped to pin down some of these vague
identifications. We can now be sure that the majority of the ornate columnar
sarcophagi traditionally described as ‘Asiatic’, for example, were carved from
Dokimeian marble.”

Only occasionally, however, is it possible to break down these broad
categories further. This has been attempted for Attic sarcophagi.”® These objects
are the products of a limited body of highly skilled sculptors trained in a
common artistic tradition and there is widespread agreement that a number of
distinct workshops were involved in their production. From the number of
extant pieces we can acquire some indication of the scale of this production and
the number of sculptors involved. If we use Koch’s estimate of 1,500 preserved
Attic sarcophagi (itself probably on the high side) and a 20 % survival rate then
these workshops might have been producing as many as 75 sarcophagi annually
(over 100 years).” Unfortunately labour figures for sculpting, of the kind
documented by Pegoretti for architectural carving, are hard to come by.*
Wiegartz, however, has estimated that it would require 1,000—1,200 man-days
to produce a fully-finished Attic sarcophagus with a kliné 1id.*" This figure —
equivalent to 5-6 large (I m high) Corinthian capitals using Pegoretti’s
calculations — is justified by the detail of the carving on both chest and lid, the
depth of the relief, and the extra effort involved in hollowing-out.” Assuming,
therefore, that four sculptors working together could have produced an Attic
sarcophagus in a year, a minimum workforce of 300 skilled sculptors might
reasonably be conjectured. This is a large number but divided between multiple
workshops — Giuliano and Palma tentatively identify at least 21 individual
sculptors or working groups, for example — it becomes much more reasonable

35 On this point, see Garnsey and Saller 1987, 52, who argue that industry in the Roman
world ‘could achieve expanded output (not to be confused with higher productivity)
merely through the multdplication of small producers working in isolation or in
integrated enterprises.’

36 On this problem generally, see Heilmeyer 2004.

37 Waelkens 1982 and 1988.

38 See Giuliano and Palma 1978, 11-25.

39 Koch 1993, 110.

40 Pegoretti 1863 —4; the most detailed carving work mentioned by him is for Corinthian
capitals.

41 See Wiegartz 1974, 364—6; Koch 1993, 110, uses these figures.

42 See Pegoretti 1983 -4, 397-9.
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and more in line with what can be observed in other areas of the Roman
economy.*

In his discussion of the Roman ceramic industry, Peacock argues that most
Roman pottery was produced at single workshops, by single artisans and their
assistants, but it was often beneficial for artisans to group together in larger
nucleated industries in order to take advantage of access to raw materials, labour,
transport or a particular market.** Based on modern parallels, Peacock suggests
that most workshops would have contained fewer than twelve workers; for the
Greek world, Hasebroek proposed a figure of ten to fifteen workers.* The stage
up from the workshop, the manufactory, is marked ‘by the size of its premises,
the degree of specialisation in the product, the scale of output, and by the
evidence of worker specialisation.”®® But even at the important centres of
ceramic manufacture, such as Arezzo or La Graufesenque, large-scale production
was apparently spread across groupings of individually small workshops, and
only occasionally anything resembling manufactories.”” In the broader context
of Roman manufacturing it seems most likely, therefore, that Attic sarcophagi
were produced by a number of ‘nucleated workshops’, grouped together to take
advantage of the high-quality marble of Mount Pentelikon; we might even posit
relationships between workshops, perhaps through apprenticeships or family
links.*® Substantial capital investment in the stone-carving industry did exist — at
Aphrodisias, for example — but was probably irregularly spread.*’

These parallels from other sectors of the economy should also encourage us
to challenge, if not necessarily reject, other assumptions about the size of
sarcophagus workshops. In Phrygia, for example, Waelkens has argued that the
stylistic homogeneity of the sarcophagi produced in Dokimeian marble
identifies them as the products of a single large ‘workshop’, located at the

43  Giuliano and Palma 1978, 11-25.

44 Peacock 1982, 8—11; see also Kehoe 2007, 561: ‘industries tended to be organised on a
modest scale’.

45 See Hasebroek 1965, 75.

46 Peacock 1982, 9.

47 See Fiille 1997, 133—9, and Wilson 2008, 397-8.

48 Like so many other specialist crafts stone-working was probably often a family affair; on
this point, see Lucian, 7he Dream or Lucians Career 7—8.

49 A certain M. Ulpius Carminius Claudianos, a member of the local elite at Aphrodisias,
provided many donations of both buildings and statues to the city in the second century;
the statues, in particular, are noted as having come from ‘his house’ — oikothen
kateskeuakota — which might well indicate a workshop or marble-production facility, a
hypothesis supported by the fact that the Carminii were from Attouda, over the hill
beyond the quarries (see C/G 2782). In fact, Reynolds 1996, 122 has hypothesised that
many benefactors at Aphrodisias were also quarry-owners.
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quarries.”” The extant Dokimeian sarcophagi, however, might represent as many
as 1,500 originals (using a 20 % survival rate; 6,500 using Koch’s figure of
5 %).”" This equates to an average annual production of 12 pieces over the 130
years of production (50 with the 5 % figure), with up to double this number in
periods of peak demand like the 160s.”> Estimating that the more ornate
columnar Dokimeian sarcophagus took up to 1,500 man-days to carve, five
sculptors working together could probably have finished one sarcophagus a year,
necessitating a minimum workforce of 60 skilled sculptors (250 with the 5 %
figure). This is a large number and, though Waelkens’ well-constructed
argument cannot be disproved, the idea that production of these sarcophagi was
split between multiple units operating in a shared artistic tradition but without
any overriding direction might fit more plausibly with patterns observable
elsewhere. The absence of finished sarcophagi close to the quarries, as already
noted, might suggest that these workshops were located elsewhere, possibly in
the nearby cities, or alternatively that they were mobile: it is entirely likely that
sculptors from Dokimeion travelled with their materials, finishing commissions
in situ.”

The idea of nucleated workshops certainly seems most appropriate in the
case of Rome. Approximately 6,000 metropolitan sarcophagi have been
identified, the vast majority in and around the capital though others were
exported to the western Mediterranean.’® The range of marbles used by these
workshops (Prokonnesian, Luna, Thasian, Ephesian, Parian, Pentelic), alongside
the stylistic variety observable across all types of metropolitan sarcophagi, make
it likely that production was again spread across numerous small-scale
workshops and was never dominated by a single mega-producer; on this
there has been general agreement.” But how large the quarry-based workshops

50 Considering the evidence for imperial involvement at Dokimeion, Waelkens 1982, 124—
127 suggested that this workshop was probably also imperially-run; this proposal
received initial support from Fant 1985, 661, though now he doubts whether imperial
involvement in sarcophagus production is likely. In practice, the white marble at
Dokimeion never secems to have attracted imperial attention like the pavonazzetto —
quarry-inscriptions are rarely found on blocks of white marble, the quarrying of which
was probably contracted out to private enterprises.

51 This calculation is based on the 311 examples catalogued by Wiegartz 1965; Ferrari
1966; Waelkens 1982; Koch 1989; and Ozgan 2003.

52 Note, however, that only around half of the examples listed in the above catalogues are
given dates and some of these are dubious.

53 Dokimeion was certainly an important artistic centre and Dokimeian sculptors, like
Athenians and Aphrodisians, are found elsewhere: see Hall and Waelkens 1982; McLean
2002, no. 45; and Pensabene 2007, 297 -9.

54 Koch 1993, 94, and Walker 1990, 10.

55 On the materials used, see Walker 1990, 15—36, and Van Keuren et al. (this volume);
see also Koch 1993, 13-14, and for the later period, Koch 2000, 79-80.
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supplying the metropolitan sculptors were is less agreed upon. The arguments
discussed above with regard to the Attic and Dokimeian workshops apply
equally to quarry-based workshops in other large white marble quarries.
Epigraphic evidence for ownership is limited and the layout of many of these
sites suggests a decentralised process.”® These factors suggest that it would be
wrong to assume, « priors, that individual quarries were worked by single large
workshops.

Quarry-based production

Ward-Perkins’ model of the imperial marble trade was centred on the idea of ‘a
completely new quarry-consumer relationship, based upon bulk-production at
the quarries and upon stock-piling’.”” The prefabrication of objects in
standardised forms was ‘a natural development of this shift in focus, he
argued, which in turn encouraged specialisation.”

Sarcophagus evidence lies at the heart of this model. Finds of roughed-out
chests at the quarries show that a certain amount of work was undertaken on
these objects before they were exported and that particular forms of sarcophagi
can be linked to specific quarries. On this basis typologies can be constructed,
the most comprehensive being those of the Asiatic garland sarcophagi.”” The
distinct roughed-out form of these pieces, which became valued in its own right,
varied subtly between production centres, allowing for five main workshops to
be identified — at Prokonnesos, Ephesos, Aphrodisias, somewhere else in Karia,
and somewhere in the Hermos valley (Figure 4.3).” Roughed-out chests and
lids on Prokonnesos, preserved in the necropolis as well as in the quarries, show
that producers on the island also specialised in the shaping of four other chest-
types: two sizes of plain-sided ones, one version with a lower moulding, and
another with upper and lower mouldings (Figure 4.4).°" Like the roughed-out
garland sarcophagi, all of these types were useable as they were, without further

56 Quarry inscriptions are much scarcer on white marble than coloured marbles:
inscriptions attesting to imperial involvement are found on blocks of Parian (Pensabene
1994, 121-2), blocks of Prokonnesian, but only in the Byzantine period (Asgari and
Drew-Bear 2002), and also on blocks of Luna, but only ever alongside other inscriptions
attesting to private or municipal quarrying (see Dolci 2004, 59—61, and Pensabene
2002, 15). On this point with regard to the Thasian quarries, see Marc 1995.

57 Ward-Perkins 1980a, 25.

58 Ward-Perkins 1980b, 327.

59 See Asgari 1977, and Isik 1992, 1998 and 2007.

60 The discovery of an abandoned roughed-out garland sarcophagus in the quarry at
Selvioglu, near Usak, might indicate the origin of the type used in the Hermos valley:
Pralong 1980, 2545, Figs. 4a and 4b).

61 Asgari 1990, 110—-15; see also Koch and Sichtermann 1982, 486 (Fig.10: 2a and 2b).
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Figure 4.3: Various types of Ephesian garland sarcophagi. Ephesos. Photograph: author.

ornamentation, and were certainly valued in this form. But these chests typically
received some level of further carving at sculpting workshops elsewhere around
the Mediterranean, where they could be decorated according to local tastes.”
More recently an additional category of roughed-out chests has been identified
in the quarries at Vathy and Saliari on Thasos. This round-ended, so-called /enos
(Avog) or tub-shaped type with projecting bosses was shipped primarily to
Rome, where the bosses could be carved into either lion-head protomes or relief
lions with raised heads, two of the canonical forms of the so-called ‘lion
sarcophagus’ (Liwensarkophag).”

These finds are important for our understanding of the dynamics of
production. Certain quarry-based workshops specialised in the production of
roughed-out stone objects, sarcophagus chests and lids amongst them, and this

62 Major concentrations of sarcophagi in Prokonnesian marble which were carved by local
workshops can be identified in the Balkans (Cermanovic 1965; Cambi 1998, 169),
northern Italy (Gabelmann 1973), and at Tyre (Ward-Perkins 1969; Koch 1989). A part-
finished example from Constanta (ancient Tomis) shows how these local decorative
schemes, in this case a tabula framed by genii, were cut into the side of these plain
Prokonnesian chest-types (see Alexandrescu-Vianu 1970, no. 15).

63 On Thasos: Kozelj et al. 1985, and Wurch-Kozelj and Kozelj 1995. On the sarcophagi
from which these types were carved, see ASR VI, 1.
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Figure 4.4: Plain-sided and roughed-out garland sarcophagi from the necropolis at Saray-
lar, on Prokonnesos (modern Marmara Adast). Photograph: author, published with the kind
permission of Professor Nusin Asgari.

suggests further specialisation at the workshops that received these roughed-out
objects. That different phases of this process were completed in different
locations indicates a geographically differentiated division of labour.** Labour
could be divided further at each point in the process. Between quarryman and
carver at the quarry and between any number of sculptors at the sculpting
workshop — Eichner distinguishes nine stages in the carving process between
receipt of a roughed-out chest and final polish.”> Stone-working is highly
methodical and it makes sense to divide the ‘process’, as Rockwell calls it, into
different stages so as to avoid risk of over-cutting.®® Part-finished sarcophagi
help to reveal these stages. However, the objects alone cannot tell us whether
these working stages were divided between different individuals or different

64 See Wilson 2008, 405—-06.

65 Eichner 1981, 103—104; see Koch 1993, 32—33, for a similar reconstruction. For
discussion of this point with regard to statue production, see Boschung and Pfanner
1988, 14 (Fig. 7), and on Corinthian capitals, Asgari 1988, 122 (Fig. 1); for labour
division at the quarry, Rockwell 1993, 96.

66 Rockwell 1993, 12-13.
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locations. The smaller the workshop the less likely this was, not simply because
fewer workers were employed but because the level of production could not
sustain it; what did eight specialist workers do while the ninth finished his stage
unless there was a queue of pieces waiting to be finished ?*” Overall, therefore,
the broad division of labour between quarry workshop and sculpting workshop
is significant, and must have encouraged specialisation; it was probably also
accompanied by division of labour at each of these stages, but the articulation of
this system depended on the size of the workshop and the number of personnel.
Again the question of scale is paramount.

All this being said, we should be wary of getting carried away by the idea of
quarry-based specialisation — the idea, in Ward-Perkins' words, of ‘certain
quarries producing certain particular shapes, and in some cases even certain
particular designs.”® The typological approach, in particular the focus on
standardisation, can provide a false sense of uniformity. As already noted, a
single ‘quarry’ was probably associated with numerous independent workshops.
And at the same time we cannot rule out the possibility that individual sculptors
or groups of sculptors travelled to the quarries to carry out commissions or select
materials, as was customary in later periods; for large commissions the same
individuals might have been present at every stage of the production process.”
In fact, a variety is visible in quarry-based production that may well reflect the
presence of a number of workshops or individual sculptors working or
responding to orders in different ways. This is clear on Prokonnesos, where
Asgari’s on-going research has highlighted the range of objects which received
shaping on the island prior to export. Alongside the chest types traditionally
identified as ‘Prokonnesian’ it is clear that several varieties of roughed-out /enos
chests, finished to different degrees, were also shaped on the island; a strigillated
example in the open-air museum at Saraylar, which is due to be published in full
by Asgari, shows that these objects were sometimes carved further before
export.”’ That sculptors capable of detailed work were present on the island is
additionally shown by a single gable-lid with a roughed-out portrait bust on one

67 Adam Smith (On the Wealth of Nations, 111 (2003 edn., ed. Cannan, 27) made this point
explicitly: ‘as it is the power of exchanging that gives occasion to the division of labour,
so the extent of this division must always be limited by the extent of that power, or, in
other words, by the extent of the market.’

68 Ward-Perkins 1980a, 25.

69 See Klapisch-Zuber 1969, 62; it is quite normal today for sculptors from outside of Italy
to travel to Carrara and work there on large commissions for at least part of the year. Dio
Chrysostom certainly travelled to the local quarries to oversee the selection of stone when
paying for a new stoa at Prusa (Orations XL, 7).

70 All of these objects will be discussed in more detail in Nugin Asgari’s forthcoming
monograph.
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acroterion, a decorative scheme common in northern Italy and the Balkans.”!
Analysis of finished sarcophagi at Rome and elsewhere helps to fill in the picture
provided by the material from the quarries. Around half of the /enos sarcophagi
tested by Walker were carved in Prokonnesian, as were over half of the
metropolitan sarcophagi analysed in the British Museum.”* As reported in this
volume, the analysis of twenty sarcophagus chests and five lids from the Museo
Nazionale Romano revealed the use of Prokonnesian for thirteen chests and one
lid, compared to Luna for three chests and four lids, and Pentelic for four
chests.”” Roughed-out types suitable for the production of these metropolitan
sarcophagi are not represented on Prokonnesos but this does not mean that they
were not shaped on the island before export. Equally, the Pentelic chests
identified at Rome show that different sculpting workshops, specialising in very
different types of product, dealt with the same quarries — not all Pentelic marble
ended up as Attic sarcophagi. Recognising this kind of variety is key because it
casts doubt on the link drawn by Ward-Perkins and others between the finds
from the quarries and the controversial notion of production-to-stock. The
more types of different products produced the less likely it was that they were
produced-to-stock. In other words, this variety suggests a more nuanced picture,
of multiple workshops, at or near the quarries, responding separately to the
demands of a range of clients, themselves mainly sculpting workshops located
elsewhere.

The crucial question here is where the stimulus for production came from.
Ward-Perkins regarded it as ‘a natural development, convenient both to the
suppliers and to the far-off customers’, that the quarries should introduce a
degree of ‘standardisation’ and ‘prefabrication’.”* The quarries, consequently, are
seen as the main instigators. However, ‘standardisation’ and ‘prefabrication’ are
problematic terms, as too is the link drawn between them and the notion of
production-to-stock. The ‘pre-‘ of ‘prefabrication’, for example, suggests that
these objects were shaped before they had a buyer.”” But, whether a commission
or a stock piece, it made good sense to reduce the weight of any object before
export.”® The hollowing-out of sarcophagi was especially worthwhile in this
regard, reducing its weight by half — 2,500 kg for a chest measuring 2 x 1 x
1 m.”” The practice of shaping objects prior to export additionally reduced the

71 Asgari 1990, 113 (Fig. 6).

72 See Walker 1985, 61, and 1990, 15-36.

73 Van Keuren et al. (this volume).

74 Ward-Perkins 1980b, 327.

75 Ward-Perkins 1980b, 327.

76 Klapisch-Zuber 1969, 69, and Manning 1987, 594—5; marble weighs between 2,563
and 2,700 kg/m3, granite around 2,700 kg/m'%, and limestone around 2,620 kg/m3.

77 See Wurch-Kozelj and Kozelj 1995, 45, for similar calculations for the round-ended
chests on Thasos.
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likelihood that flaws concealed within the block would be passed on to the
client; and, as Conlin has remarked, since stone is at its softest, and easiest to
carve, when initially quarried, it also made sense to carry out as much bulk
shaping at this stage as possible.”® This shaping took place even when quarry and
customer were closely located and when the piece was a commission. Even
though 90 % of the catalogued sarcophagi at Hierapolis in Phrygia were carved
from the local travertine, they were still supplied in roughed-out form from the
quarries.”” And these were not stock pieces: decorated examples from the city’s
necropolis show that sides on which relief decoration was planned were shaped
at this early stage to be thicker than sides on which no decoration was planned;
in other words, the desires of the client were known from the earliest stage in the
production process. Roughed-out sarcophagus chests have been identified in a
number of other quarries which served only a local market.®’ At Dokimeion,
where the sarcophagus workshops operated in the immediate vicinity of the
quarries, chests and lids still received some shaping at the quarry-face before
being moved: this was simply a stage in the working process that made the
object more moveable.*’

Equally problematic from this perspective is the concept of ‘standardisation’.
For though the term itself refers to a conscious and directed process, the
similitude of a given class of object, in form or dimensions, need not necessarily
result from choices made by their producer (the ‘quarry’ in Ward-Perkins’
model) and need not automatically indicate a production-to-stock system.
There was, in fact, massive consumer demand for such objects in what might be
regarded as ‘standard’ forms: this is arguably one of the most striking
characteristics of Roman art and architecture.” This was not because this was ‘a
society that placed no value on innovation, originality or progress’, as Cornell
put it, but arguably because these objects were required to function in very
specific ways in a social context which had an accepted visual language.*’ In
other words, objects produced in standard forms could just as easily be
commissions as stock pieces.

A large quarry-based workshop, with access to the necessary capital, could
quite reasonably have produced blank chests to stock without worry of the
market for them evaporating. As we have seen stock production was feasible in

78 Conlin 1997, 36.

79 Vanhaverbeke and Waelkens 2002; see Ronchetta 1987, 105, for a roughed-out example
still attached to the quarry-face.

80 On Bra¢, see Cambi 1998; on Aphrodisias, Isik 2007; and on the French quarries,
Bedon 1984, 116 and Fig. 19 which lists seventeen sites (though he is unspecific about
dates).

81 For roughed-out lids and chests, see Fant 1985, and Waelkens 1988.

82 On this point with regard to statue types, see Dachner 1997, and Trimble 2000.

83 Cornell 1987, 32-3.
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such a situation. It is entirely possible that certain workshops on Prokonnesos or
even Thasos did operate in this way. However, there is no direct connection
between quarry-based shaping, standardisation and production-to-stock.
Equally, even objects of apparently neutral or multi-purpose form — like
blank sarcophagi chests — were not necessarily produced to stock. The cargo of
the San Pietro shipwreck shows this well. This ship, wrecked in the early third
century, was carrying twenty-three Thasian sarcophagi of three main types: ten
lenos sarcophagi (seven with projecting protomes, three without), nine
rectangular chests, and four rectangular chests with round-ended interior
cavities.®* Six of these were stacked in pairs, a smaller one within a larger one to
economize on space during transit; a further six were produced in joined pairs,
for separation after arrival; while at least two had lids attached to one of their
long sides. As Ward-Perkins and Throckmorton originally noted, the fact that
one of these lids was not meant for the sarcophagus to which it was attached but
for a smaller chest in the cargo showed that these two pieces at any rate were
destined for the same workshop.®” This also proves that this one chest at least
was not a stock piece. The same can be proposed for the examples joined in
pairs, which would require significant additional work to separate, but were
structurally stronger in this form. Overall it seems unlikely that the range of
chest-types from the San Pietro wreck could have been supplied from stock,
especially considering the different sizes represented — essentially three of each
type. This cargo probably represents at least one large order of material placed
by a workshop, or multiple workshops, at Rome with the quarries on Thasos.

Instead, therefore, of thinking of quarry-based workshops as proactive
enterprises — setting fashions rather than responding to them — it is perhaps
more realistic to see them by and large as reactive ones. Production at the
quarries responded to the demands of the client — either the customer directly or
a sculpting workshop. The concentrations of particular sarcophagus types in
particular regions — Prokonnesian garland sarcophagi at Alexandria, Attic
sarcophagi at Cyrene — is more plausibly explained as resulting from decisions
made by the customer or local workshops at these locations than the quarries.*
Certain quarry-based workshops clearly specialised in producing certain objects,
typically partially shaped before export, but this does not mean that the stimulus
for production lay with them.

84 See Alessio and Zaccaria 1997, 215 (Fig. 2).

85 Ward-Perkins and Throckmorton 1965, 205-207.

86 On the apparent selective focus of different quarry-based workshops, see Ward-Perkins
1980a, 40-9.
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Production and the customer

The feasibility of production-to-stock already discussed with regard to the
quarry-based workshops applies equally to the sculpting workshops that dealt
directly, in most cases, with the customer. A large workshop at Rome, with the
necessary capital, could import a cargo of blank chests like that found off San
Pietro with little risk. They could be kept in stock in this form ready for an
order to be placed and the indefinite market was such that any workshop could
be confident of selling them. Even the roughed-out pieces that had a more
defined form — like the /énos sarcophagi or the roughed-out garland sarcophagi —
could easily be altered into a different form if necessary.”” Any further work
carried out on these roughed-out chests by the workshop that was not in
response to definite demand might have made them better able to respond
quickly but it also added risk, since it effectively reduced the market for the
product. If the workshop was specialised, and if it was known for a particular
product, then its market was already more defined and this was not as
problematic. An obvious example might be a workshop specialising in
strigillated sarcophagi. Several part-finished strigillated sarcophagi from Rome
show that the main strigillated panels could be finished before any figured
decoration was added (see Figure 4.5). The workshop could still complete much
of the work necessary without depriving the customer of choice over the key
features of their monument.*

This is the context in which the well-known corpus of ‘unfinished’ or blank
portraits are usually discussed.*” One common explanation of this phenomenon
links it to the idea of production-to-stock: sarcophagi with standard motifs were
produced near-finished to stock with such portraits left for personalisation, but
because these objects were often needed quickly, following a sudden death, these
portraits were never worked. Of course, the more formulaic the decoration and
the more predictable the market the more feasible it was for a workshop with
sufficient capital to produce a sarcophagus with blank portrait to stock. In third-
century Rome, when the market for sarcophagi reached its zenith, such a
situation is plausible. However, this does not mean that blank portraits indicate
stock pieces. Indeed a number of arguments can be made against this
connection. First, blank portraits are found on sarcophagi that were clearly

87 See Ward-Perkins and Throckmorton 1965, 205, on the sarcophagus from Acilia carved
from a roughed-out /énos sarcophagus; for altered garland sarcophagi, see Adriani 1961,
no. 24 (Fig. 65-72), Asgari 1977, 332 (Istanbul A), and Mendel 1912—1914, no. 26.

88 A sarcophagus in the collection of the Museo Nazionale Romano with a delineated clipeus
medallion could also be interpreted in this context (see Giuliano 1984, no. IX.4).

89 Unfinished here warrants inverted commas because of the recent suggestion that some of
these portraits were perhaps never meant to be finished; see Huskinson 1998, 155.
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Figure 4.5: Fragment of a strigillated sarcophagus with roughed-out bosses, now in San
Paolo fuori le Mura, Rome. Photograph: author.

commissions. The central figure on the front of the chest of the Portonaccio
sarcophagus, for instance, has a blank portrait, and four others are incorporated
into the biographic scene on its lid.”” At the other end of the empire, at
Aphrodisias, the sarcophagus of Aurelia Tate has two blank portraits on its
fagade alongside a central t@bula, fully-inscribed, and a small depiction of a
blacksmith’s workshop (Figure 4.6).”" Secondly, blank portraits are found on
sarcophagi at a number of sites where the market appears too small to have
sustained production to stock. At somewhere like Aphrodisias, with an
estimated population living within the fourth-century wall circuit of around
15,000 inhabitants, the market for sarcophagi was considerably smaller than at
Rome. Nevertheless, the majority of sarcophagi from Aphrodisias display some
level of un-finish and frequently incorporate blank portraits.”

What the Aphrodisian material clearly shows is that sarcophagi were not
simply functional containers for corpses. They were monuments, more akin to
tombs than coffins.”” Most were purchased during the lifetime of those
commemorated.” As the sarcophagus of Aurelia Tate shows they were often
commissioned with spaces for portraits that could be finished at the time of

90 Koch and Sichtermann 1982, 92.

91 Smith 2008, 374—-6.

92 See Smith 2008, 347.

93 On the words used to describe tombs in the Greek East, see Kubrinska 1968, 32—-57.

94 For Kalchedon, see Asgari and Firatli 1978, 34, and for Aphrodisias, Reynolds and
Roueché 2007, 149.
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Figure 4.6: Sarcophagus of Aurelia Tate. Aphrodisias. Photograph: courtesy of the New
York University excavations at Aphrodisias.

purchase or left until after their death. The epigraphic evidence shows that these
objects were sometimes even exchanged between families. One example from
the city, originally produced with four roughed-out busts on its facade, was
ceded from one family to a married couple who then completed the middle two
busts with their portraits; the number of busts suggests this was a commission
that for some reason never got used and so was sold on.” If the purchaser did
choose to leave these portraits for later finishing then any number of reasons
might explain their incompletion: negligence on the part of the heir, or even the
death of the heir; perhaps the context in which the sarcophagus was erected
prevented its finishing. Alternatively, there is the intriguing possibility that some
of these blank portraits were never intended to be finished, their blankness an
expression of ‘collective and spiritual values’.”® Purchasing a sarcophagus, like
buying a plot of land, building a tomb, or making a will, was part of the process
of planning for death. Some tomb-buildings were even built around sarcophagi
— the large sarcophagus in the so-called Tomb of the Pancratii on the Via Latina,
for example, is too sizeable to have been placed there after the tomb’s
construction.”” Individuals often purchased multiple sarcophagi. At Tyre local
notables jostled for space in the crowded necropolis, reserving plots and
sarcophagi for themselves and their families; a murex fisherman (and hence

95 Isik 2007, no. 6; see Reynolds and Roueché 2007, 152-3.

96 For a summary of these reconstructions, see Koch and Sichtermann 1982, 6114, and
Huskinson 1998, 143—5.

97 Coarelli 1981, 140-2.
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probably also a purple-dyer) named Heraclitos reserved three sarcophagi in his
name.” It was common for them to contain more than one body. All of the
examples from Sogiitliigesme near Kadikoy (ancient Kalchedon) which give
appropriate details in their inscriptions commemorate multiple individuals,
usually of the same family.”

Although it may have been the norm, patently not all sarcophagi were
purchased during the lifetime of the deceased. As Huskinson has noted, in the
case of children’s sarcophagi in particular there would not have been time to
commission one from scratch.'” Presumably certain workshops specialised in
producing children’s sarcophagi to stock, typically with generic scenes; this was
the kind of defined market, as discussed above, that made production to stock
feasible. However, we should also be open to the idea that simply because an
individual died suddenly did not mean their monument had to be purchased
fully-finished. The late fourth-century sarcophagus of Catervius from the
cathedral in Tolentino mentions that forty days passed between the death of the
individual commemorated and his burial inside the sarcophagus.'”’ Where
Catervius’ body was in the meantime is unclear but this raises the possibility that
corpses intended for burial in a sarcophagus could be interred elsewhere first,
perhaps in a wooden or lead coffin. The possibility that corpses were not
interred in their final resting place immediately is even hinted at in a passage of
the Digest which talks of bodies being held in one place for transferral elsewhere
later.'* Even if this was an extreme case there was still time between the death of
an individual and their burial, and even after their burial further carving could
have been carried out in the necropolis. A chest with pre-worked strigillated
panels bought from stock could probably be personalised with figurative scenes
relatively quickly by a team of sculptors. The ideas of production to stock and
consumer choice, therefore, are not always mutually exclusive.

Conclusions

‘Systems changed and methods doubtless changed; and right down the line,
down to the individual workmen, it would be wrong to expect absolute
uniformity and absolute standardisation.”'” Ward-Perkins was well aware that

98 See Chéhab 1984 and 1985, no. 1341-2, 4950 and 4864.

99 See Asgari and Firatli 1978, 32—4; in all but one case, however, more skeletons were
found inside the sarcophagus than there were individuals listed in its inscription.

100 Huskinson 1996, 79.

101 See Mirki-Boehringer et al. 1966, 39, and Koch 2000, 79.

102 Digest X1.7.42.

103 Ward-Perkins in his Fourth Shuffrey Lecture, see Dodge and Ward-Perkins 1992, 39.
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his model did not explain everything. Between customer and producer any
number of relationships could exist. At every stage of the production process
changes could be made, specifications altered, or complications arise. Equally,
from quarry to finished article any single sarcophagus could follow a number of
different trajectories. There is no single, one-size-fits-all, model that can
adequately account for this heterogeneity. The decisions of innumerable
individual customers determined the pattern of sarcophagus production. It is
not a question, therefore, of either ‘production-to-stock’ or ‘production-to-
order’, ‘mass production’ or ‘small-scale production’, ‘industry’ or ‘craft’; the
evidence is more nuanced than these dichotomies suggest. Instead it is helpful to
think about what we mean by these terms and what the logic behind different
modes of production was. Above all, we need to question many of our
assumptions about sarcophagus production, what was normal and what was not.
For instance, it is unclear what proportion of sarcophagi were produced in
response to definite as opposed to indefinite demand but there are good reasons
to doubt that production-to-stock was the norm; only in certain circumstance
did it make sense. Equally, viewed against the broader background of the
ancient economy, the notion that sarcophagus production was dominated by a
handful of mega-producers becomes questionable.

The controversial notion of production-to-stock has somewhat dominated
most discussions of sarcophagus production. Mass production — the large-scale
production of standardised objects — and production-to-stock are not the same
thing; one is not necessarily a symptom of the other. The division of labour
between the quarry-based workshops, producing roughed-out chests, and the
sculpting workshops, more closely connected to the customer and responsible
for finishing these pieces, is suggestive of a level of specialisation that must have
helped to increase productivity. This does not, however, equate to production-
to-stock. The stimulus appears to have come from the customer and the
sculpting workshop; the quarry-based workshops responded to their requests.
Specialisation rendered both sets of workshops more efficient and better able to
respond to demand. Therefore, though Roman sarcophagus production bore
little similarity to modern industrial production, it was highly articulated,
specialised, and responsive. Most importantly, it relied on the cooperation and
interaction of individuals across large distances. From this perspective it adds
significantly to our understanding of the connectivity, physical, cultural and
artistic, of the Roman Mediterranean.
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Analytical Method

In the fall of 2007 and the spring of 2008, 27 marble chips from 20 sarcophagi
at the Museo Nazionale Romano in the Baths of Diocletian, Rome (hereafter
MNR), were analysed, in order to determine the provenances of their marbles.!
(The Report is presented here as Appendix 1, with supporting graphs and tables,
at the end of this article.) Dr. Donato Attanasio from the Istituto di Struttura
della Materia, the Consiglio Nazionale delle Ricerche, Rome, first determined
the colour and the maximum grain size (MGS) of each sample. He then
conducted Electron Paramagnetic Resonance (EPR) analyses of the samples.
Next, stable isotope analyses were carried out by Julia Cox at the Stable Isotope
Laboratory of the University of Georgia Department of Geology, Athens,
Georgia. Finally, Dr. Attanasio used the six resultant variables — the colour and
MGS of the marble chips, the intensity and linewidth obtained from the EPR
analyses, and the oxygen and carbon ratios obtained from the stable isotope
analyses — to determine quarry assignments for the 20 sarcophagi. These
assignments were achieved by running the data of the six variables through

statistical commercial software (STATISTICA 7.1 and SPSS 13.0).

Process and Explanation of Analytical Techniques

The first step in the analyses of the 20 sarcophagi at the Museo Nazionale
Romano was for Dr. Attanasio to chisel off small marble chips from the back
surfaces of the chests and lids of the sarcophagi under investigation. He then
took the samples to his laboratory.

1 All but one of the sarcophagi are in the Michelangelesque cloister, commonly referred to
as the Chiostro Grande. The exception is a sarcophagus with Medea (Figure 5.3), located
in Aula VI of the same museum.
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To determine the colour of each marble sample, the surface of each chip was
polished. Then a digital scan of this polished surface was taken at 300 or 600
dpi (dots per inch) resolution. Using a Kodak grey scale with the aid of Adobe
Photoshop, the colour value of each pixel was measured on an 8-bit scale (black
= 0, white = 255) and then used to obtain the average colour value of the
sample.”

Then, to determine the maximum grain size of each chip, Dr. Attanasio
treated the already polished surface for 30 seconds with dilute hydrochloric acid
(HCI2N). The acid was applied to ‘display the edges of the crystalline grains
more clearly.”” The largest grains were then measured using ‘a normal reflecting
microscope.™

Next, Dr. Attanasio detached part of the marble chip, about 30 mg., and
finely ground it ‘in an agate mortar and then weighed [it] within a normal
quartz EPR tube (internal diameter 2.8—2.9 mm), to a precision of 0.1 mg.”

Each sample was then placed in ‘a cavity resonator placed at the centre of
the field poles of an electromagnet ... which is connected to another two
fundamental components of the spectrometer: the microwave source (usually a
klystron) and a detector for measuring the obtained signals ... The sample
within the cavity is irradiated with microwaves of a known constant frequency
... Scanning of the magnetic field then takes place and when the value of H,
[the external magnetic field] reaches the resonance value ... absorption of
energy by the sample occurs, the system goes into a state of imbalance and a
signal that is presented as a spectrum reaches the detector.”® Dr. Attanasio
explains that ‘the resonance condition consists of irradiating the sample with
electromagnetic waves of a suitable frequency such that a transition from the
lowest to the highest level [of energy] is induced. This can be seen as a reversal
from an antiparallel to a parallel orientation (spin-flip) and the change of the
direction of rotation (spin) of the electron.”

The spectrum that is obtained from inducing a resonance state in the sample
is usually given in the form of what are called first derivative curves. They
consist of a series of peaks and valleys, oriented along a central line. It is the
spectrum of the element manganese (Mn*") that Dr. Attanasio examined. Mn**
is a magnetic impurity that occurs in all marbles, but there are variations
between quarries in ‘the type and arrangement of atoms that are found around
the manganese ions.” These variations ‘depend on the particular type of material

Attanasio 2003, 99.
Attanasio 2003, 97.
Attanasio 2003, 97.
Attanasio 2003, 82.
Attanasio 2003, 62 and 79.
Attanasio 2003, 62.
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and on its provenance.” Two aspects of the Mn** are studied — the intensity or
concentration of the manganese and the linewidth, or the temporal extent of the
resonance condition. Table 1 in Dr. Attanasio’s report in Appendix 1 gives the
intensities and linewidths that were obtained for the 27 samples under
investigation, and Graph 4 plots the logarithms of these intensities and
linewidths.

The presence of manganese in marble goes back to the conditions of
formation of marble’s protolith, limestone. Nicholas E. Pingitore, Jr. explains
what limestone is composed of, how it is lithified, and how manganese
infiltrates it:

Typically composed of the skeletal remnants of marine organisms,” most limestones
are lithified by exposure to fresh water. This transition from carbonate sediment to
limestone rock comes about through changes in texture, mineralogy, and chemistry
of the sedimentary particles. Mineralogic stabilisation is accompanied by changes in
minor and trace elements ... [Manganese (Mn*") has] the proper charge and ionic
radii to substitute freely for calcium in the calcite lattice.

Subsequent to lithification, limestone is metamorphosed into marble, through
heat and pressure. Both limestone and marble are most commonly composed of
the mineral calcite (calcium carbonate). However, they can also be composed of
the mineral dolomite (calcium-magnesium carbonate; see below for a discussion
of dolomitic marble from Cape Vathy, Thasos).""

After determining the colour and MGS, and conducting the EPR analyses
of parts of the 27 marble chips, Dr. Attanasio mailed what remained of the
chips to the laboratory maintained by Julia Cox in Athens, Georgia. She then
determined the stable isotopes of the samples.

The geological definition for isotopes is that they are atoms of the same
element, which have both shared and different features. What is the same in
isotopes is the number of positively-charged protons. Isotopes differ in their
number of uncharged neutrons, and hence in their weights. The reason quarries
can be differentiated by their stable isotope structures is that the limestone
protoliths were formed under slightly different conditions. According to Scott
Pike, ‘the isotopic composition of a marble’s limestone protolith is principally
controlled by crystallisation temperature, chemical composition and the isotopic
ratios of the water.”'> When limestone protoliths are metamorphosed into

o2}

Attanasio 2003, 57, 60 and 81.
9 Other types of limestone were formed biogenically, i.e. with microorganisms, and
chemically. Email from Norman Herz of October 22, 2008; and Herz 1988, 235-236.
10 Pingitore 1978, 799-800.
11 Herz and Garrison 1998, 200; Tykot et al. 2002, 189.
12 This quotation was supplied to me by Prof. Pike from his unpublished dissertation; Pike
2000. See also Herz 1988, 235-236.
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marbles, the marbles preserve the isotopic structures of their protoliths.
However, Norman Herz notes that when limestone is in the process of
metamorphosis, there can be additional alterations to its isotopic structure. He
observes that ‘the higher the temperature [of metamorphosis] the lower the
180y 13

There are stable, i.e. non-radioactive, and unstable, i. e. radioactive isotopes.
The stable isotopes that are analysed or counted in an isotopic analysis of a
marble sample are Carbon 12 and Carbon 13, and Oxygen 16 and Oxygen 18.
Carbon 12 has 6 protons and 6 neutrons, while Carbon 13 has 6 protons and 7
neutrons. Oxygen 16 has 8 protons and 8 neutrons, and Oxygen 18 has 8
protons and 10 neutrons. Carbon 12 and Oxygen 16, the lighter isotopes, are
far more abundant in nature than Carbon 13 and Oxygen 18, the heavier
isotopes.

Ms. Cox’s first step in the stable isotope analyses was to prepare each sample.
She drilled off a small quantity of marble dust from each chip. Less than 5 mg.
of material are needed to conduct an isotopic analysis."* The second step in the
analysis process was to dissolve the sample in acid. This converts the carbon and
oxygen isotopes into molecules of carbon dioxide gas, or CO2. The carbon
dioxide gas was then ionized, which involves the stripping of an electron from
each molecule, and a resultant positive charge.

These ionized gas molecules were then accelerated towards a negative charge
at the end of a tube within a mass spectrometer. The tube was magnetized. The
magnet deflected or altered the course of the gas molecules. A molecule with
light isotopes of carbon and/or oxygen was deflected more than a molecule with
heavy isotopes of the same element(s). Collectors located at different positions
at the end of the flight tube counted the molecules with the differing weights."
From the six different possible weights of the CO2 molecules, the types and
numbers of isotopes were calculated. For example, a molecule with a weight of
44 would contain one Carbon 12 isotope and two Oxygen 16 isotopes.

The resultant counts of the carbon and oxygen isotopes allowed specific
ratios to be determined. One ratio expressed the proportion of Carbon 13
versus Carbon 12 isotopes, and the other expressed the proportion of Oxygen
18 versus Oxygen 16 isotopes. These carbon and oxygen ratios from each
sample were then related to the ratios of the same isotopes from a standard. A
delta number expressed the difference in abundance of the heavy isotope in each
sample, in relation to the abundance of that isotope in the standard. The delta
number is like a percentage difference, except that it is expressed in parts per
thousand rather than in parts per hundred.

13 Email of October 22, 2008.
14 Herz and Garrison 1998, 273.
15 Herz and Garrison 1998, 273.
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Table 1 from Dr. Attanasio’s report (in Appendix 1) provides the delta
numbers that Ms. Cox obtained through her stable isotope analyses of the 27
samples, and Graphs 2—-3 locate the points corresponding to these delta
numbers. The vertical axis on the two graphs provides the location for the
Carbon 13 number, and the horizontal axis supplies the location of the Oxygen
18 number.

Besides plotting the 27 samples, the two graphs include ellipses that indicate
the distribution of the isotopic data for some of these ancient quarries — Afyon
[Afy], Carrara [Ca], Ephesos (Kusini Tepe [Eph/KT], Belevi [Eph/BG], Aya
Klikiri), Hymettos, Miletos, Paros (Marathi, Marathi lychnites, Chorodaki [Pa/
Cho]), Pentelicon [Pe], Proconnesos [Pro], and Thasos calcitic.'® Fach ellipse
incorporates the isotopic analysis results for multiple samples collected by Dr.
Attanasio from that quarry. Altogether, his database contains 852 samples from
the quarries listed."”

Dr. Attanasio calls the rounded fields for the quarries their probability
ellipses. As he explains in his report, the closer to the centre of an ellipse a
sample of unknown provenance is positioned, the more likely it is to come from
the quarry represented by that ellipse (see Table 2 in Appendix 1 for the relative
and absolute probabilities that the 27 samples have been correctly assigned to
quarries). If there were no overlap of the ellipses for the quarries, secure
assignments to quarries of samples of unknown provenances could be made on
the basis of stable isotope analyses alone. However, as is immediately apparent
from the two graphs, there is extensive overlap of the quarries’ probability fields.
For example, the field for Carrara lies completely inside the field for
Proconnesos. Thus, neither quarry can be eliminated as a possible provenance
for samples whose isotopic results fall inside both fields.

If the same samples that fall within both quarry fields are analysed in
additional ways, discrimination between Carrara and Proconnesian marble can
be achieved. For example, the manganese (Mn*") concentration or intensity of
Proconnesian marble, as determined by EPR analyses, is much lower than that
of Carrara marble (see the data for quarries at the end of Table 1). This
difference in intensity results in an almost complete separation of the EPR fields
for Carrara and Proconnesos that are plotted in Graph 4. Note that here all the
samples in the Carrara field (see samples 11 and 12 from Figure 5.2) are located
outside of the field for Proconnesos (see samples 26 and 27 from Figure 5.3).
However, in Graph 4 there is still overlap between the fields for Pentelicon and

16 The quarries for which abbreviations are provided are those whose ellipses are included
in Graphs 2—3. The quarries for which abbreviations are not provided were considered
as possible provenances, but their ellipses are not shown in Graphs 2—3. For information
on the periods of use of these quarries, see Attanasio 2003; and Attanasio et al. 2006.

17 Attanasio et al. 2006, 65, Table 2.2.
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Afyon, which resulted in uncertainty of quarry assignment regarding samples
4-5 (Figure 5.4), and samples 13 and 14 (from the chest of Figure 5.1).

To continue the description of the analyses of the 27 samples, after Ms. Cox
finished conducting the stable isotope analyses, she sent the delta numbers of
the results to Dr. Attanasio. Using statistical commercial software (STATIS-
TICA 7.1 and SPSS 13.0), he then gave different weights to the six experimental
variables or discriminants that he now had for the 27 samples — the delta
numbers for the Oxygen 18 and Carbon 13 isotopes, the MGS and colour of
the samples, and the intensity and linewidth obtained from the EPR analyses.
The purpose of the different weighting was to maximize the separation of the
ellipses representing the quarry fields.

Three different formulas were used to determine three different discrim-
inant coordinates for each sample. Discriminant coordinate 1 was the sum of
the sample’s intensity multiplied by 0.82, plus the delta number for Oxygen 18
multiplied by 0.64, plus minor contributions from other discriminants.
Discriminant coordinate 2 was the maximum grain size multiplied by 0.88,
plus the intensity multiplied by 0.53, plus minor contributions from other
discriminants. Discriminant coordinate 3 was the delta number for Carbon 13
multiplied by 0.71, plus the delta number for Oxygen 18 multiplied by 0.63,
plus much less contributions from other discriminants.

These three discriminant coordinates then became the vertical and
horizontal axes for Graphs 5 and 6 in Dr. Attanasio’s report, which plot the
27 samples and the most important quarry fields. As is evident from Graph 6,
sample 14 now falls within the ellipse for Pentelicon and outside that of Afyon.
Thus, the marble of the chest of MNR 128581 (Figure 5.1), from which
samples 13 and 14 were taken, can be identified as Pentelic. However, sample 4
still falls within the ellipses for both Pentelicon and Afyon on Graphs 5 and 6,
and sample 5 falls only within the ellipse for Afyon in Graphs 5 and 6. The
micaceous inclusions in the Medea sarcophagus (Figure 5.4), from which both
samples 4 and 5 were taken, demonstrates, though, that the marble for both
samples must be Pentelic.

Summary of Analysis Results

Graph 1 in Dr. Attanasio’s report summarises the final assignments to quarries
that were made on the basis of the isotopic and EPR analyses, and the statistical
analyses of the six experimental variables or discriminants. The chests of twenty
sarcophagi from the Museo Nazionale Romano were analysed. Five of these
sarcophagi had lids, which were also analysed. Thus, a total of 25 pieces were
analysed. Fourteen of these pieces proved to be of Proconnesian marble. Twelve
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Figure 5.1: Roman child’s sarcophagus from Pomezia, c. 140, with Gigantomachy on the
lid and Centauromachy on the chest. Lid of Carrara marble and chest of Pentelic marble.
MNR 128581 (samples 13—15). Photograph : Frances Van Keuren.

of these pieces are chests from sarcophagi whose lids have been lost.'"® The
thirteenth and fourteenth pieces are a lid and chest from the same sarcophagus
(samples 26 and 27 from Figure 5.3). Seven pieces were assigned to Carrara. All
but one of these pieces consisted of chests and lids from three sarcophagi (e. g.,
samples 11 and 12 from Figure 5.2, and samples 21 and 22 from Figures
5.5-5.6). The seventh piece is the lid from a sarcophagus whose chest proved to
be of Pentelic marble (sample 15 from Figure 5.1). Finally, four pieces were
assigned to Pentelicon. Three of these pieces are chests for which the lids have
been lost (e.g., samples 4 and 5 from Figure 5.4), and the fourth piece is the
chest from the already-mentioned sarcophagus whose lid was identified as
Carrara marble (samples 13 and 14 from Figure 5.1).

Sarcophagi Analysed
Carrara Marble

The seven samples that have been assigned to Carrara come from the lids and
chests of three sarcophagi and the lid of a fourth sarcophagus (Figure 5.1). The
earliest of the Carrara pieces is the lid from a child’s sarcophagus, found in
Pomezia in Latium, of c. 140 (Figure 5.1). The lid depicts a Gigantomachy and

18 In the case of MNR 124735, the sarcophagus was furnished with a flat slab of marble
rather than a proper lid.
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Figure 5.2: Roman sarcophagus of unknown provenance, c. 320, with Dionysos and four
Seasons. Lid and chest of Carrara marble. MNR 407 (samples 11-12).
Photograph: Frances Van Keuren.

the chest, assigned to Pentelicon, shows a Centauromachy.19 The lid and chest of
the next Carrara sarcophagus, a garland sarcophagus found in Vigna Casali,
Rome, are dated c. 130—150. The chest has a pair of tragic masks above the left
garland and a pair of comic masks above the right garland. On the lid are four
reclining Seasons.”’

There is a chronological gap between these sarcophagi from the early
Antonine period and the next two sarcophagi from the first half of the fourth
century. One, dated c. 320, shows Dionysus and a satyr in the centre of the
chest, flanked by the four Seasons. The lid shows the female deceased, a blank
funerary tablet, and eight Erotes, four of whom gather grain (Figure 5.2).”" This
sarcophagus, like the second sarcophagus from the fourth century, appears of be
made of reused material, since its lower left corner was added in a separate piece.
The chest of the second sarcophagus (Figures. 5.5—5.6), found in a burial
chamber on the Via Decima in the Malpasso locality, Rome, and of coarser
execution than Figure 5.2, has two strigillated panels that flank a bust of the
deceased, a youth wearing a tunic and pa/lium and holding a scroll, enclosed in a

19 MNR 128581: samples 13, 14 and 15. Sapelli, in Giuliano 1981, 57-58; Koch and
Sichtermann 1982, 147; Vian and Moore 1988, 243, no. 501, pl. 154; ASR XIL,2, 170—
171, no. 148, pls. 120—121; and Huskinson 1996, 27, no. 2.5.

20 MNR 121657: samples 2—3. Honroth 1971, 57-58, and 89, no. 107; Dayan and
Musso, in Giuliano 1981, 144—146; ASR V1,2,1, 118, no. 61.

21 MNR 407: samples 11-12. Musso, in Giuliano 1981, 128-131; ASR 1V, 4, 448,
no. 256.
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Figure 5.3: Detail of right front of Roman sarcophagus from Via di Porta Maggiore, Rome,
c. 150-160, with story of Creusa and Medea. Lid and chest of Proconnesian marble.
MNR 75248 (samples 26—27). Photograph: Frances Van Keuren.
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Figure 5.4: Roman sarcophagus dated c. 170, and known since the late sixteenth century,
with the story of Creusa and Medea. Pentelic marble. MNR 222 (samples 4-5).
Photograph: Frances Van Keuren.

Figure 5.5: Roman sarcophagus from a burial chamber on the Via Decima, Rome, c. 300—
350, with two strigillated panels that flank a bust of the deceased youth. Lid and chest of
Carrara marble. MNR 115247 (samples 21-22). Photograph: Frances Van Keuren.

roundel, which evokes a shield (c/ipeus).”* The undecorated lid is too deep for its
chest and sawn, not chiselled. The chest of this sarcophagus, which appears to
have been executed in the first half of the fourth century, may be a reworked
block. The diagonal division and the stray holes on its back side strongly suggest

I‘CLISC.23

22 MNR 115247: samples 21-22. Pietrogrande 1934, 166—-168; Dayan, in Giuliano
1982, 79-80.

23 Email from John J. Herrmann, Jr. of October 31, 2008. For further discussion of these
sarcophagi, see Herrmann, Appendix 2 below.
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Figure 5.6: Back side of Figure 5.5 showing evidence of a previous use.
Photograph: Frances Van Keuren.

Proconnesian Marble

Thirteen sarcophagi at the Museo Nazionale Romano proved to be made of
Proconnesian marble. The sarcophagi range in date from the middle Antonine
period, through the third century.

The first piece, a child’s sarcophagus of c. 150, depicts Meleager and the
Calydonian boar in the central columned niche, flanked on each side by a
strigillated panel; on the far left, Atalanta stands with a hound, and on the far
right is a second hero.”*

The second sarcophagus was found in a funerary chamber on the Via di
Porta Maggiore, Rome. The detail of the right front in Figure 5.3 clearly shows
the grey banding that is characteristic of Proconnesian marble.” Dated c. 150—
160, the sarcophagus illustrates the story of Creusa and Medea on the front of

24 MNR 56138: sample 8. ASR XIL,6, 130—131, no. 144, pls. 120 and 122; Musso, in
Giuliano 1981, 115-117; Woodford 1992, 422-423, no. 71, pl. 215; and Huskinson
1996, 28, no. 2.20.

25 Attanasio et al. 2006, 201; and Attanasio et al. 2008, 748.
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the chest.”® On the left, Creusa receives the fatal wedding gifts from Medea’s
children. In the centre, she is consumed by the flames from the poisoned robe,
in the presence of her father, King Creon of Corinth. On the right, Medea
contemplates killing her two sons by Jason, and then flies away with their bodies
on her chariot drawn by two winged serpents. The lid shows four reclining
Seasons.

The third middle Antonine sarcophagus, of unknown provenance, has an
inscribed tablet on the centre of the chest with the name of Lucius Tuccius
Corinthianus. On each side the tablet is upheld by a Nike flying above an
overturned basket containing fruit on one side and flowers on the other.”’

The next Proconnesian sarcophagus, dated to the late Antonine period, is of
special interest because of its extensive paint traces. Found on the Via Lidia,
Rome, it has an oak wreath in the centre of the chest enclosing the name of
Ulpia Domina. A pair of Nikai supports the wreath, and beneath each one is a
cornucopia. A winged genius with downturned torch stands on the far left and
far right.”®

A fragment of a sarcophagus from the late second century shows a draped
reclining male, who leans on an animal that is probably a dog. Identified as
Endymion, this figure was probably from the right corner of the front of a chest,
as on a sarcophagus with the same theme in the Louvre.”

On a child’s sarcophagus of c. 200 two Erotes hold up a shield inscribed
with the name of Publius Flavius Alexander at the centre of the chest. Two
Erotes on the left drag a goat to sacrifice, while two more Erotes on the right
stand at an altar.”

Another sarcophagus dated c. 200 was for the burial of a girl. She is depicted
in the centre of the chest inside a laurel wreath, which is supported by a pair of
flying Erotes. On the far left and far right are Cupid and Psyche embracing.”

26  MNR 75248: samples 26—27. Schmidt 1968, 21, 45 note 4, pl. 32.2; Musso, in
Giuliano 1985, 279-283; Berger-Doer 1992, 122, no. 5, 124, no. 21, pl. 54; and
Gaggadis-Robin 1994, 12, no. 8, figs. 10—12.

27 MNR 72879: sample 9. Dayan, Musso and Friggeri, in Giuliano 1981, 104-105.

28 MNR 125891: sample 6. Dayan, Musso and Friggeri, in Giuliano 1981, 86-88.

29 MNR fragment without inventory number: sample 20. Sapelli, in Giuliano 1982, 72—
73; and ASR XI1,2, 159, no. 116, pl. 113.4. The Louvre sarcophagus, dated to the early
third century, is in Baratte and Metzger 1985, 67 —69, no. 23; and ASRXII,2, 117-118,
no. 55, pl. 51.1. University of Georgia graduate student Maria Graffagnino found the
iconographic parallel of the Louvre sarcophagus.

30 MNR 226119: sample 16. Dayan, Musso and Sabbatini Tumolesi, in Giuliano 1981,
48-49; and Huskinson 1996, 50, no. 6.32.

31 MNR sarcophagus without inventory number: sample 25. Musso, in Giuliano 1981,
98-99; Blanc and Gury 1986, 981, no. 202, pl. 692; Huskinson 1996, 53, no. 7.6,
where the marble is identified as Carrara.
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A sarcophagus dated c. 220 and found on the Via Casilina in Rome, shows a
portrait bust of the deceased in a c/ipeus, which is held by two flying Genii.
Beneath the c/ipeus are an eagle, Oceanus and Tellus, and on the far left and far
right edges of the chest are groups of Cheiron instructing Achilles in the lyre.”

A very well preserved, round-ended chest, resembling a vat (lenos), was
found in Tomb D on the Via Belluzzo, Rome. Although it has the size of an
adult sarcophagus, the /enos contained the skeleton of a ten-year-old girl. It is
decorated with strigillations and two c/ipei with busts of Helios and Selene,
which both appear to have the face of the deceased.” In the excavation report,
Rita Santolini dates the /lenos to the first decades of the third century, but
stylistically it resembles the ‘Badminton Sarcophagus’ in New York, a /enos that
is itself difficult to date but which must be from the late Severan period or
later.*

A fragmentary Jenos featuring the musical contest between the satyr Marsyas
and Apollo, and the subsequent flaying of Marsyas, is another sarcophagus that
exhibits stylistic similarities to the ‘Badminton Sarcophagus’. The part of the
lenos that is preserved is the base and the lower part of the sculptured figures. It
was found with parts of many other sarcophagi, in a dump close to the
Trastevere station, Rome. Additional fragments that show the upper parts of
figures from the musical contest and flaying, and that match the missing parts
of the two scenes on the /lenos, clearly come from its front and right sides. These
matching fragments are located at the National Gallery in Oslo and the
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York.” All three portions have now been
analysed, with results that exhibited unexpected variations.”® These variations

32 MNR 124735: sample 10. Sapelli, in Giuliano 1981, 90-93; ASR XIL,1, 195, no. 3.

33 Sample 1. Santolini 1986—87, 130—134; Gury 1994, 707, no. 1. University of Georgia
graduate student Soon Bae Kim identified the closest iconographic parallel for the /lenos,
a funerary altar of Iulia Victorina from the late first century, which shows the deceased
child both in the guise of Luna and Sol. See Letta 1988, 623, no. 454, pl. 384.

34 For the Badminton Sarcophagus, see note 70 below. In an email of December 7, 2008,
John J. Herrmann Jr. noted these common features in the two /Jenoi: ‘Smooth and
rubbery [treatment]. Flowing hair curling around a drill hole. Identical hands around
shaft of pole or thyrsus. Similar facial proportions — and simplified modelling ...
Generally simplified, easy stylisation.”

35 MNR /lenos without inventory number: sample 23. Bartoli 1953, 1-2, fig. 1; McCann
1978, 79—84, no. 13; Sande 1981; Musso, in Giuliano 1982, 82 —86, where the marble
is identified as Carrara; Rawson 1987, 184186, no. XX, figs. 5, 18 and 57. Mancini
1913, 117-118, who reported on the initial discovery of the /enos, wrote: ‘Fra la terra di
scarico si rinvennero in grande quantita resti di sarcofagi.’

36 The results of these additional analyses were presented in a poster at the IX International
Conference ASMOSIA (Association for the Study of Marble and Other Stones in
Antiquity): Interdisciplinary Studies on Ancient Stone, Tarragona, 8—13 June 2009.
Entided ‘Tsotopic, EPR and Petrographic Analyses of 20 Roman Sarcophagi at the
Museo Nazionale Romano, Rome’, the poster was co-authored by Frances Van Keuren,
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may be due to the quarrying of the block for the /enos from the C-5 part of the
Proconnesian quarries, where samples of large variability were collected.”

A sarcophagus with a funerary tablet bearing the name Aurelia Luciosa was
found on the Via del Corso in Rome. The tabula ansata is flanked by two
strigillated panels, and on the far left and right corners of the chest are
Composite pilasters. The sarcophagus may have been produced in the third
century.”®

A sarcophagus from the Via Fezzan in Rome is difficult to date. According
to Anna Maria Ramieri, the treatment of the two strigillated panels that flank
the inscription tablet indicates that that the piece is one of the earliest examples
of strigillated sarcophagi from the second century. Marina Bertinetti concludes
that the inscription with the names of Lollia Valeria Maior and her husband
Gaius Sicinius Olympius is later than the sarcophagus, i.e. from the third or
fourth century. The latter scholar suggests, though, that the inscription may
indicate a reuse of the sarcophagus in late antiquity.”

A fragment from the left corner of the front of a sarcophagus has not been
dated, evidently due to the poor state of preservation of its surface. It depicts a
nude male who moves to the right, while standing on tiptoe with his right leg
advanced. He twists his torso back to the viewer’s left, while raising a syrinx in
his right hand. Over his left shoulder is an animal skin, and a panther bounds to
the right at his feet. This figure was identified as Pan by Friedrich Matz, an
identification which was followed by Anna Maria Ramieri.*” However, the
absence of goat legs on this figure and the uncertain nature of the flame-shaped
protuberance over his forehead raise questions about his identity. Since he
closely resembles a tiptoeing satyr with a syrinx on a lenos in Dresden, he seems
more likely to be a satyr with a flame-shaped hair strand or ornament on a

fillet.”!

Julia Cox, Shelby Hipol, Donato Attanasio, John J. Herrmann, Jr., and Dorothy H.
Abramitis. These analyses should also be published, in article form, in the conference
volume.

37 Artanasio et al. 2008, 762—-764; and email from Donato Attanasio of September 24,
2009.

38 MNR 524: sample 19. CIL 6.2, 1610, no. 13343; Ramieri and Bertinetti, in Giuliano
1982, 64-065.

39 MNR 126285: sample 18. Ramieri and Bertinetti, in Giuliano 1982, 62—64. The initial
discovery of the sarcophagus is reported by Felletti Maj 1953, 234-235, fig. 1.

40 MNR 750: sample 17. ASR 1V, 4, 482, no. 317; Ramieri, in Giuliano 1982, 107-108.

41 For the sarcophagus in Dresden, see ASR1V, 1, 159-161, no. 52, pl. 60. The satyr with
the syrinx is Matz’s figure type TH 61 (vol. 4, pt. 1, 44). Maria Graffagnino found this
useful iconographic parallel.
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Pentelic Marble

Three sarcophagi and the chest of a fourth were revealed to be of Pentelic
marble. The earliest of the Pentelic pieces, a child’s sarcophagus of c. 140, has
already been discussed above, since the lid is of Carrara marble (see Figure 5.1).
The chest, which shows a Centauromachy;, is of Pentelic marble.”? In spite of the
difference of material, the lid and chest appear to have been carved by the same
workshop.

A sarcophagus fragment, found at Ostia and dated c. 150—160, comes from
the right corner of the front of a chest. The fragment is from a depiction of
Pluto’s rape of Proserpina. The horses from Pluto’s chariot and the figure of
Mercury who leads them to the Underworld are preserved, along with the
thrown-back head, right arm and left foot of Proserpina, and the left thigh and
knee of Pluto on his chariot.”” There is also a second fragment believed to come
from the same sarcophagus that shows the chariot with winged serpents
belonging to Ceres. Although this fragment is reported to be in the Magazzini of
the Museo Nazionale Romano, it could not be found for testing.44

Slightly later in date than the Proconnesian sarcophagus with the story of
Creusa and Medea (Figure 5.3) is a Pentelic sarcophagus with the same theme
(Figure 5.4). On this second Medea sarcophagus, dated c. 170, the groupings
of characters are arranged in a fashion very similar to the earlier example.
Unfortunately, the surface of the Pentelic sarcophagus is very worn, evidently
because it has been known since the sixteenth century, which makes stylistic
comparison with the Proconnesian sarcophagus difficult. Nonetheless, the
Pentelic sarcophagus appears to exhibit a flatter handling in the modelling of
the figures and the drapery treatment, and it seems to rely on deeper drilling of
details such as the pupils of the eyes. Thus, the two sarcophagi may well be the
products of two different workshops, but they were clearly using common
figural compositions, perhaps transmitted by means of copybooks with line
drawings.

42 MNR 128581: samples 13, 14 and 15. Sapelli, in Giuliano 1981, 57-58; Sengelin
1997, 712, no. 404b, pl. 463; and Huskinson 1996, 27, no. 2.5.

43 MNR 654: sample 24. Visconti 1866, 325, pl. S.2 (engraving); ASR 111, 3, 459460,
no. 360; Musso, in Giuliano 1982, 109—-111.

44 Sichtermann 1974, 313-314, fig. 7; Blome 1978, 456. University of Georgia graduate
student Katie Seefeldt researched this sarcophagus fragment and its iconographic
parallels, which are listed in Angeli 1988, 901, nos. 126—134.

45 MNR 222: samples 4—5. Musso, in Giuliano 1981, 138—143; Berger-Doer 1992, 122,
no. 7, pl. 53; Schmidt 1992, 393, no. 53, pl. 200; Gaggadis-Robin 1994, 17-18,
no. 21, figs. 32—34. University of Georgia graduate student Chad Alligood researched
the two Medea sarcophagi (Figures 5.3—5.4), and studied their iconographic similarities.
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The latest Pentelic piece is a child’s sarcophagus from Ostia, dated c. 280—
300. In the centre of the chest is a portrait of an adult male in a c/ipeus, which
was reworked from a portrait of a boy with a Horus lock. The c/ipeus is held up
by a pair of standing Erotes, and beneath it is a cock fight. Two more Erotes
with ducks and a rabbit stand on the far left and far right edges of the chest.”

Dolomitic Marble from Cape Vathy, Thasos

The genesis for undertaking the marble analyses reported in this article was the
work on the sarcophagi at the Museo Nazionale Romano by John J. Herrmann,
Jr., and Richard Newman. Using the definitive techniques of X-ray diffraction
and the electron-beam microprobe, they determined that seven of the
sarcophagi in the Chiostro Grande were made of dolomitic marble from the
quarries on Cape Vathy, Thasos.” Dolomitic marble is composed almost
entirely of the mineral dolomite, i.e. calcium-magnesium carbonate.”® The
attribution to Thasos was reinforced by the macroscopic characteristics of the
marble (coarse grain and virtually unmarked white colour). The goal of the
project whose results are presented in this article was to determine what calcitic
marbles were attested in some of the additional sarcophagi in the Chiostro
Grande, besides those of dolomitic marble.

Robert H. Tykot provides this explanation of X-ray diffraction and the

electron-beam microprobe:

These methods involve the measurement of characteristic wavelengths of electro-
magnetic radiation ... absorbed or emitted when a sample is ‘excited’ (e.g. by
bombardment with ... X-rays, or electrons). A complex spectrum is produced in
which peaks at certain wavelengths are characteristic of one or more elements, and
the area under a peak (intensity) is proportional to the amount of that element
present in the analyzed material.”

46 MNR 128086: sample 7. Schauenburg 1972, 512, note 53; Musso, in Giuliano 1981,
100-102; ASRV, 4, 197, no. 46; Blanc and Gury 1986, 982, no. 214; Huskinson 1996,
65, no. 9.29.

47 The analyses were conducted at the laboratory of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston.
See Herrmann and Newman 1995, 82; Herrmann and Newman 1999, 301; and
Herrmann 1999, 57-58, 63, and 69. Another definitive technique for distinguishing
calcitic from dolomitic marble is the application of dilute hydrochloric acid to a marble
surface, chip or flakes. When there is no effervescence or fizzing, to use the layman’s
term, the marble must be dolomitic. When, on the other hand, there is effervescence, the
marble must be calcitic.

48 Herz 1988, 236—-237.

49 Tykot 2004, 410.
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The seven sarcophagi from the Museo Nazionale Romano of dolomitic marble
from Cape Vathy range in date from the Trajanic through the early Severan
period.”” The earliest one, found in Ostia and dated to the Trajanic period,
belongs to a Greek artisan from Ephesus named Titus Flavius Trophimas. To the
left of the inscription tablet, located on the centre of the chest, are depictions of
Trophimas™ two friends, who are shown practicing their crafts of shoemaking
and rope making. Trophimas himself is shown to the right of the inscription
tablet, in the role of an Isiac initiate.’!

The second sarcophagus, found on the Via Aurelia in Rome and dated c.
120-150, contained the body of a ten-year-old girl named Flavia Sextiliane.
The centre of the chest has the girl’s name inscribed on a c/ipeus that is borne by
a pair of flying Erotes. Additional Erotes stand with torches on the left and right
edges of the chest, and the lid is decorated with more Erotes, some with arms.”

Two later sarcophagi of Antonine date depict Erotes making arms. One of
the sarcophagi is from the Ponte Rotto in Rome, and the other has an unknown
provenance. These sarcophagi share the motif of a shield in the centre of the
chest, which is supported on the right by an Eros who stands with his head
turned back and away from the shield.”” The same motif can be found on a
fragment of the Trajanic frieze from the temple of Venus Genetrix in Rome,
which is believed to have served as a source of inspiration for all three sarcophagi
from the Chiostro Grande that show Erotes with arms.”*

Three Dionysiac dolomitic sarcophagi show a satyr and two maenads from
Friedrich Matz’s repertoire of Neo-Attic figure types. The survival of these
Dionysiac types until the late Antonine and early Severan periods, when these
sarcophagi are believed to have been produced, demonstrates the longevity of
such figure types. Outline renderings of favourite Dionysiac figure types, kept
in sarcophagus workshops, would be one possible means to preserve knowledge
of such figure types over the centuries.

The first two Dionysiac sarcophagi appear to be contemporary, since they
both have been dated c. 170—180. Each one was found in Rome and shows
Dionysus in a chariot drawn by centaurs. One sarcophagus, found in the church
of Sts. Nereus and Achilleus on the Via Appia, depicts the wine god discovering
a sleeping Ariadne. The satyr directly to the viewer’s right of Ariadne, who holds

50 For a fuller discussion of these sarcophagi, see Van Keuren and Gromet 2009, 198—203.

51 MNR 184: Dayan, Musso and Lombardi, in Giuliano 1981, 148-150. This
sarcophagus could not be located in the Chiostro Grande in March, 2008.

52 MNR 128578: Dayan, Musso and Friggeri, in Giuliani 1981, 184—186; Huskinson
1996, 64 no. 9.23.

53 MNR 175 and 900: Dayan and Musso, in Giuliano 1981, 59-61 and 159-160; Blanc
and Gury 1986, 1018 no. 541, pl. 715; Huskinson 1996, 42 and 49 nos. 6.27 and 6.29.

54 Floriani Squarciapino 1950, 109 ff.; Hesberg 1981, 1074—1075, fig. 13 (frieze fragment
from the temple of Venus Genetrix).
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a lagobolon in his left arm as he lunges to the right, is Matz’s figure type TH
18.” The second Dionysiac sarcophagus, found on the Via Aurelia Antica,
shows a rapidly-moving flute player in front of Dionysus’ chariot. This maenad,
who raises her arms high to play her instrument, belongs to Matz’s type TH
36.%

On the last Dionysiac sarcophagus from the early Severan period, the wine
god again rides in a chariot drawn by two centaurs. To the right of his chariot is
an ecstatic maenad with billowing drapery who raises her tympanum high while
throwing her head back. She is an example of Matz’s Neo-Attic type TH 27.”
Although this maenad strikes the tympanum rather than playing the double
flute, she is very close in pose to the maenad of type TH 36 on the previous
Dionysiac sarcophagus, which suggests that standard figure types could be
altered to play slightly different roles.

Conclusion

The earliest sarcophagus from those at the Museo Nazionale Romano that have
been analysed is from the Trajanic period, and is made of dolomitic marble from
Thasos. Found in Ostia, the sarcophagus was made for a Greek artisan from
Ephesus named Trophimas. This evidence suggests that immigrants like
Trophimas may have introduced burial in marble sarcophagi in Rome’s port city,
a practice which then spread to the broader populace of Rome.

Pentelic marble was used in Rome for Imperial monuments of special
significance in terms of their propagandistic content — for example, the Arch of
Titus, and the Trajanic Frieze that was reused on the Arch of Constantine.”® The
emphasis on mythological content on all but one of the Pentelic sarcophagi
suggests the erudition and hence the high social status of the families who
purchased them. The earliest of the sarcophagi, dated c. 140, is a chest from a
child’s sarcophagus that is decorated with a Centauromachy (Figure 5.1). Two
sarcophagi for adults, dated to the third quarter of the second century, feature
Pluto’s abduction of Proserpina and the tragic stories of Creusa and Medea
(Figure 5.4). Only the latest Pentelic sarcophagus from the end of the third
century, which has a re-cut head of the deceased, lacks a mythological storyline.

55 MNR 214: ASR 1V, 3, 399-400, no. 225; Musso, in Giuliano 1981, 123-125;
Gasparri 1986, 555, no. 191. For figure type TH 18, see ASR IV, 1, 25, no. TH 18.

56 MNR 128577: ASR 1V, 2, 251-252, no. 108; Musso, in Giuliano 1981, 64—66. For
figure type TH 36, see ASR 1V, 1, 33, no. TH 36.

57 MNR without inventory no.: ASR 1V, 2, 257258, no. 117; Musso, in Giuliano 1981,
119-121. For figure type TH 27, see ASR 1V, 1, 30, no. TH 27.

58 Amadori et al. 1998, 48—49.
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Perhaps the most interesting discovery regarding the 20 sarcophagi at the
Museo Nazionale Romano that were analysed for this study is the discontinuity
in the use of Carrara marble. The lid of the just-mentioned child’s sarcophagus
(Figure 5.1) and the lid and chest of another sarcophagus, both dated to the
early Antonine period (c. 130—150), were revealed to be of Carrara marble. No
sarcophagus from the second half of the second century or the third century is
made of this marble. The absence of Carrara sarcophagi from the late second
century coincides with a marked decrease in the use of Carrara marble in the
public buildings of second-century Rome.” The lack of third-century Carrara
sarcophagi is consistent with Susan Walker’s conclusion regarding the ‘sharp
decline in the use of Carrara marble for sarcophagi decorated at Rome in the
third century AD.”® Note too that Carrara is not included in the list of quarries
in Diocletian’s Edict on Maximum Prices of 301.°" However, two sarcophagi
dated to the first half of the fourth century (see Figures 5.2 and 5.5-5.0)
indicate that there was a revival in the use of Carrara marble in late antiquity.
Multiple analysis methods have revealed that Carrara marble was also used in
the Constantinian friezes and c/ipei from the Arch of Constantine.®

A renewed interest in Carrara marble during the fourth century is consistent
with Walker’s suggestion of 1988 that ‘there is reason to suppose a limited
revival of the use of Carrara in Constantinian Rome. It is not yet clear whether
the revival concerned freshly quarried, stockpiled or reused blocks.’* In
Appendix 2 at the end of this article, John J. Herrmann, Jr. suggests that both of
the Carrara sarcophagi from the fourth century that were analysed (Figures 5.2
and 5.5-5.6) were made from reused materials, along with a large proportion of
Early Christian sarcophagi from the Museo Pio Cristiano at the Vatican.

In her article of 1988, Walker accepted the theory that during the fourth
century, the port for Carrara was an estuarine lake to the west of Luni, itself
located to the southwest of Carrara on the Ligurian Sea. According to this
theory, in the fourth century the port would have become overgrown with reeds
and Luni itself damaged by flooding.”* However, Paolo Fazzini and Marina
Maffei proposed in 2000 that the Roman port for Luni may have been located
instead in ‘a sheltered fluvial inlet along a bend of the R. Magra, near its
mouth.” They did not find evidence of extensive destruction of Luni until the
second half of the seventh century, when there were three ‘catastrophic flooding

59 Bruno et al. 2002, 298.

60 Walker 1988b, 187. See also Walker and Matthews 1988, 124.

61 For the list of quarries in this edict, see Lauffer 1971, 192—-193, no. 33; Roueché 1989,
299-300.

62 Amadori et al. 1998, 49.

63 Walker 1988b, 189—-190.

64 Walker 1988b, 190.
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events.’® Thus, the reason for the decline in the use of Carrara marble for
sarcophagi after 150 may not be the clogging up of the harbour of Luni.

A consideration of price may have led to the apparent preference during the
late second and third centuries for the two marbles most strongly represented in
our late Antonine and Severan test group. According to Diocletian’s Edict of
301, Proconnesian marble was the cheapest and Thasian marble was only
slightly more expensive, while marble from Afyon was far more expensive than
both island marbles.® Of the 20 sarcophagi from the Museo Nazionale Romano
that were analysed for this study, the majority, i.e. twelve chests and the lid and
chest of a thirteenth sarcophagus (Figure 5.3), were revealed to be of the
cheapest Proconnesian marble. This statistic supports Walker’s observation that
‘by eye it would appear that Proconnesian ... became the most favoured Greek
marble for metropolitan sarcophagi.”’ Significantly, the earliest of the thirteen
Proconnesian sarcophagi was produced c. 150 in the middle Antonine period,
just after the second-century sequence of Carrara sarcophagi in the analysed
group ended in the early Antonine period. Ten of the thirteen Proconnesian
sarcophagi can be dated, on the basis of their figural decoration. Five fall in the
second half of the second century. The popularity of Proconnesian marble in
sarcophagi from 150—200 coincides chronologically with its first use in Rome
for ‘major public works.*®

It may be significant that Parian marble did not appear among our second
century sarcophagi. Parian lychnites was certainly used for sculpture in Rome at
that time,*” bur this traditionally high-status marble may well have been largely
restricted to high-status projects, such as statuary. It may not, as this group of
tests suggests, have only occasionally been used by workshops producing
sarcophagi.

The five additional Proconnesian sarcophagi that can be dated were
produced in the third century. Three belong to the first two decades of the third
century, i.e. the Severan period. Two further Proconnesian sarcophagi may date
either from the late Severan period or the time of the Soldier Emperors (235—
280). Stylistically they compare rather closely to the famous ’Badminton
Sarcophagus’, which has recently been revealed to be of Parian Lychnites marble
through multiple analysis techniques. This sarcophagus has been dated from c.

65 Fazzini and Maffei 2000. See also Bini, Chelli and Pappalardo 2006, for their study on
the location of the coastline around Luni during Roman times.

66 Gnoli 1971, 14—16; and Dodge and Ward-Perkins 1972, 177-178.

67 Walker 1988a, 30.

68 Attanasio, Brilli and Bruno 2008, 752.

69 Herrmann et al. 2000, 258 and 260, fig. 11: Hadrianic head of Artemis from
Grottaferrata. See also Pensabene et al. 2000: irregular Parian blocks with consular dates

of 132, 153, 163, 164.
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230 to as late as c. 270. The treatment of its back side shows that it is a reused
entablature block.”

The period of the Soldier Emperors corresponds to a time of change — and
perhaps crisis — in the Roman marble trade, as in Roman civilization generally.
Symptomatic in the realm of marble is the disappearance of control marks with
consular dates on marble blocks after the first decade of the third century.”
Nonetheless, Diocletian’s Edict on Maximum Prices, issued in 301, demon-
strates that quarrying continued at some locations until the early fourth century,
even if only for marble veneer.”

Production of sarcophagi continued at Rome through the time of the
Soldier Emperors, as is shown by other famous sarcophagi of that time, such as
the ‘Ludovisi Battle Sarcophagus” and the ‘Sarcophagus of the Annona’,”* both
of which have grey bands and appear to be Proconnesian marble. Three types of
lenoi that were decorated with heads of lions and full figures of lions were
produced during the third century. Susan Walker suggests that production of
the third type, with full figures of lions that bring down prey, continued until
the end of the third century. Isotopic analyses revealed that Proconnesian marble
was used for the majority of the first two types, but for less than half of the third
type.”” Two additional lenoi of the third type have been tested, and one proved
to be Proconnesian,”® while the other was Pentelic.”” The shipwreck off San
Pietro on the Italian coast near Taranto, dated by its late Roman pottery to the
first half of the third century, carried nine roughed-out examples of Walker’s
first type of Jenos and three roughed-out examples belonging to her second or
third type. Isotopic analyses demonstrated that all of them were of dolomitic
Thasian marble.”®

The standard practice for the production of Roman sarcophagi seems to
have been to rough out the shape of the sarcophagus in the quarry.”” This
process involved the roughing out of the basic shape of each sarcophagus, and

70 McCann 1978, 94-106; and Bartman 1993. The recent analyses revealing the
sarcophagus is of Parian Lychnites are being presented at the first symposium of the
International Association of Roman Sarcophagi, Marburg, 2—8 October 2010.

71 Amadori et al. 1998, 52: ‘dopo il primo decennio del III secolo non s'incontrano pitl nei
blocchi grezzi delle cave le consuete numerazioni, sigle e nomi delle officine.’

72 Corcoran and DelLaine 1994.

73 De Angelis d’Ossat 2002, 218-221.

74 Andreae 1977, 304, fig. 597.

75 Walker 1985.

76 A Proconnesian lenos in Toledo of c. 240: Knudsen et al. 2002, 237, fig. 9.

77 A Pentelic lenos in Boston of c. 260—270 (MFAB 1975.359).: http://www.mfa.org/
collections/search_art.asp 2coll_keywords=1975 %2E359

78 Ward-Perkins and Throckmorton 1965; Walker 1985, 62—63; Alessio and Zaccaria
1997; Herrmann 1999, 63.

79  See Wurch-Kozelj and Kozelj 1995.
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the removal of the interior of the chest, evidently in order to lighten the load
during shipping.*® Sarcophagi were sometimes the only type of marble cargo on
Roman ships, as in the case of the San Pietro wreck, which contained dolomitic
marble sarcophagi of rectangular shape as well as oval lenoi.®! In other cases, as
in the Torre Sgarrata wreck, roughed-out sarcophagi as well as un-worked
marble blocks were shipped together.”” However, in Rome’s marble yards,
roughed-out sarcophagi are not found with un-worked, evidently discarded
blocks.* Ben Russell shared these observations:

Like Clayton [Fant], I know of no blocks at Portus or Rome from which a
sarcophagus could have been cut — but partly this might be because if any such
blocks ever existed they would have been used up, probably in Late Antiquity. The
shipv;;reck evidence is more conclusive — roughed-out blanks or finished pieces
only.

Once roughed-out sarcophagi reached Portus (northwest of Ostia) or Rome,
they would have been transported to sculptural workshops, where they would
have been given carved decoration. Bonanno Aravantinos proposes that in
Ostia, such workshops were located near the cemeteries of Pianabella,
Laurentina and the Via Ostiense, all located outside the city walls to the
southeast.®” The basis for this hypothesis was the discovery near these cemeteries
of fragments of sarcophagi whose figural decoration is in various stages of
execution, with tool marks still visible.*® Alternatively, these fragments might
instead be pieces of sarcophagi from tombs; i.e., they might be from sarcophagi
that were purchased before they had received the finishing touches, and that

80 In an email of February 18, 2004 (her book will be forthcoming), Nusin Asgari reports
these types of finds in the Proconnesian quarries: ‘(1) Roughed out sarc.-chest with 2
bosses on one long side (for the lion heads) — this type is the same as the Thasian quarry-
lenoi. (2) Roughed out quarry-/enoi without any bosses [Walker 1985, lenos types 2 and
3]. (3) Roughed out quarry-blocks, large and small, in oval form, the interior of which
have not as yet been hollowed out.’

81 Herrmann, 1999, 63. For drawings of the sarcophagi as they were found, see Ward-
Perkins and Throckmorton 1965, 208—209; and Alessio and Zaccaria 1997, 215-216,
figs. 2-3.

82 Throckmorton 1989, with drawing p. 269. Calia et al. 2009 and Gabellone et al. 2009
report that, according to isotopic and mineropetrographic analyses, the sarcophagi and
the blocks are of two types of Thasian marble, dolomitic from Cape Vathy and calcitic
from Cape Phanari.

83 For the marble yards of Portus and Rome, see Maischberger 1997; and Fant 2001.

84 Email communication of May 21, 2009. See also his article in this volume. It appears
that sarcophagi of Dokimeian marble were shipped finished, except for portrait heads of
the deceased. See Walker 1988a, 33; and Van Keuren and Gromet 2009, 196.

85 Aravantinos 2008, 149—152.

86 Ibid., 150-154, figs. 1-6.
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were then pressed into service prematurely.*” That sarcophagi, even imperfect
ones, were in demand in Rome and vicinity is demonstrated by the extensive
evidence regarding their reworking from previously-used examples and from
blocks first used for other purposes.

Appendix 1
The marble provenance of 20 Sarcophagi (27 samples) from the
Museo Nazionale Romano.

Donato Attanasio

The experimental results are given in Table 1. The chest 222 and the chest
128581 were resampled (samples 5 and 14, respectively) in order to confirm the
analyses. Average quarry data for the most relevant quarries are included at he
end of Table 1. The assignments, however, were carried out using a more
extensive selection of possible provenance sites (see the full list of quarries

below).

The assignment has been carried out using simultaneously 6 experimental

variables®:
2 isotopic: 3"%0 (delta Oxy- 8"C (delta Car-
gen 18) bon 13)
2 petrographic: MGS (Maximum Grain Size), Colour

2 EPR (Electron Paramagnetic Resonance):  Intensity (=INTENS), Linewidth (=W)

The site selection included 9 of the most likely quarry sites (15 groups, 852
samples):

Carrara, Hymettos, Pentelicon,

Paros (Marathi, Marathi lychnites, Chorodaki),

Thasos calcitic, Afyon (Bacakale, Roder I1/V, Réder III/IV),
Ephesos (Kusini Tepe, Belevi, Aya Klikiri), Miletos, Proconnesos.

87 Ben Russell proposed such a premature use for another unfinished sarcophagus at the
MNR, which had only received carved borders for the fronts of the chest and lid, along
with the border for the clipeus portrait on the chest: email communication of May 21,
2009; and Musso, in Giuliano 1984, 246—247.

88 Separate isotopic/MGS or EPR/MGS assignments tend to misclassify Hymettos for

Carrara or give uncertain Carrara provenances.
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Table 1
No. | Label | Inv/Descr 380 |8"°C| dolom | Intens | W Colour | MGS
1 1.26 Bust Selene, -2.02 |1.89]0.0 0.041 0.627 | 195 1.10
Helios
2 2.14 |121657, Chest |[-1.70 |1.94|0.0 0.424 10.588 (193 0.45
3 3.13 |121657, Lid -2.02 |2.17]0.0 0.574 |0.627 225 0.45
4 4.12 |222 chest -4.72 12.71]0.0 9.84 |0.854 (204 0.65
5 08.4 |222 chest bis -4.72 12.5510.0 1.385 | 0.587|198 1.0
6 5.4 lDZSS?l, Ulpia |-3.62 [2.73]0.0 0.033 0.630 | 192 1.70
omina

7 6.7 128086 -6.88 [2.71]0.0 0.617 |0.640]211 0.55
8 7.9 56138 -2.25 11.96]0.0 0.053 |0.678]209 1.10
9 8.8 72879 -1.51 |3.45(0.0 0.169 |0.535 (200 1.70
10 9.5 124735 -1.51 |2.70]0.0 0.016 {0.592]199 1.10
11 |10.11[407, Lid -1.72 |2.01|0.0 0.589 |0.612|215 0.40
12 | 11.10 | 407, Chest -1.99 [2.15]0.0 0.461 |0.627|217 0.50

13 |12.3 |128581, chest -13.25]1.47 (0.0 1.912 ] 0.534 (212 0.30

14 [08.3 |128581 chest bis|-9.64 |1.910.0 1.720 |0.566|213 0.70

15 [08.2 |128581 lid -1.89 (2.10]0.0 0.617 [0.680 214 0.55
16 |13.1 |226119 -2.41 |3.06|0.0 0.027 10.601 | 188 1.60
17 |14.23 (750 -1.30 |3.03]0.0 0.030 |0.578 198 1.70
18 |15.16|126285 -0.96 |3.40 0.0 0.091 |0.573 (172 1.75
19 [16.17 (524 -1.74 |3.17/0.0 0.041 [0.668 | 224 1.40

20 |17.18 | Endymion, dog, |-1.71 |3.12]0.0 0.036

erratic

0.709 1200 1.70

21 |18.21 115247, Chest |-1.29 |2.03|0.0 0.979 |0.576 221 1.10

22 19.2 |115247, Lid -1.19 [2.21]0.0 0.530 |0.594 (227 0.90

23 |20.22 | Lenos, Marsyas |-1.59 |2.68 0.0 0.036 [0.654 | 199 1.60

24 |21.24|654 -4.71 |2.810.17 3.814 |0.734]202 0.90

25 |08.1 |Cupid Psyche -2.02 |3.05(0.0 0.036 |0.642 (210 2.20
pp- 98—99

26 |08.6 |75248 chest -2.34 |3.27/0.0 0.020 |0.587 (195 1.70
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Table 1 (Continued)

No. | Label | Inv/Descr 5'%*0 |8"C|dolom | Intens | W Colour | MGS

27 108.5 |[75248 lid -2.26 |3.05]0.0 0.027 [0.736|177 1.70
Ca -1.89 2.11]0.01 0.685 [0.634|211 0.80
Afy -4.32 11.80(0.00 2.425 10.539 193 0.86
Hy -2.17 12.2010.03 0.142 [0.460| 182 0.69
Pe -7.00 |2.63]0.003 [2.263 [0.582 229 0.96
Pa/ -1.11 | 1.79(0.04 0.195 [0.479| 214 2.07
Cho
Th -0.73 12.98]0.006 [1.308 |0.557 (201 3.84
Pro -1.80 |2.51]0.06 0.064 |0.514 (197 1.93

Using the 6 variables mentioned above, the rate of discrimination for the 15
marble groups is 83.7 %, or 82.9 % after statistical validation. The results of the
assignment for the 27 marble samples under investigation are summarized in

Table 2 below:

Definitions of the probability parameters in Table 2

Relative (posterior) This is the probability that the sample belongs to some

probability:

Absolute (typical)
probability:

Distance:

group, assuming that it originates in any case from one of
the groups in the selection. The threshold is 60 %. Low
values indicate that the sample’s assignment is in doubt
between two or more groups.

This is a distance dependent parameter measuring the
absolute probability that the sample belongs to the chosen
group or, in other words, is a typical representative of the
group’s properties. The threshold is 10 %, corresponding
to samples on the edge of the 90 % probability ellipse. Low
values indicate anomalous samples (outliers) or samples
possibly not belonging to any group in the selection.
This is the distance of a point under consideration from
the center of the ellipse that represents the probability field
of a quarry. The central point of an ellipse expresses the
average and hence most characteristic values of a quarry.
The closer a point under consideration is to the center of
an ellipse, the more likely it is to be made of the marble
represented by the ellipse.
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Table 2
Sample | Description | Isotopes | Sitel | Relative Absolute Distance
(posterior) (typical)
probability | probability
1 |1.26 Busts Ca Pro |77 52 5.0
Selene,
Helios
2 |2.14 121657, Ca Ca 91 53 5.1
Chest
3.13 121657, Lid | Ca Ca 100 47 5.6
4 |4.12 222 chest Afy Afy |56 1 17
5 108.4 222 chest Afy Afy 190 75 3.4
bis
6 |54 125891, Pro Pro |93 88 2.4
Ulpia
Domina
7 16.7 128086 Pe Pe 98 28 7.5
7.9 56138 Hy Pro |71 32 7
9 |8.8 72879 Pro Pro |39 21 8.4
10]9.5 124735 Pro Pro |99 53 5.1
11]10.11 |407, Lid Ca Ca |99 33 6.9
12(11.10 |407, Chest |Ca Ca [89 77 3.3
13112.3 128581, ? Pe 100 0 52
chest
1408.3 128581 ~Pe Pe 100 26 7.8
chest bis
15]08.2 128581 lid Ca 100 94 1.8
16|13.1 226119 Pro Pro |98 96 1.5
17(14.23 | 750 Pro Pro |96 96 1.4
1815.16 | 126285 Pro Pro |94 37 6.5
19(16.17 |524 Pro Pro |96 60 4.6
20(17.18 | Endym., Pro Pro {99 59 4.6
dog, erratic
21(18.21 115247, Cho Ca 93 82 2.9
Chest
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Table 2 (Continued)

Sample | Description | Isotopes | Sitel | Relative Absolute Distance
(posterior) (typical)
probability | probability
22119.2 115247, Lid | Pro Ca 97 97 1.3
23120.22 | Lenos, Pro Pro |96 20 2.2
Marsyas
24(21.24 |654 Afy Afy |63 14 9.6
25(08.1 Cupid Pro Pro |94 77 3.3
Pysche
pp- 98-99
26108.6 75248 chest | Pro Pro |99 85 2.6
27 108.5 75248 lid Pro Pro [100 22 8.3
Comments:
25 different pieces were sampled and analysed. Two chests, however (nos. 4 and

13

13), needed to be verified and were resampled (samples 5 and 14). For this
reason, Tables 1 and 2 contain data for 27 samples.

sarcophagi provided samples from both the chest and the lid (121657, 407,
128581, 115247, and 75248). 4 of them turned out to be made of the same
marble (Carrara for 121657, 407, and 115247; Proconnesos for 75248). The
last sarcophagus (128581), however, was manufactured using different marbles:
Carrara for the lid and Pentelicon for the chest.

chest samples (1, 6, 8, 9, 10, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 23, 25, 26) and 1 lid sample
(27) are very low in EPR intensity (< 0.1) and medium (-~ 1.1-1.7 mm)
grained. In agreement with isotopes and other properties, they are all assigned
to Proconnesos.

chest samples (2, 12, 21) and 4 lid samples (3, 11, 15, 22) exhibit medium
EPR intensity (-0.5). The grain size is generally fine, although sample 18 has a
MGS = 1.1 mm. In agreement with isotopes and other properties, they are all
assigned to Carrara.

chest samples (7 and 13/14) are assigned as Pentelicon. Sample 13 shows an
extremely negative §'°O (-13.25). Resampling has given -9.64. The Pentelicon
assignment has been confirmed and improved.

chest samples (4/5, 24) require some further comment. In statistical terms, the
most probable provenance site is certainly Afyon in both cases. Pentelicon,
however, represents a reasonable alternative, with the probability values being
only slightly smaller. The presence in both marbles of numerous micaceous
inclusions indicates unambiguously that Pentelicon is, in fact, the true
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provenance of both samples. Note that in this case resampling and retesting of

sample 4 (sample 5) was not helpful.

The final distribution of the 25 pieces (20 chests, 5 lids) is:

Proconnesos 13 chests 1 lid 14 total samples 56 %
Carrara 3 chests 4 lids 7 total samples 28 %
Pentelicon 4 chests 0 lids 4 total samples 16 %
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Appendix 2
Sarcophagi Made from Reused Architectural Blocks in the Fourth
Century

John J. Herrmann, Jr.

This program of scientific testing in the Museo Nazionale Romano has
identified Carrara marble in two sarcophagi of the fourth century. At least one
of them seems to have been made from an old block previously employed for a
different purpose. The back side of the Carrara marble strigillated sarcophagus
with a bust of a youth in a c/ipeus has several features that seem in no way related
to the funerary function of the piece (see Figures 5.5—5.6). A long diagonal line
divides the backside into upper and lower fields that have different kinds of tool
marks. The marks of a pointed chisel in the upper field are sharp and clear. The
lower field, on the other hand, has an amorphous surface that suggests the
passage of water. Peg holes in the upper field seem unrelated to any possible use
as a sarcophagus. While no specific function for these features can be suggested,
they make it clear that the block had gone through one or two previous phases
of use before taking its present form.

The other fourth-century Carrara sarcophagus also has anomalous features
that could well be due to reuse of a pre-existing block (Figure 5.2). On the lower
part of its left end are two long, well patinated troughs for iron clamps. This
ancient repair was intended to fasten a slab of marble along the lower front of
the sarcophagus. It seems likely that this expedient was intended to compensate
for an imperfection in the block — perhaps damage from a previous use.

Examination of the chests of Early Christian sarcophagi in the Vatican’s
Museo Pio Cristiano Lateranense makes it clear that at least some fourth-
century sarcophagi were made of reused blocks originally intended for large
public buildings.*” A sarcophagus with the twelve Apostles” has a plain ovolo
moulding along the lower edge of the back; such a profile betrays a former use
or intended use as a cornice in a major colonnade. A column sarcophagus’ has a
plain ovolo and cavetto along its lower rear edge. Another column sarcophagus
has a plain cyma reversa along the lower edge of its back.”” Two more sarcophagi

— a Crossing of the Red Sea” and a strigillated sarcophagus with an Orans™ —

89 See also Herrmann 2009, 124.

90 Rep. I, cat. no. 65 (inv. 31521); Hourihane, system no. 000181933.

91 Rep. I, cat. no. 53 (inv. 31475); Hourihane, system no. 000102362.

92 Rep. 1, cat. no. 52 (inv. 31489); Hourihane, system no. 000103395.

93 The mouldings are simple cavettos. Rep. I, cat. no. 64 (without new inventory number);
Hourihane, system no. 000103943.

94 Rep. 1, cat. no. 73 (inv. 31452); Hourihane, system no. 000102000.
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have narrow architectural mouldings on their ends. All five of these blocks must
also have come from dismantled or unfinished public buildings.”” The marble of
these chests has not been tested, but optically it seems to include both fine-
grained white, grey-spotted marble and grey-banded coarser grained marble.
Hence it is likely that buildings made of both Cararra and Proconnesian marble
provided marble for the sarcophagi.

A frieze sarcophagus of Roman type in the Archaeological Museum, Split,
Croatia also has an architectural moulding — a plain cyma recta and two fillets —
along its lower rear edge, as pointed out by Guntram Koch.”® The sarcophagus
shows the Israelites crossing the Red Sea on its front, and three figures separated
by strigillated panels on its reverse.”” All the figural work dates from the late
fourth century, and only the moulding reflects the block’s previous architectural
use.

It should be noted that all these mouldings are in concealed places on the
sarcophagi. They appear on undecorated sides or backs of the chests and are not
used decoratively themselves. When the mouldings appear on the short sides of
the chests, they are simple, low, and hardly visible on the decorated front.
Modern photographers tend to minimize them or avoid them altogether. All the
mouldings are schematic; they are not finished as an egg-and-dart or as a
Lesbian cymation.

The fact that private individuals could have access to these blocks connected
with major public buildings is to some degree surprising from a legal point of
view. Patrizio Pensabene has emphasized that imperial legislation in the fourth
century tended to restrict private access to marble from public buildings. He
has, however, suggested that some reused material could have come from
deposits connected with unfinished builclings,98 and this may well have been the
source for the large blocks with unfinished mouldings used for these sarcophagi.

By themselves the five chests in the Museo Pio Cristiano with architectural
mouldings represent a significant proportion of the 26 well-preserved
sarcophagi in the collection. There are, in addition, various less conspicuous
indications that marble was reused for other sarcophagi in the Museo Pio
Cristiano. Seven other chests were put together from various pieces rather than
carved from single blocks. The joints between pieces are sharp, straight cuts.”

95 The lid of a frieze sarcophagus also has a sima profile on its rear edge: Rep. I, cat. no. 6
(inv. 31509); Spinola 2000b; Hourihane, system no. 000102367.

96 We discussed the issue of fresh versus reused blocks at the Archacological Museum, Split,
on June 8, 2007.

97 Rep. 11, cat. no. 146; Hourihane, system no. 000098149.

98 Pensabene, in Pensabene and Panella 1993—-1994, 128 —130.

99 Rep. 1, cat. nos. 2 (inv. 31485); 7 (inv. 31440); 49 (inv. 31525); 61 (inv. 28591); 74
(inv. 31407); and 29 (inv. 31554); Hourihane, respectively, system nos. 000101953,
000102360, 000102608, 000102535, 000182033, and 000102188. The fourth
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This kind of patchwork is not seen in sarcophagi from earlier centuries and
again suggests that the blocks were salvaged marble rather than freshly quarried.
As noted above, a Carrara marble sarcophagus in the Museo Nazionale Romano
provides a discreet instance of this kind of piecing (Figure 5.2). Giandomenico
Spinola has argued that a joint in one of the Vatican sarcophagi is due to
considerations of display,'” but other sarcophagi in the collection make it clear
that the cuts are not modern, since the pieces to be attached are missing. This is
particularly evident in the case of a strigillated sarcophagus with a learned lady at
the centre and a shepherd at the right end; the sarcophagus lacks the figural
panel at the left end that should have abutted the vertical edge of the left-hand
panel of strigillations.'”’

Some of the remaining 14 sarcophagi in the Museo Pio Cristiano revealed
other anomalies, such as different kinds of tooling on the back and sides. An
alternation of pointed, flat, and claw chisels on the different sides might well be
indications that the blocks were reused.

Several fourth-century chests, on the other hand, lacked any such anomalies
and in all probability were sculpted from newly quarried blocks. Three massive
sarcophagi stood out for their regularity of shape and consistency of
workmanship: the ‘Dogmatic’ saurcophagus,102 the ‘Ludovisi’ sarcophalgus,103
and a strigillated sarcophagus centred on the Denial of Peter.'” They are prime
candidates for being new production, and, it might be added, all three present
the medium or coarse grain and dark grey stripes of Proconnesian marble.
Several smaller sarcophagi, which also seemed to be Proconnesian marble, again
lacked anomalies. The sarcophagi of Sabinus'”” and of Priscus'® date from the
fourth century. Four other apparently Proconnesian chests date from the second
half of the third century or the beginning of the fourth: a child’s strigillated
sarcophagus,'” a pastoral sarcophagus,'” the sarcophagus from the Via
Salaria,'® and that of Aurelia Severa.''’

sarcophagus is also Spinola 2000a. Also a sarcophagus with Seasons and an Orans,
inv. 31425 (not in Rep. I).

100 Spinola 2000a.

101 Rep. I, cat. no. 74 (inv. 31407); Hourihane, system no. 000182033. In recent years the
reconstructed left panel has been removed, revealing the smooth surface of the joint.

102 Rep. I, cat. no. 43 (inv. 31427); Hourihane, system no. 000101998.

103 Rep. 1, cat. no. 86 (inv. 31408); Hourihane, system no. 000102544.

104 Rep. 1, cat. no. 77 (inv. 31495); Hourihane, system no. 000102309.

105 Rep. 1, cat. no. 6 (inv. 31509); Spinola 2000b; Hourihane, system no. 000102367.

106 inv. 31592; without figures.

107 inv. 31419; non-Christian.

108 Rep. I, cat. no. 32 (inv. 31465); Hourihane, system no. 000102370.

109 Rep. 1, cat. no. 66 (inv. 31540); Hourihane, system no. 000099487.

110 inv. 30932; without figures.
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A rapid review of the Vatican’s collection of Christian sarcophagi then
demonstrates that certainly some, and possibly a very substantial part of the
collection and, by extension, of fourth century sarcophagi in Rome in general
were made of previously quarried marble blocks. The phenomenon of scavenged
marble is difficult to detect in most cases since the sculptors seem to have
wanted to conceal anomalies, which apparently would have detracted from the
ideological messages they wished to project. The reuse of blocks for sarcophagi
in the fourth century is not entirely surprising, given that so much of the marble
used in the architecture of the period in Rome was reused, but, as noted above,
the availability of massive architectural blocks for private use represents
something of a novelty. It is less surprising that some newly quarried marble
blocks for sarcophagi would have come from the Proconnesos, the source of
most of the marble for Constantinople, the new and rapidly expanding capital
city of the Empire, and a great exporter to other parts of the Empire, including
fourth-century Rome.'""" The question now remains, what portion of the
Proconnesian marble sarcophagi at Rome was made of reused marble. Even
more intriguing is the question of whether any of the marble from other
quarries used for Roman sarcophagi in the fourth century was fresh production.
In particular, activity in the quarries of Carrara (ancient Luna) remains a major
unknown. Based on the sarcophagi in the Museo Pio Cristiano and the tested
sarcophagi in the Museo Nazionale Romano, it seems possible that blocks for
sarcophagi may not have been produced in Carrara during the fourth century.
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6.
In the Guise of Gods and Heroes: Portrait Heads on
Roman Mythological Sarcophagi

ZAHRA NEWBY

The Roman practice of adding portrait heads to the characters on mythological
sarcophagi is well known. These faces with their individualised features and
period hairstyles gaze out at us from the pages of handbooks and catalogues,
giving a vivid impression of the way that Roman lives and deaths could be
directly equated with the fates of mythological figures. Yet this very ubiquity
begs a question: just how representative of the larger category of Roman
mythological sarcophagi are the chests with portrait heads? The aim of this
paper is to conduct a close analysis of mythological sarcophagi with portrait
heads, to look at what the presence of portraits adds to the mythological scenes
and to ask whether they should be seen as simply intensifying the message of a
mythological scene or of altering and nuancing it in a particular way.

Despite the familiarity of sarcophagi with portrait heads, little analysis of
these chests as a group has been done.' While readings of some individual pieces
suggest that the addition of portrait heads sometimes refocused the meaning of a
myth in surprising ways, the prevailing assumption among scholars seems to be
that portrait features on sarcophagi merely reinforce the normal message of the
mythological subject matter.” For many scholars, the portraits simply make
explicit a message which may be more muted elsewhere. In Koortbojian’s words
‘all mythological sarcophagi assert analogies; the presence of the portrait features
of the deceased merely intensifies and particularizes the monument’s message’.”

Greater analysis of the sarcophagi with portrait heads might be expected
from Henning Wrede’s discussion of images assimilating individuals with
particular gods. This discusses a number of mythological sarcophagi alongside
statues or reliefs which show individuals in the dress of, or with the attributes of,
divine figures.* However, Wrede’s focus is necessarily selective, and depends on

1 For brief accounts see Fittschen 1970, 188, n. 64 f.; Schauenburg 1980, esp. 153—4;
Koch-Sichtermann 1982, 607 —14; Zanker and Ewald 2004, 45—50. On unfinished
heads see also Andreae 1984 and Huskinson 1998.

2 Individual accounts: Blome 1992, 1062—5; Zanker 1999. Fittschen 1984 concentrates

on the portraits as evidence for dating but also reveals a few unusual uses of the myths.

Koortbojian 1995, 18.

Wrede 1981, esp. 139-57.
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his own reading of the meaning of the myths. Apart from scenes showing the
deceased in the guise of a particular god (relatively rare on sarcophagi except in
the cases of Selene and Mars), Wrede only includes mythological sarcophagi
showing heroes when he reads the myth as one of apotheosis.” Rather than
analysing what the addition of portrait heads adds to these sarcophagi, Wrede
starts from the belief that they show prospective messages about a happy afterlife
and does not examine how sarcophagi with portrait heads differ from those
without.’

The messages of mythological imagery on sarcophagi have, however, been
extensively debated for decades with views ranging from those which see the
myths as allegories of apotheosis, expressing belief in the soul’s continued
survival after death, to interpretations of them as retrospective, commenting on
the deceased’s qualities and interests during life, or simply reflecting his tastes
and education.” Recent scholarship stresses the multiple levels at which
mythological sarcophagi could be interpreted, adding to the ranks of
interpreters bereaved relatives seeking consolation for the sudden death of a
loved-one, or the ante-mortem purchaser commissioning his or her own tomb.*
Interpretations of the meaning of portraits on particular mythological figures
often seem simply to reflect an individual scholar’s view of what that particular
myth meant in a funerary context.” Yet study of funerary inscriptions suggests a
wide range of views about life and death, ranging from the bleak to the hopeful,
suggesting that belief in immortality was, as Lattimore concluded, ‘not
widespread, nor clear, nor very strong’.10 While some representations of myths
were more violent, or conversely more idyllic, than others, the same imagery
could in some circumstances provoke differing interpretations depending on the
beliefs and hopes of those who viewed it. Close examination of some individual
sarcophagi with portrait faces leads me to challenge the dominant assumption
that they simply intensify the normative message of the mythological subject
matter and, indeed, that one dominant reading of a myth always existed. Rather,

5 Wrede 1981, 5—6. Ariadne is included, Endymion not. For criticism of the subjective
criteria applied, sce Mottahedeh 1984.

6 Wrede 1981, 168—75.

7 The poles of the argument are represented by Cumont 1942 and Nock 1946, with
modifications by other scholars. For discussion see Turcan 1978; Koch-Sichtermann
1982, 583-617; also Miiller 1994, 139-70. The reviews by North 1983, Grassinger
1998, Ewald 1999 also comment on interpretation.

8 Zanker and Ewald 2004 especially stress the messages to the bereaved, sometimes
underplaying the role of those who commissioned their tombs before death. For the
importance of organising one’s tomb during life see Trimalchio in Petronius, Sazyricon 71
discussed by Whitehead 1993.

9 E.g. Engemann 1973, 28 on the self-evident interpretation of Ariadne and Endymion as
symbols of apotheosis.

10 Lattimore 1942, 342.
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I will argue that the addition of portrait features reflects an awareness of the
multivalency of mythological imagery and the desire to authorise a particular
interpretation of the myth, changing and particularising its meaning in
interesting and important ways.

The frequency and distribution of portrait heads

Despite the frequency with which mythological sarcophagi with portrait heads
are illustrated, they are not actually that common. Of around 1200
mythological sarcophagi of Roman production which survive, only about 70
include either portrait features or unfinished heads. Even taking into account
the fact that a large proportion of the surviving sarcophagi are too fragmentary
or damaged to tell whether portraits were originally present, this is a very small
proportion. The distribution of portraits across different myths is also uneven,
as can be seen in Table 1."

While the small numbers involved mean that the statistics should be
handled carefully, some features are immediately apparent. Firstly, a large
number of mythological scenes never include portrait heads."” These include
violent scenes such as the deaths of the Niobids and the abduction of the
daughters of Leucippus, as well as scenes often taken to refer to the virtus of the
deceased, such as Achilles on Scyros. On other myths, portrait heads are
definitely the exception rather than the rule. This is especially true for the
sarcophagi with the rape of Persephone and those showing Meleager, two of the
most popular themes on sarcophagi but with very few examples of portrait
heads. In other myths, portrait features are much more popular, as on
sarcophagi showing Achilles and Penthesilea, or Mars approaching the sleeping
Rhea Silvia. This last group of sarcophagi is a small one, and only emerges in the
third century. It is, however, closely related to the scenes of Selene approaching
the sleeping Endymion and Dionysus’s discovery of the sleeping Ariadne. Both

11 The numbers here are based on the catalogues in ASR, updated with new discoveries as
far as possible, and reflect my own opinion in those cases where the presence of portrait
features is debated. The table is intended to give a general impression and does not claim
to be exhaustive. I do not include sarcophagi where women are assimilated with the
Muses or Aphrodite outside a specific mythological narrative context. There are a few
one-off sarcophagi, such as those showing Protesilaos (discussed below) and Hylas
(Zanker and Ewald 2004, 96—8: see also Birk, this volume) not included in these
figures. I include here sarcophagi from Italian workshops which copy Roman
metropolitan forms, but not sarcophagi from elsewhere in the Roman world. The
addition of portrait heads to mythological figures is not generally found on the Attic or
Asia Minor sarcophagi.

12 For surveys of mythological themes on Roman sarcophagi see Sichtermann-Koch 1975;
Koch-Sichtermann 1982, 127—-95; Zanker and Ewald 2004, 278 -381.
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Table 1: Portraits on Mythological Sarcophagi

Subject No. of sarcophagus No. with portrait | %, where known, where
fronts where heads are | heads/unfinished |heads have portraits or are
visible (total) heads unfinished

Achilles & 13 (24) 9 69 %

Penthesilea

Adonis 12 (24) 1 8 %

Alcestis 6 (12) 2 33 %

Discovery 31 (34) 14 45 %

of Ariadne

Endymion 55 (107) 17 31 %

Hercules 12 (30) 3 25 %

Labours

Hippolytos 18 (35) 3 17 %

Mars & 3 (6) 3 100 %

Rhea Silvia

Meleager 59 (136) 7 12 %

Pelops 5 (7) 1 20 %

Persephone 48 (80) 4 8 %

of these themes can also feature portrait heads, as we see on around half the
Ariadne figures, and a third of Selene and Endymion figures. Other figures who
sometimes gain portrait features are Alcestis, Heracles and Hippolytus.

The vast majority of these portraits (around 90 %) show hairstyles of the
third century and it seems as though the period from 200-250 was the most
popular time for portrait identifications. Indeed, in some groups of
mythological sarcophagi almost all the third-century examples have portraits.'
During the second century (at least until the Severan period) portraits are much
less common. This is also true of sarcophagi with the Muses or Erotes, which
present a generic mythological world rather than a specific mythological
narrative. Apart from a couple of early exceptions, these do not receive portrait
features until well into the third century."* On non-mythological sarcophagi the

13 Engemann 1973, 28, n. 124.

14 Exceptions: ASR V, 2, 1, no. 5 (a sarcophagus in Berlin showing a young girl among
Erotes); Moretti 1975, no. 8 (G. P. Begni) = Wrede 1981, no. 239 (Sarcophagus from
Civita Castellana showing the portrait of a boy on the figure of a Muse, not in ASRV,3).
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taste for portraits seems to correspond to this general picture. Early examples of
battle sarcophagi feature a series of separate combats without any individualisa-
tion of particular figures, only focusing on a central group around the turn of
the third century when portrait features (or an unfinished head) begin to be
added to the central figure.” Lion hunt sarcophagi almost always give portrait
(or unfinished) features to the central figure, but only begin to emerge around
230, developing out of the mythological hunt sarcophagi.'® Portraits appear
rather earlier on the small group of ‘Viza romand sarcophagi showing the
deceased as general, magistrate and husband which emerge around 170." Tondo
portraits also begin to appear on Dionysiac and marine sarcophagi towards the
end of the second century, filling with portrait faces shields or shells which had
previously remained empty or bore simply an inscription.'®

There seems to have been an increasing desire to include portraits on
sarcophagi from the late second century onwards, though this ranged from
images of the deceased on lids or shields, sometimes carried by mythological
figures, to full identification of the deceased with a particular mythological
character. Rather than seeing the addition of portraits to mythological
sarcophagi as influenced by the display of narratives featuring the deceased
on non-mythological sarcophagi the trend towards portraiture seems to occur
on both mythological and non-mythological frieze sarcophagi roughly
concurrently; in both it is erratic until the later second century and reaches
its height in the third century, continuing even later on some sarcophagi types.

On some late sarcophagi, individual mythological figures could also be
excerpted from their narrative contexts and represented with portrait heads.
This can be seen on the Ariadne sarcophagi in Naples (from Auletta) and
Copenhagen, as well as on the Endymion sarcophagus in the Palazzo Braschi
and one in the British Museum where the central figure has been reworked from
a female Ariadne figure to one showing Endymion."” When such figures are
taken out of their narrative context the question arises as to whether we should
still think of them as showing the deceased in the guise of Ariadne or
Endymion, or rather simply as a representation of the deceased in eternal

Both are dated mid second century. For discussion of portraits on these groups see ASR
V,2,1: 109-113 (Kranz) and ASR V] 3: 12833 (Wegner).

15 Andreae 1956; Schifer 1979, 357-8.

16 See Andreac ASR I, 2 for analysis of the group. One late exception to this is a
sarcophagus in the Palazzo dei Conservatori, dated to c. 280, which seems instead to
allude to the hunting spectacles of the arena; ASR 1,2, no. 110.

17 Collected in ASR 1,3 (Reinsberg). For a discussion of the meaning of the group see also
Muth 2004.

18 Vita Romana: Tondo portraits: Matz 1971, see further ASR 1V,4, 45266 (Matz); ASR
V,1 (Rumpf).

19 ASR 1V,3, no. 229; Wrede 1981, cat.54 ; ASR X1II,2, no. 102; Sichtermann 1966. See
also Birk in this volume and Figure 7.5.
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repose.”” It raises the question of what importance should be given to the events
of the myth itself, as opposed to the qualities and attributes embodied in the
figure of the hero or heroine. These isolated figures share some characteristics
with the representations of humans in the forms of gods in statues or reliefs.
Wrede’s discussion of these figures, which appear from the later first century,
suggests that they were used to embody particular qualities such as beauty,
chastity, or success in business; their significance linked to this one point of
correspondence.”’ Similar figures also appear on sarcophagi where the deceased
is shown in the guise of Venus or as one of the Muses, outside a narrative
context.”> Here we might see the identification as stressing the beauty or
education of the figure. When identifications are made in the context of
particular mythological narratives, however, the events of the myth open up a
wider range of options about which qualities and values are being expressed.

Second-century Mythological Sarcophagi with Portraits:
Loss, Virtue and Family Values

While the majority of mythological portrait sarcophagi date to the first half of
the third century, the earliest examples go back to the mid second century.” The
most famous example is the well-known Alcestis sarcophagus in the Vatican
whose inscription provides us with important contextual information (Figure
6.1).%* This informs us that Gaius Junius Euhodus, of the Palatina tribe, made
the sarcophagus for himself and his wife, Metilia Acte. She was priestess of the
Magna Mater in Ostia, while he served as five-yearly magistrate of the guild of
carpenters in the 21% lustrum, 158—163. The sarcophagus shows multiple
heads with portrait features. The figure of Alcestis on her death-bed is given the
features of an aging woman, with a hairstyle reminiscent of the early Antonine
period, c. 140—150. Presumably this is the face of Metilia Acte herself. Behind
this figure appear the heads of an old woman, also with an early Antonine

20 See the debate between Sichtermann 1966 esp. 82—7; ibid., ASR XII,2, 46—-8 and
Engemann 1973, 28—30; the literature is reviewed by Koortbojian 1995, 138—41.

21 Wrede 1981, 67—-124.

22 Venus: e.g. clipeus portrait with deceased as crouching Venus, ASR V.1, no. 92; Zanker
and Ewald 2004, 126-7, fig. 110. On Muses see Marrou 1938; Wrede 1981, 148-9.

23 On the fragment in Ostia showing Demeter with portrait head, dated to 140s, see below,
n. 49. A Muse sarcophagus with the portrait of a boy from Civita Castellana is also early,
c. 150; Moretti 1975, 259 £, no. 8 (G. P. Begni); Wrede 1981, 1401, 285-6, no. 239.

24 ASR XII,1, no.76. See also Wood 1978/1993; Zanker and Ewald 2004, 202-3,
figs. 182—-3; 298-30, no. 8.

25 CIL XIV.371. Dating of the lustrum: Fittschen 1984, 142, 160, n. 46; ASR X1I,1, 111
(Grassinger).
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Figure 6.1: Alcestis sarcophagus, Vatican Museo Chiaramonti inv. 1195.
Photo: Vatican Museums.

hairstyle, and of a younger woman with hair in the style of Faustina the
younger, from c. 152. They may represent the features of members of Metilia
and Euhodus’ family. The figure of Admetus himself appears twice, approaching
his wife’s deathbed and clasping hands with Heracles. Both figures show portrait
features with a hairstyle like that of the emperor Lucius Verus common from
160.2° The figures of an old man in the deathbed scene, and some of the hunters
to the left also appear to have portrait features, again evoking members of the
couple’s wider family.

As Klaus Fittschen has noted, the hairstyles shown here actually span a
period of some twenty years, though there is no indication that the portraits
were executed at different dates and all seem to be contemporary with the
working of the sarcophagus.”” Its date can be fixed to soon after 160 from the
evidence of the inscription and Euhodus’ portrait face. The fact that Metilia
sports an earlier portrait type may be due to one of two factors: either she
continued to wear a style which had already gone out of fashion, or she had, in
fact, died some years earlier. If the latter, it is possible that she was initally
buried in a simpler grave and it was only once Euhodus had gained increased
wealth and prestige, notably in the form of his magistracy, that he decided to
commission a new sarcophagus to commemorate them both. The presence of
other family portraits on the sarcophagus need not necessarily mean that they
had all died too, since they are not mentioned in the inscription, but it does
draw attention to the wider family setting of the couple and suggests their grief

26 The hunter at the far left has also been seen as Euhodus because of his portrait features,
but these differ markedly from the other two depictions: Blome 1978, 442—4; Zanker
and Ewald 2004, 298; ASR XII,1, 125 (Grassinger). On the portraits see also Fittschen
1984, 141-3.

27 Fittchen 1984, 141-3.
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at Metilia’s death. Euhodus’ membership of the Palatina tribe suggests that he
was probably a freedman, a fact which may have motivated this display of
extended family, an attribute denied to him while he was a slave.”®

The sarcophagus is part of a smallish group of Alcestis sarcophagi which
cluster in the second half of the second century.”” The majority of these do not
have portrait features but show the same general scene of the death of Alcestis in
the centre while Admetus is shown with a group of his hunters to the left.”® One
in St Aignan, France, has a Greek inscription on the lid informing us that it was
dedicated by a mother to her daughter; on others, such as the one in the Villa
Albani, the stress is on grief at Alcestis’ death, with figures showing gestures of
distress.”’ Grave poetry shows that the figure of Alcestis could be used as the
prime exemplum of a virtuous woman: a bilingual Greek and Latin inscription
from Sardinia marks the grave of a woman named Pomptilla who is said to have
prayed to die in place of her husband when he was suffering from an illness. Her
subsequent death is taken as proof of her outstanding loyalty as a wife. In the
Greek section of the inscription Pomptilla is explicitly compared with various
Greek heroines who were renowned for their loyalty to their husbands —
Penelope, Laodicea, Evadne and Alcestis.”” The addition of portrait features on
the Vatican sarcophagus particularises the myth and also allows a greater stress
on Admetus/Euhodus who is shown as loving husband as well as, in his heroic
nudity, as a vibrant and vigorous figure. His handshake with Hercules, at the
right end of the sarcophagus, also acts as a symbol of concordia, a virtue which
was also prized on sarcophagi with scenes of Roman life.”

In its presentation of a dying woman lying on a couch with her family
gathered around, the iconography of the sarcophagus also echoes imagery found
on non-mythological sarcophagi of the period. The ‘viza privatd sarcophagi and
reliefs catalogued by Rita Amedick include examples of the deceased reclining
on a kline which can feature quite detailed portraits, as on a loculus cover from
Ostia where the woman’s hairstyle suggests a date of c. 150.** Closer to the
picture of grief shown on the Alcestis sarcophagi are the images of relatives
grieving for the death of a child which appear on biographical sarcophagi of
children.” These date from the Hadrianic period onwards and sometimes give
reasonably precise features to the deceased or his/her parents, though elsewhere

28 On the Palatina tribe see Meiggs 1973, 190— 1. It is also possible that some of the figures
could have been fellow-/iberti rather than family members.

29 Blome 1978, 435-45; ASR XII,1, 110-28 (Grassinger).

30 The chest in Genoa, ASR XIL1, no. 86, c. 200—-210, also has a worn portrait head.

31 ASR XII,1, nos. 75, 77.

32 IG XIV.607; CIL X.7563/78; Peek 1955, 636—-40, no. 2005, 1. 22-31.

33 ASR XII,1, 127 (Grassinger).

34 ASR 1,4, no. *176.

35 ASR L4: 72—4 (Amedick).
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the faces are more generic.’® The sharing of visual types between mythological
and non-mythological sarcophagi suggests the projection of Roman funerary
values into a mythological world, perhaps as an extended poetic analogy
expressing the virtues of the deceased. When portrait features are added these
two worlds fuse together in a particular and powerful way.

In the grave inscription of Pomptilla she is compared not only to Alcestis,
but also to Penelope, Evadne and Laodameia. Only the latter of these three
appears on sarcophagi, in a one-off piece in the Vatican museum, dated to c.
170 (Figure 6.2).” It shows the story of Protesilaus in a series of scenes, starting
from the left short side where the hero’s departure for the Trojan War is shown.
On the front he is shown disembarking from the boat at Troy whereupon he is
immediately killed. While his corpse lies on the ground his ghost (the heavily
draped figure) is led down to Hades by Hermes. In the adjoining scene,
however, we see the hero again, restored to his youthful form, being led by
Hermes back to his palace for a reunion with his wife.”® This takes place in the
centre of sarcophagus and is shown as a formal dextrarum iunctio in front of the
doors of the palace. The figures of Protesilaus and Laodameia are assimilated to
the poses of married couples on vita humana sarcophagi and both heads are
unfinished.” To the right of this scene the rest of the myth is retold, with their
figures reverting to idealised forms. Laodameia lies grieving on her bed; the
similarity to deathbed scenes such as those of Alcestis, discussed above,
foreshadows her imminent suicide. To the far right Protesilaus is led back down
to Hades, which is defined on the right short side by the scenes of the torments
of the sinners Tantalus, Ixion and Sisyphus.

Only one other version of this myth survives on sarcophagi, a piece in
Naples Santa Chiara which has a different iconography, showing Protesilaus’
return to Laodameia as she reclines on the ground.”’ The Vatican sarcophagus is
thus a unique piece, probably designed as a special commission. This makes the
unfinished state of the central portraits particularly interesting. The explanation
sometimes offered for unfinished heads, that they were stock workshop pieces
which never received the intended personalisation, clearly does not work for

36 The well-known biographical sarcophagus of a child in the Louvre gives quite precise
features to the boy’s mother, ASR 1,4, no. 114, dated c. 150 (this does not include the
death scene). For examples of possible portraits of the deceased see ASR 1,4, nos. 60, 198
(later addition?) contra e.g. no.2. The frequency and use of portraits on non-
mythological sarcophagi would repay further study.

37 ASR 11,3, no. 423; Zanker and Ewald 2004, 374—7, no. 35.

38 The story of Protesilaus is told by Apollodorus 3.30 and Lucian, Dialogues of the Dead

8 [23], 427.

39 On marriage sarcophagi see ASR I, 3 (Reinsberg).

40 ASR 113, no. 422, Zanker and Ewald 2004, 101-2, fig. 85. The myth also appears on
the Velletri sarcophagus, along with a number of other myths: Andreae 1963, 34-5.
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Figure 6.2: Protesilaus and Laodameia sarcophagus, Vatican Galleria dei Candelabri
inv. 2465. Photograph: Vatican Museums.

what must have been an individual commission.” On close examination it is
also evident that the two faces do not show the same extent of a lack of finish.
While the head of Protesilaus is left as a large undistinguished block of circular
stone, that of Laodameia has been more finely worked with the result that we
can see the impression of her features and the clear outline of her chin and hair.
She appears to wear her hair in a large, low, bun on the back of the neck, in a
style similar to that favoured by Faustina the Younger in the 160s.*> Other
unfinished heads on sarcophagi show a similar range in the state of the heads,
from blocks of roughly hewn marble, as for example on an Ariadne sarcophagus
in Moscow, to blurred but recognisable outlines of faces such as that on the
Ariadne sarcophagus of Maconiana Severiana, now in the J. Paul Getty Museum
(see below, Figure 6.4).8

The usual interpretation of the Protesilaus sarcophagus is that it was made
by a grieving wife for her predeceased husband, as would befit the course of the
myth.** Yet if this sarcophagus did commemorate a dead husband, why was the
portrait of the dead man left so obviously unfinished? The fact that on this
sarcophagus one head is more finished than the other leads me to interpret it
not as a tomb for a dead husband, but one for a dead wife. This would explain
why the head of Laodameia is more highly finished than that of Protesilaus,
where the head is left as a mere block, possibly for portrait features to be added
at a later date. Andreae has suggested that some heads were deliberately left
unfinished as a form of aspirational statement about the dead, often on
sarcophagi for children.”” The sketchy nature of Laodameia’s face here might
express the wish to imagine a reunion beyond the grave, rather than the certainly
of such a union. Without the evidence of an inscription to help with

41 See Koch and Sichtermann 1982, 610—14; Andreac 1984 and Huskinson 1998 for
fuller discussions of unfinished heads.

42 Fittschen 1982, 55-63 (types 7 and 8).

43 Moscow: ASR IV,1, no. 47. Getty: previously Hever Castle, ASR IV,3, no. 214.

44  Zanker and Ewald 2004, 99-100, 377.

45 Andreae 1984, 114—18, 125.
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interpretation we cannot know for certain who the sarcophagus was designed to
hold and who commissioned it. However, the differing states of the portraits do,
to me, suggest a monument to a dead woman rather than a man, even if it was
eventually designed to hold them both.

This is certainly in conflict with the order of events in the myth where
Protesilaus died first. However, in grave poetry references to Laodameia often
appear in contexts where the death of a loyal and loving wife is lamented by her
still-living husband.*® We can read the sarcophagus as an extended consolation
to the bereaved along the lines of the following: ‘Even in myth great lovers were
separated by death, think of Protesilaus and Laodameia. Just as loyal and
faithful a wife was X; so great a love has been sundered’. The placement of
Laodameia and Protesilaus in the pose of a Roman married couple evokes the
formal public union of this couple during life, while also extending the hope or
desire for a reunion in the afterlife.

There are a couple of other examples of portraits on funerary art from this
period. One is a relief in Venice archaeological museum which probably served
as a slab covering a burial. Fittschen has convincingly interpreted it as showing
the myth of Cleobis and Biton (as famously told in Herodotus, Histories 1.33).
The figures of Cleobis and Biton are given portrait features, while their mother
shows the hairstyle of the younger Faustina, suggesting a date in the 160s.” It
would appear to commemorate the tomb of two sons, set up by their mother.
Again, we can see this as a form of visual consolation. Grave poetry and
inscriptions often feature the theme that those the gods love die young as well as
the idea that those who meet an untimely death will be whisked away to dwell
with the gods in the heavens.” The imagery of this relief asserts a similar
message in visual form, offering the hope that the boys will be received into a
happy afterlife, while stressing both their pietas towards their mother and the
gods and the love shared between the family, who are shown embracing at the
far right of the scene.

These early examples of portrait sarcophagi from the 160s show the
flexibility of mythological narratives and the desire of relatives to use myth to
express messages about themselves and their loved-ones.” As well as expressing

46 E.g. Peck 1955, 189, no. 727; 63640, no. 2005; 688-9, no. 1737a.

47 Fittschen 1970; Sperti 1988, 142—51, no. 43. See also Zanker and Ewald 2004, 216—
17, fig. 195.

48 Lattimore 1942, 39-42, 259.

49 A fragment in Ostia showing a female figure in a chariot with portrait features is often
identified as the portrait of a bereaved mother assimilated to Demeter searching for
Persephone (Zanker and Ewald 2004, 94, 270, n. 45 with further bibliography; see also
Blome 1978, 4535 recognising the problems of iconography discussed here). While the
figure resembles the Demeter on Persephone sarcophagi (e.g. ASR 11,3, no. 372) she is
here accompanied by a second female figure holding a flaming torch, elsewhere an
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the desire for consolation and the qualities sought in a wife or child (love, pietas,
loyalty) they also show the cultural frame of reference of the deceased and their
families, the widespread tendency to turn towards mythological analogies to
express the truths of human life. In the process, they also proudly assert the
educational level of these families, which seem to encompass both freedmen and
higher status families.”

The sarcophagus of Metilia Acte is part of a series of Alcestis sarcophagi. On
the chest in St. Aignan the addition of an inscription identifying the deceased as
a daughter suggests that the myth may have been read as a symbol of the grief
caused by a sudden loss.”" The addition of portraits to the Vatican chest draws
out different aspects of the myth. It allows the sarcophagus to become not just a
celebration of the wifely perfection of Metilia herself, but also a proud
statement of the status of Junius Euhodus whose magistracy is mentioned in the
inscription, and who is shown in the mythological scenes as a loving husband,
vigorous figure, and welcoming host. His place within a wide family, something
which he as a freedman would have particularly valued, is also expressed by the
numerous portraits of the figures around Metilia’s deathbed.

These sarcophagi come from a period when the genre of sarcophagus art was
still developing, and a number of chests were created as one-off commissions.
At the same time, marriage and magistrate sarcophagi with portraits began to
appear.” It was a period of experimentation, showing the desire to use this new
form of funerary decoration to express the qualities valued in human life via the
time-honoured analogies of myth. Portrait heads are relatively rare here, but
when added they act in a similar way to inscriptions. They can extend the
message of the myth and stress particular aspects, such as Admetus’ manly
virtue, or Laodameia’s loyalty, as well as familial grief. Portraits and inscriptions
do not just add specificity, they also direct us to the elements of the myth which
are seen as particularly important for the commemoration of a particular
individual, perhaps suggesting a desire to control the messages offered by this
new form of funerary imagery. After this initial period of experimentation,
however, the addition of portrait heads to mythological scenes largely disappears
again until the Severan period.

attribute of Persephone. If Persephone too is shown here this is unlikely to be a fragment
from a Rape of Persephone sarcophagus and may instead assimilate the deceased to
Demeter to convey ideas of her fecundity, as in some funerary statues, Wrede 1981,
213-19.

50 The question of social status is too complex to discuss here. Freedmen are particularly
well-represented in all areas of funerary art (see Mouritsen 2005 with further references)
but there is also evidence of senatorial families commissioning mythological sarcophagi,
e.g. ASRIV,1, no. 26; ASR 1V,3, no. 214.

51 ASRXIL1, no. 75.

52 E.g. the so-called Peleus and Thetis sarcophagus, Miiller 1994.

53 ASR 1,4 (Amedick).
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Portraits on Later Mythological Sarcophagi

The majority of portraits on later mythological sarcophagi are found on
sarcophagi with three themes: the discovery of Ariadne, Selene’s visit to the
sleeping Endymion, and Mars approaching the sleeping Rhea Silvia. These share
a number of compositional similarities as can be seen from the combination of
the myths of Selene/Endymion and Mars/Rhea Silvia on a sarcophagus in the
Vatican (below, Figure 6.6) and in the reworking of an Ariadne-type figure to
serve as a male Endymion on a sarcophagus in the British Museum.” However,
a careful analysis of the use of portrait features suggests that the messages these
scenes conveyed could vary substantially.

Ariadne

Sarcophagi showing the discovery of Ariadne by Dionysus form a sub-set of the
much larger group of Dionysiac sarcophagi which generally show the god and
his followers in scenes of revelry and triumph.” The prominence of the group
varies greatly. While it is sometimes placed in the centre, it is often only one
element in a much larger scene of Dionysiac worship and revelry.** On some
pieces the addition of portrait features help to draw attention to the scene. A
sarcophagus once on the Paris art market shows the discovery scene prominently
placed in the centre but surrounded by figures of dancing maenads and, at the
far right, a scene of sacrifice.”” Here the figure of Ariadne seems to have portrait
features. Her hair is parted in the middle and falls over her ears, with shoulder
locks, in a manner similar to portraits of the younger Faustina and Lucilla, and
her eyes are open.”®

On the majority of the sarcophagi with portraits, however, Ariadne is not
given a prominent position in the centre of the sarcophagus. Indeed, on a group
of vat-shaped sarcophagi showing the Triumph of Dionysus, she is often
relegated to a side position underneath a lion’s head.”” An example in Blenheim
shows the drunken Dionysus standing in the centre of the sarcophagus,

54 ASRIIL1, no. 92; ASR XIL,2, 54 f. (Sichtermann); Koortbojian 1995, 135-8.

55 ASR1V,3, 360—-404, ASR IV,1 (Matz).

56 For an example where it is more prominent, without portrait features, see ASR IV,3,
no. 225; Engemann 1973, 28, n. 123.

57 ASR1V,3, no. 317.

58 Scholars have been reticent about calling this a portrait, though Matz (ASR 1V,3, 389)
noted the late Antonine hairstyle. Engemann 1973, 28, n. 122 denies a portrait on the
grounds of the shoulder locks, but these are found elsewhere.

59 On the group see ASR IV,1, 146-56.
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surrounded by his entourage.”® The sleeping Ariadne (without a portrait head)
lies to the right, beneath a lion’s head, and is mirrored on the left side by the
reclining figure of Heracles. Rather than seeing this primarily as a representa-
tion of the union of Dionysus and Ariadne, we should probably see her here
instead as simply one more attribute of the god himself. Yet on some sarcophagi
of a similar type Ariadne is indeed given portrait features. An example in
Bolsena, dated to the early Severan period, shows on the front Dionysus
standing between Hercules and a satyr." A maenad rushes off to the right. Even
further to the right the sleeping Ariadne appears beneath the lion’s head boss,
her body following the curve of the sarcophagus around the right end.
Compositionally she is the pendant to a reclining figure of Tellus or Gaia on the
left, who holds a cornucopia. The visual stress of the image is upon Dionysus,
and his proud and confident pose. Yet Ariadne here is given portrait features,
only really visible when we look at the sarcophagus from the right end when we
see that she wears a hairstyle of the late Antonine/early Severan period. The
portrait head might have been included to make the identification between the
deceased and Ariadne clearer, on a design which did not really concentrate on
her. It is also possible that the setting of the sarcophagus in the tomb privileged
this viewpoint, particularly if it was displayed on the right wall of a tomb and
approached from the right side. The addition of portrait features here can be
read as a conscious effort to make a connection between deceased and
mythological figure, on a visual type which did not, in itself, readily
accommodate this.

A couple of other examples appear on fragments in Oslo and Paris. On both
the figure of Ariadne is again pushed to the right, curved, end of the
sarcophagus. On the fragment in Oslo she has portrait features, while on the
piece in the Louvre the face is unfinished.®” While Ariadne is here identified
with the deceased, the composition of these sarcophagi as a whole did not stress
the discovery of Ariadne by Dionysus and their ensuing union, but rather her
place as part of the Dionysiac realm. Rather than supporting the interpretation
of these sarcophagi as a sign of the apotheosis of the deceased through divine
union with the god, here the dead woman is shown lying in a state of blissful
sleep amidst a Dionysiac realm, perhaps offering a consolatory message to her
bereaved relatives.”

60 ASRIV,1, no. 45.

61 ASR1V,1, no. 46.

62 Oslo: ASR IV,1, no. 46a; see also UOrange 1962, 41-2. Louvre: ASR 1V,1, no. 49.
63 On apotheosis see Engemann 1973, 28; Wrede 1981, 142-5.
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Figure 6.3: Dionysiac Triumph sarcophagus, Woburn Abbey.
Photograph: © Forschungsarchiv fiir romische Plastik Kéln, neg. no. 1112.14.

Another sarcophagus which places the deceased in the Dionysiac realm via
the use of portrait features is the unusual piece in Woburn Abbey (Figure 6.3).**
This shows a densely packed scene of Dionysiac triumph with the god himself
appearing in a chariot drawn by tigers at the left edge. To the right of the relief
appears another chariot, this time drawn by centaurs and holding the figure of
Hercules who appears naked except for a wreath and his lionskin, and holding
his club and a wine krater. Unlike the drunken figures of Hercules which appear
on some other Dionysiac sarcophagi, he is shown as an imposing figure. He
wears a portrait head with hair and beard of the early third century. The
deceased is thus placed into a context of Dionysiac feasting and revelry but
assimilated with the powerful god Hercules, rather than the more effete
Dionysus. Dionysus seems to have been generally an inappropriate figure to
identify an adult male with, although a couple of examples do exist.” Here, the
figure of Hercules offered a powerful, virile, model which also allowed for the
male deceased to be shown as part of the Dionysiac realm.

Other Dionysiac sarcophagi stress the union of Ariadne and the god more
clearly. On a vat-shaped sarcophagus in Moscow the figure of Ariadne is moved

64 ASR1V,2, no. 100, Matz dates it to Caracalla’s reign; Angelicoussis 1992, 75-8, no. 78
(220-230); Zanker and Ewald 2004, 161, fig. 146 (c. 240).

65 The figure of the drunken Dionysus is given a portrait head on a strigillated sarcophagus
in the Praetextatus catacombs: Wrede 1981, 155, 263, no. 181; Zanker and Ewald 2004,
160, fig. 145. A sarcophagus in the Museo Nazionale Romano which shows Dionysus
and Ariadne enthroned may also have unfinished portrait features: Zanker and Ewald
2004, 164, fig. 150.
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Figure 6.4: Sarcophagus of Maconiana Severiana showing the Discovery of Ariadne. The J.
Paul Getty Museum, Villa Collection, Malibu, California. No. 83.AA.275 (Sarcophagus and
Lid, Marble 210-220 AD, artist unknown). Photograph: museum.

closer to the god, to the left of the lion head boss. She has her head left as an
unworked block to receive portrait features, though these were never
completed.® Other examples are rectangular in shape and seem to belong in
the mid-to-late Severan period. A sarcophagus in the Palazzo Borghese in Rome
shows Dionysus descending from his centaur chariot to approach the sleeping
Ariadne, who lies with one breast bared, and has a portrait and Severan
hairstyle.”” Another piece in the Hermitage Museum has a figure of Ariadne
with a portrait and hairstyle of the late Severan period.®® Two other pieces show
unfinished heads. On the sarcophagus of Maconiana Severiana, the daughter of
a senatorial couple, the head of Ariadne is left sketched out without a complete
portrait (Figure 6.4).” Given the care and cost spent on the sarcophagus it
seems likely that this was a deliberate decision on the part of her parents,
possibly to express their hope that she was now in the Dionysiac realm, and
perhaps that she might meet in the afterlife the husband who had been denied
her in life. The unfinished portrait might allude to the girl’s own untimely
death, and the incompleteness of her life, whose natural progression to marriage
and womanhood could now only be completed beyond the grave.”

A second sarcophagus on which the portrait was left unfinished is a chest in
the Louvre, found with a companion piece showing Selene and Endymion in a
tomb in Bordeaux.”" The sarcophagus seems to have been designed for a couple.

The figure of Ariadne has her face unfinished, but with the outline of the hair

66 ASR1V,1, no. 47.

67 ASR1V,3, no. 223.

68 ASRIV,3, no. 212; Matz suggests that the sarcophagus was carved earlier and the portrait
added to an unfinished head at the time of use.

69 ASRIV,3, no. 214; Andreae 1984, 114; Walker 1990 discusses the sarcophagus in depth,
including the difficulties of dating.

70 Andreae 1984, 114; Huskinson 1998, 144.

71 ASRIIL1, no. 72; Zanker and Ewald 2004, 108-9, figs. 91-2.
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drawn in. On the lid a male figure wearing a toga is also left with his face
unfinished. The sarcophagus would thus seem to have been designed for a
couple where the woman died first. By representing her as Ariadne her bereaved
husband might have wanted to stress her beauty and desirability, through her
nudity, and his hopes that she rest at peace in the afterlife. He himself is
represented as a Roman citizen through the formal pose on the lid. The reasons
for these portraits remaining unfinished are deeply obscure. The piece would
have been an expensive commission and seems deliberately designed to belong
with its companion Endymion piece where the portraits also remain unfinished.
The space for the dedicatory inscription on the lid is also left blank. It may be
that there was a deliberate decision made to leave the portraits unfinished,
though it is harder to explain why a realistic portrait such as that on the lid
would have been neglected. Perhaps this is a case of a sudden change of plan or
circumstances; the man himself may have died before he was able to see through
the completion of the sarcophagus and his heirs failed to carry it through.”

Endymion

The companion piece to the Louvre Ariadne sarcophagus shows the myth of
Endymion.”” The central figures of Selene and Endymion are shown against a
background which is packed with figures; shepherds, goats and personifications
fill every inch of space. Selene and Endymion are marked out by their size,
which is shared by only a few other figures, and especially by the unfinished
heads which are roughed out enough to tell the general outlines of the hairstyles.
The space on the lid for an inscription is left bare. While we assume that a
specific couple is commemorated here, their identity and features remain
obscure to us.

This sarcophagus is one of a number which show portrait features or the
provision for them on both Endymion and Selene.”* The aim of these
sarcophagi seems to be to draw a clear comparison between Selene and
Endymion and the love between a married couple. The addition of portrait

72 Robert (ASR1IL,1, 86) notes that the sarcophagi were found piled on top of one another,
apparently in a fourth-century context, which might suggest reuse. While the imagery
suggests that they were designed for couples, only one skeleton was found inside each — a
female skeleton in the Ariadne sarcophagus and a male one inside the Endymion
sarcophagus. Robert had suggested that they were made for the husband and wife of one
couple but Wrede 1981, 265-66, no. 185 notes that the shape of the hairstyle on Selene
is different from that on Ariadne. Perhaps they were initially designed for two couples of
the same family.

73 ASRXIL2, no. 72.

74 ASR XIL,2, nos. 56, 73, 76, 77 (see Vighi 1935, 246), 92, 93, 95.
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features to the mythological characters may be aimed at tying down the
interpretation of the myth. Discussions of the funerary symbolism of this myth
have ranged widely, from stressing the use of sleep as an analogy to death — the
sleeping Endymion thus represents the dead person buried within — to seeing
the myth as a complex metaphor for the apotheosis of the soul after death, as
proposed by Franz Cumont.”

Koortbojian discerns a number of different messages in the myth suggesting
that the central scene embodies the deceased’s encounter with the divine while
the bucolic scenes which surround the main image suggest a pastoral oasis of
peaceful meditation.”® On this reading Endymion represents the deceased man,
perhaps presented in a consolatory way where sleep is compared to death and
the dead shown residing in an idyllic bucolic setting. However, Koortbojian also
draws attention to suggestions that it is through sleep that people communicate
with supernatural forces — both with the gods and with the dead. According to
this interpretation Endymion would not be dead, but the bereaved party, and
the visitation of Selene compared to the dead wife’s appearance in her husband’s
dreams.”” On the sarcophagi where Selene and Endymion are given portrait
features which are also idealised, for example through the addition of shoulder
locks to Selene’s image, the message could be seen as one of aspiration rather
than faith, a statement by which the bereaved husband expresses his hope of
seeing his dead wife in his dreams, or of a final reunification after death.”® Such
hopes are expressed in some funerary inscriptions; in one from Rome a wife
prays to see her dead husband in her dreams and hopes that she will soon join
him in death.”

When portraits are added to both figures, the stress seems to be on the
assimilation of the couple’s love to that of Selene and Endymion, rather than to
Endymion’s apotheosis or happy afterlife. If Endymion alone is shown,
however, the message might be a stronger assertion of a faith in a happy afterlife.
There are a number of fragments where Endymion has a portrait head, or his
features unfinished in preparation for one; in many cases, however, we are
lacking the figure of Selene and thus cannot tell whether she too might have
been designed to have a portrait.”” On one striking example, however, we find
the figure of Endymion alone: a sarcophagus in the Palazzo Braschi in Rome
where Endymion is shown with his eyes open and with portrait features, in the

75 Cumont 1942; Sichtermann (ASR XII,2, 41-53) discusses the symbolism of the myth.
76 Koortbojian 1995, 7384, esp. 83.

77 Koortbojian 1995, 106—111.

78 Shoulder locks appear on ASR X1I,2, nos. 93 and 95.

79 CILV1,18817, discussed and translated by Koortbojian 1995, 108.

80 ASR XII,2, nos. 49, 85, 90.
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company of the figures of Eros, the drunken Dionysus and Mars and Venus.*'
His pose clearly associates him with the figure of Endymion, but the
mythological narrative is lacking — perhaps here we have a much stronger
statement that the deceased was as beautiful as Endymion and is now at peace in
the company of the gods.* The beauty of these dead men is sometimes stressed
by their nakedness, as is their erotic allure. Here, perhaps, we have a figure who
died before he had a chance to marry, whose vitality and desirability are stressed
and proclaimed to make him the equal even of those beloved by the gods.*’

One thing that is striking on the Endymion sarcophagi is that while human
males are assimilated to heroes, as we see elsewhere on sarcophagi, the women
are identified with a goddess. This is rare on other types of sarcophagi, though it
does appear on grave statues in the round.** On many sarcophagi it is Selene,
rather than Endymion, who occupies the central position. On an impressive
sarcophagus in Woburn Abbey the goddess is given the portrait features of a
mature woman who wears her hair in the style of the 250s (Figure 6.5).*
Endymion’s head, however, is left unfinished, though in the sketched-out
technique which characterises other sarcophagi where there seems to have been a
deliberate decision to leave the head unfinished.

The concentration on Selene here suggests that the sarcophagus was either
commissioned by, or primarily designed for, a woman. However, it is unlikely
that it was commissioned by a still-living husband for his dead wife. The
impression of Endymion’s portrait face is rather more youthful than that of the
woman and shows no signs of the beard usually worn by mature men. If the
sarcophagus was commissioned by the woman before her death, he may
represent a husband who had died young, or possibly even her son. Mother-son
relationships seem to be alluded to on other mythological sarcophagi, even
when the myths concerned dealt with sexual relationships between men and
women. The Theseus sarcophagus in Cliveden gives the abandoned Ariadne
features which are much older than those on the figure of Theseus, suggesting
that she may be identified with the mother of the deceased buried within,
seventeen-year-old Artemidorus, whose features appear on the figures of
Theseus.*® The sarcophagus of Hippolytus in the Museo Nazionale Romano
turns the scene of Phaedra’s illicit love for her stepson into a scene of grief by a
mother for her dead son, whose education is stressed by the fact that the letter he

81 ASR XII,2, no. 102.

82 On this sarcophagus see Sichtermann 1966; Koortbojian 1995, 135—-41.

83 Cf. the sarcophagus of Maconiana Severiana, discussed above.

84 Wrede 1981, 67—139.

85 ASR XIL2, no. 94; Wrede 1981, 267, no. 189 (250-260); Angelicoussis 1992, 85-38,
no. 65 (250).

86 ASR II1,3, no. 430; Blome 1992, 1062-5.
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Figure 6.5: Selene and Endymion sarcophagus, Woburn Abbey; detail.
Photograph: © Forschungsarchiv fiir romische Plastik Kéln, neg. no. 1134/2.

carries is portrayed as a diptych.”” On the Woburn Abbey sarcophagus we could
be dealing with the expression of the hope that mother and son will be reunited
in death. It is impossible to tell whether this was a commission before her death
by a woman whose son (or husband) had already died, or by a still living son
whose representation in the form of the sleeper Endymion alludes to his

87 Zanker 1999.
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sightings of his mother in his dreams. In either case, the mismatch in the
portraits suggests a separation in the circumstances of the two figures, and the
expression of a hope for reunification rather than the certainty of resurrection.

It is important to remember that when inscriptional evidence is provided it
often reveals a use of sarcophagi imagery which is contrary to that we would
expect. On an Endymion sarcophagus in New York the inscription and portrait
on the lid reveal the sarcophagus to have been chosen not to commemorate the
death of a young man, but rather as a dedication by a woman to her dead
mother.*® Like the personalising inscriptions, portrait heads too could help to
give a new twist to a mythological analogy, selecting from a range of
interpretative options the one which was particularly desired by the commis-
sioner. The great popularity of the Endymion myth as a theme for sarcophagi
might well have been precisely its flexibility and range of meanings: sleep as a
metaphor for death, the hope of a happy slumber in an idyllic realm, the belief
that the youthful beauty of the deceased ought to bring them divine salvation,
or the hope for marital reunion beyond the grave. All of these interpretations,
and more, were available for selection and stress by changing the details of dress
and portrait features.

Mars and Rhea Silvia

Whereas Ariadne sarcophagi seem to celebrate the beauty and desirability of a
deceased woman and to express the hope that she will find peace within the
Dionysiac joys of the afterlife, the Selene and Endymion sarcophagi could
commemorate either a deceased man alone, or both partners in a couple,
celebrating their hopes for reunion and their enduring love. The celebration of
marital love also provides the theme for the small group of Mars and Rhea Silvia
sarcophagi, which are closely linked to the sarcophagi of Selene and Endymion.
In this myth the roles are reversed with the male taking the active role. Where
we can tell, all the monumental representations of the scene seem to have
portrait features, all dating to the first half of the third century.*’

A sarcophagus in the Vatican represents the myths of Rhea Silvia and
Endymion side by side, with portrait heads on the figures of Mars and Rhea

88 ASR XII,2, no. 80. It has been suggested that this is an example of reuse of a earlier
sarcophagus. See also the sarcophagus dedicated to Gerontia in the Capitoline Museum,
ASR XI1.2, no. 27. In either case, the mythological imagery might still have had some
resonance.

89 The two exceptions are sarcophagi where the couple appear as one motif among a
number of scenes: ASR 1I1,2, no. 192 (columnar sarcophagus), di Mino and Bertinetti
1990, 89-92, no. 67 (A. Bedini, c/ipeus sarcophagus).
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Figure 6.6: Mars and Rhea Silvia Sarcophagus, Vatican Museo Gregoriano Profano
inv. 9558. Photograph: DAIR 74.535.

Silvia (Figure 6.6).” Fittschen has noted that whereas Rhea Silvia wears a
hairstyle of the early Severan period (Figure 6.7), the face of Mars is reminiscent
of the period of Caracalla, some 10—15 years later (Figure 6.8).”" The female
portrait is marked by its youthfulness, while that of Mars is older, with lines
across the forehead. It seems likely that the sarcophagus was commissioned by a
man while still alive to commemorate himself and a wife who had died some ten
years before. Her portrait may have been completed following a death mask or
portrait bust, and her remains transferred to the new coffin. The man’s devotion
to his wife even after years without her is expressed by his decision to
commission a sarcophagus commemorating them both, and perhaps expresses
his hope for a reunion in the afterlife. She seems to lie in a trancelike, timeless
state, with eyes which are open but unseeing, her nakedness expressing her
nubile beauty (Figure 6.7). The man’s portrayal in the form of the active war
god heroises him and draws attention to his own virtues and vigour as well as to
his love for his wife. Whether the figures of Selene and Endymion also had
portrait features on this sarcophagus is unknown because both heads are
restored. However, it seems unlikely. The second couple may have been added
to provide another mythological analogy for the love of the couple, and because
of the typological similarities between the two situations. The general message
of the imagery might be reconstructed as follows: ‘I, as vigorous as Mars, hope
to be reunited with my beautiful wife who lies sleeping in the afterlife, just as
Mars was united with Rhea Silvia, and Selene with Endymion.’

The second example where the heads of both protagonists are preserved is a
sarcophagus in Palazzo Mattei in Rome which sets the central figures against a

90 ASR XIL,2, no. 99.
91 Fittschen 1984, 160, n. 47a. He suggests that the sarcophagus style also dates to the
period of Caracalla.
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Figure 6.7: Mars and Rhea Silvia Sarcophagus, detail. Photograph: DAIR 74.539.
background of subsidiary personifications (Figure 6.9).”> Here too, Fittschen
suggests that the portrait types represent different periods. He dates the hairstyle
of the woman to the border between the early and mid Severan period, whereas
he sees in the portrait of the man features of the period 240—250. He concludes
that the sarcophagus dates to the latter period.93 However, other evidence
suggests that the sarcophagus dates to the late 220s. The hairstyle worn by Rhea
Silvia is similar to those worn by Julia Mameaea and Orbiana (respectively the
mother and wife of Alexander Severus) and the short beard and moustache worn
by the figure of Mars have parallels in the portraiture of Alexander Severus

92 ASRIIL2, no. 188; Guerrini 1982, no. 61. Another sarcophagus in the Palazzo Mattei
(ASR 111,2, no. 190; Guerrini 1982, no. 60) has the lower half, including the figure of
Rhea Silvia, restored.

93 Fittschen 1984, 149.
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Figure 6.8: Mars and Rhea Silvia Sarcophagus, detail. Photograph: DAIR 74.540.

himself.”* There is no obvious difference in ages between the two figures and it
seems safest to assume that they do represent a married couple, though perhaps
here too the wife died first and the sarcophagus was commissioned by her
husband to commemorate them both.

This sarcophagus front has been linked with two short sides in the Vatican,
one of which shows the discovery of the twins Romulus and Remus being
suckled by the she-wolf. Unlike the majority of mythological scenes found on

94 Guerrini 1982, 215. Orbiana was wife of Alexander Severus between 225—227. A coin
portrait of Alexander wearing a short beard and moustache is dated to 228: Wiggers and
Wegner 1971, 179, pl. 45¢ (Sesterce 515). The evidence thus supports a date in the late
220s for the sarcophagus.
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Figure 6.9: Mars and Rhea Silvia Sarcophagus, Palazzo Mattei, Rome. Photograph: author.

sarcophagi, this one relates specifically to the history of Rome. The derivation
of the type perhaps emerges from a desire to identify both partners of a couple
with a mythological couple, and to show the male taking the active role. Scenes
of Dionysus and Ariadne were unsatisfactory to express this because Dionysus
was an inappropriate god with whom to identify a male Roman citizen. Mars,
however, could express the martial vigour of the dead husband, while Rhea
Silvia could express the wife’s desires and hopes to be reunited with her husband
in the afterlife. The use of a myth central to Roman identity might also have
given an added resonance to these sarcophagi, representing the deceased couple
in the guise of the very founders of the Roman race.”

Achilles and Penthesilea

The mutual love between a couple is the central message of another group of
sarcophagi where both male and female protagonists commonly receive portrait
features. The group of Achilles and Penthesilea sarcophagi emerges around the
start of the third century from a group of battle sarcophagi showing the
Amazonomachy.96 Here, however, the stress is changed from the presentation in
the central group of a Greek warrior holding the corpse of an Amazon, to the
representation of Achilles supporting the slumped body of the Amazon queen.
The size of the figures relative to the background figures is also increased to

95 Cf. statues of couples as Mars and Venus, Wrede 1981, 133—5. Another sarcophagus on
a Roman mythological theme is the Aeneas and Dido sarcophagus in the Museo
Nazionale Romano, ASR XII,1, no. 68.

96 ASRXIL1, 17987 (Grassinger).
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draw attention to them. The early examples of the type do not seem to have
portrait features, though one early-third-century sarcophagus in the Palazzo
Borghese has unfinished heads.” From around 220 until 250, though, portrait
heads become standard for this type.”® While both husband and wife were
celebrated in these sarcophagi, the type seems to stress the love and virtue of the
man rather than that of the woman.” Through his assimilation to the martial
hero Achilles he is shown as a warrior, while his love and support for his wife are
expressed through his embrace of her slumped body.'” What it meant for a wife
to be likened to Penthesilea is less clear; perhaps it is primarily the fact of her
death which is important here rather than any specific virtues which she is seen
to embody.

Masculine virtues: courage, heroism and marital devotion

The Achilles and Penthesilea sarcophagi offer two sorts of messages. Like the
chests celebrating Endymion and Selene and Mars and Rhea Silvia they use
portrait heads to allude to the happy union between husband and wife. At the
same time the presentation of this couple on a battlefield also stresses the
martial vigour of the man. The rise of this group of sarcophagi coincides with
changes in the closely related group of battle sarcophagi, as well as with the new
development of hunt sarcophagi. While both of these groups are usually
discussed separately from the mythological sarcophagi, they actually share a
number of similarities with them in their use of portraits to project the deceased
into the midst of narratives of courage and heroism.

The battle sarcophagi form a small group which developed from around
160/170 and have often been associated with the contemporary wars against the
Sarmatians and Marcomanni.'”" The earliest sarcophagi show a series of separate
combats against Gallic opponents, but around 190 the depictions change to
focus instead on one huge battle showing Roman soldiers attacking barbarians,
with a focus on a central group of a mounted general. This development from

97 ASR XII,1, 119.

98 There are five sarcophagi where portraits are present (ASR XII,1, nos.125 (much
restored), 127, 131, 137, 138) and four where the portraits seem to have been left
unfinished (ASR XII,1, nos. 119, 130 (the current portraits are restorations, probably
from unfinished bosses), 140, 141). These include sarcophagi from Campanian
workshops in addition to Roman ones.

99 Fittschen 1984, 143-49, 160, n. 52 argues that a sarcophagus in the Vatican Belvedere
has portraits of different dates, perhaps showing a man and his mother, but this dating is
rejected by Grassinger, ASR XII,1, no. 127 in favour of one for both portraits in the
230s.

100 ASRXIL1, no. 122 shows a general on a se/la castrensis on the side, also stressing military
virtues; Achilles is not given a portrait here.
101 Andreae 1956; Koch and Sichtermann 1982, 90—2.
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separate scenes of battle to a centralised group is closely parallel to the changes
in Amazonomachy scenes, discussed above. Here, too, the central figure was
increasingly identified with the deceased buried within through the addition of
a portrait face. This remains unfinished on the late Antonine Portanaccio
sarcophagi but is clearly visible on other examples of the type, most famously on
the latest known example, the Great Ludovisi Sarcophagus in Rome.'”> While
the iconography of these sarcophagi has often been taken as evidence that they
served as the tombs of men of senatorial rank, in many cases this cannot be
proven.'” The addition of portraits serve to link the deceased with the
courageous actions of a general, but the representations are heavily idealised,
differing from the reality of a battlefield and strongly influenced by imperial
iconography.'” Thus they can be read as imaginative versions of battle and
military prowess into which the deceased is projected through the addition of
his portrait features to the victorious general.

A similar trend can be seen on hunting sarcophagi. Until the late Severan
period mythological hunt sarcophagi never receive portrait features, a surprising
fact if portraits are thought simply to intensify the normative reading of
mythological imagery on sarcophagi. We might have expected to find portraits
in a range of mythological scenes which offered analogies for the virtues of the
deceased buried within, such as those showing Hercules, Meleager or Adonis.
Yet only a few of these show portraits.'” The Meleager sarcophagi are
particularly striking. The story of Meleager and the Calydonian boar hunt is a
popular theme on sarcophagi from the middle of the second century until well
into the third century. However, only a very few third-century examples show
portrait heads on the figure of Meleager. The earliest is a sarcophagus dated to
the 220s or 230s. It shows Meleager on foot attacking the Calydonian boar and
wearing the portrait features of a young man, similar to portraits of Alexander
Severus.'” Another two examples come from later in the third century.'” All
three overlap chronologically with the emergence of a new category of non-

102 Portonaccio: Rome, Museo Nazionale Romano inv. 112327; Giuliano 1979-1995 1, 8,
1: 177-88 (L. Musso). Great Ludovisi sarcophagus: Rome, Museo Nazionale Romano
inv. 8574; Giuliano 1979-1995 1, 5: 56—67 (L. de Lachenal). For discussion of the
type and particularly the unusual version in the Borghese collection see Schifer 1979.

103 For the link with senatorial families see esp. Wrede 2001, 16, 21 4.

104 Schifer 1979, 357.

105 Hercules: ASR 1II,1, no. 103 (Wrede 1981, no. 137, Jongste 1992, no. F6,); no. 107
(Wrede 1981, no. 136, Jongste 1992, no. F5); no. 110 (Jongste 1992, no. F9); all third
century. On Adonis see below.

106 ASR XII,6, no. 26.

107 ASR XIL,6, nos. 30, 152. Koch 1984, 27-9 also notes the later addition of a portrait
head to a reused Antonine Meleager sarcophagus. See also ASR XI1,6, nos. 62, 74 for
portraits on figures of children.
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mythological hunting sarcophagi where the protagonists regularly wear realistic
portraits.'®

B. Andreae’s analysis of these hunt sarcophagi shows that they developed
from the iconography of mythological hunt sarcophagi. The link is shown most
clearly on the ‘Lepri-Gallo’ sarcophagus, dating probably to the 220s.'” This is a
hybrid between a vita humana and mythological sarcophagus. The right half of
the sarcophagus shows a hero on horseback hunting a boar, a scene taken from
the iconography of Hippolytus sarcophagi. Unusually, the hero wears portrait
features.''® To the left, however, the customary scene of his departure from
Phaedra is replaced instead with a scene which shows the deceased man in
human form. Instead of the dress of a mythological hero he wears the costume
of a professional venator and is shown taking his leave from a female figure who
also wears portrait features, presumably those of his wife. As Andreae noted, the
iconography here is not taken from the departure scene on Hippolytus
sarcophagi, which showed Hippolytus™ rejection of Phaedra and her advances,
but rather has parallels with the departure of Adonis from Aphrodite and with
the representation of couples on marriage sarcophagi.'"' Thus the tenderness
and pathos of the man’s departure from his wife is stressed.

The wife here appears in the guise of a female huntress, usually identified as
the goddess Artemis/Diana, an appropriate patron goddess for the hunter.
However, she also has similarities with the figures of Atalanta which appear on
Meleager sarcophagi. The pose of the couple, especially the woman’s gesture and
the direction of her gaze, are closely paralleled on the central scene of a
strigillated sarcophagus in Wilton House.''” This shows a naked hero making a
sacrifice while a female huntress stands behind him touching his shoulder and
looking towards him. The boar’s head at his feet suggests that he is intended to
represent Meleager, and that the woman is Atalanta. Both figures wear roughed-
out portrait faces, clear enough to see the impression of eyes, mouth and hair,
but without a final finish. The suggestion seems to be that this is a couple who
are assimilated in death to the lovers Meleager and Atalanta.

On the hunt sarcophagi the mounted hunter is the central figure, his active
pose stressing his courage and victory. His face usually wears portrait features or
is roughed out to receive them. Yet on a number of sarcophagi the addition of
portrait features to one of the female figures in the scene also indicates the moral
support which he receives from his wife. A few of these figures are dressed as

108 ASR L,2 (Andreae) gives a full analysis. See further below.

109 ASRII1,2, 218—19, no. 179; Andreae ASR 1,2, 18—-21.

110 Hippolytus sarcophagi rarely show portraits, for one later example on the figure of
Hippolytus in the hunt, see ASR 11,2, 205-6, no. 165.

111 ASR 1,2, 19.

112 ASR XIL6 , no. 147, mid-third-century.
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huntresses and identified as the goddess Artemis/Diana, as on the Lepri-Gallo
sarcophagus and a chest in Barcelona.'” More commonly, though, the figure
wears a helmet and carries a shield and is interpreted as a personification of
Virtus."'* She is shown playing an active role in the hunt, offering support to the
male hunter.

As we have seen, the messages of love, marital support and male courage
which these sarcophagi express are also shared by some of the mythological
sarcophagi. Both use portraits to draw out particular messages and values from
the representations of idealised hunts and battles. While scholarship tends to
treat these groups of sarcophagi separately, dividing them into ‘mythological’
and ‘real life’, the hunt sarcophagi discussed by Andreae are by no means
realistic depictions of everyday life. The victim here is usually a lion, the hunting
of which was reserved for emperors or shows in the amphitheatre, while the
presence of symbolic figures such as that of Virtus also elevates the tone. This is
a heroic and aspirational realm, presenting the deceased as a victor and
celebrating his courage, prowess and vitality, perhaps even likening him to
famous figures of the past, such as Alexander the Great. The sarcophagus asserts
that the deceased was the sort of man to do great deeds but does not actually
recount the real details of his history. Where Virtus wears portrait features the
sarcophagus also shows us the support this man had from a wife who was always
behind him or at his side, offering support.

Andreae suggests that the move away from mythological hunt sarcophagi
allows for a change in the emphasis of the myth — whereas the great heroes
Meleager, Adonis and Hippolytus all met early deaths despite their greatness,
and thus could have acted as consoling examples to the bereaved, these instead
assert the focus on victory and strength. Andreae sees this victory as one over
death itself, here embodied by the lion.""” Whether such a strong message of
apotheosis was intended remains, I think, debateable. Yet these sarcophagi
certainly do assert powerful messages about what the deceased was like. The
imagery chosen, while not drawn from the canonical stories of classical
mythology, was just as ‘mythologising’ as those, in the sense that it asserts an
aspirational and symbolic meaning rather than being a literal depiction. The few
examples of portrait heads added to hunting figures on mythological scenes
must be read alongside the non-mythological hunt sarcophagi; they suggest the

113 ASR 1,2 21—24, no. 8.

114 E.g. Andreac ASR 1,2 1980, 46—49, 157—-8, no.75 (in Reims, the portraits seem to have
been added later); 57—59, no. 86 (Praetextatus catacombs); 4345, 162—63, no. 104
(Capitoline Museum Rome, unfinished portrait on Virtus); 106, 171, no. 162 (Via de’
Condotti, Rome, heads of both Virtus and hunter are unfinished); 66—68, 184-5,
no. 247 (Vienna, heads of both Virtus and hunter roughed out but unfinished). See also
Wrede 1981, 323—5, nos. 339—344.

115 ASR 1,2, 134—6.
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desire here too to stress the positive side of the myth, asserting the hero’s (and
this deceased’s) victory and prowess, rather than drawing attention to the death
awaiting him.""® On both mythological and non-mythological battle and hunt
sarcophagi the presence of portraits serves to parachute the deceased into an
idealised realm, endowing his achievements with a glow of heroic endeavour.

The precise placement of the portraits can also be used to particularise the
message. Only a few Hippolytus sarcophagi show portrait features. One of
these, a sarcophagus in Capua, shows Hippolytus in the hunt scene with a
portrait, the sarcophagus drawing attention to the deceased’s courage.”7 In
others, however, the provision for portrait features suggests a different emphasis
on the myth’s significance. A sarcophagus in the Villa Doria Pamphili shows the
usual depiction of the Hippolytus myth, with Hippolytus in the hunt to the
right and his departure from Phaedra to the left. Hippolytus’ head in the
departure scene appears to have been left unfinished, but with the outlines of a
portrait roughed out.'"® The identification which is suggested with the deceased
thus draws our attention to the departure of the hero, rather than to his prowess
in hunting. The stress on departure is particularly clear on another, well-known
sarcophagus in the Museo Nazionale Romano which changes the usual
Hippolytus iconography to focus, instead, on the departure of the youth.""” The
scene combines the departure of Hippolytus from Phaedra with a scene of the
news of his death being brought to Theseus at the right hand end. Changes are
made to the usual depiction: roughed-out portraits are given to the figures of
Phaedra and Hippolytus and the young hero stands prominently in the centre of
the relief, holding a diptych. The events of the mythological narrative are thrust
into the background as the image stresses instead a mother’s sorrow at the loss of
a youth full of such potential.'*

We might argue that the mythological content of this sarcophagus has been
entirely ousted by its use as a message about parental love and loss. Yet the
mythological subject is still present and presumably important. Rather than
seeing this as an example of Entmythologierung (‘demythologisation’), I would
instead argue that the portraits and other iconographical changes direct the
viewer to a particular interpretation of the myth, one which asserts that the
young man buried here was as youthful, beautiful, educated and skilled in

116 They are especially close to the small group of boar-hunt sarcophagi, discussed by
Andreae ASR 1,2, 108—110.

117 ASR 111,2, no. 165.

118 ASR 11,2, no.166; Sichtermann and Koch 1975, 35, no. 28. The crucial central section
of the sarcophagus is now missing but from old photographs it looks as though the head
was at least roughed out. See also Calza 1977, 1545, no. 182; pls. 114a and b show the
former and current state of the sarcophagus.

119 MNR inv. 112444.

120 Zanker 1999; also Zanker and Ewald 2004, 328 -9, no. 17.
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hunting as Hippolytus. Like that hero he met an early death, and was mourned
by his parents just as extensively as Hippolytus was by Theseus. The addition of
a sketched-out portrait to Phaedra might suggest that the woman shown here is
also dead, perhaps even that it was her grief for her lost son which led to her
death, just as Phaedra’s grief over her love for Hippolytus led ultimately to hers.
The particulars of the myth — that Phaedra’s was an unholy, incestuous love, and
that she committed suicide after contriving her step-son’s death — are irrelevant;
what matters is the depths of emotion the tale evokes, and its ability to show
how great a loss has been endured.

Portraits of Persephone — reading against the grain

So far we have looked at a number of sarcophagi which feature portraits or
unfinished heads. These could work in one of a number of ways. At the most
prosaic level they help to draw out an aspect of the scene which might otherwise
be lost, as on the figures of Ariadne on the Dionysiac sarcophagi in Bolsena and
Oslo. In some cases they seem to have intensified a ‘normal’ reading of the
scene, as for example on sarcophagi with Achilles and Penthesilea where portrait
heads are the norm and presumably reflect the great love between the couple
represented. On others, such as the Ariadne, Endymion and Rhea Silvia
sarcophagi, they could perhaps help to stress one particular aspect of the myth —
the hoped-for happy sleep of the deceased in the Dionysiac realm, where
Ariadne alone is given portrait features, or the love between the deceased couple,
on sarcophagi where both Selene and Endymion are given portraits. On others,
as we have seen above, the addition of portraits could help to direct our
attention to one particular part of a myth. When portraits were given to the
hero in the hunt scene they suggest the deceased’s heroism, comparable to that
of Meleager or Hippolytus. However, if portraits were intended for the hero in
the departure scene the stress changes to focus on the grief of the bereaved at the
loss of the deceased. The atypical addition of portrait features to figures on
Persephone sarcophagi similarly shows their ability to draw out less prominent
features of the myth and redirect the funerary message.

The rape of Persephone is one of the most popular images in funerary art.
Appearing as far back as the fourth century BC Macedonian tombs at Vergina,
in Roman art it appears not just on sarcophagi but also in mosaics and paintings
which adorned tombs.'*! It even appears on funerary urns and altars, which
otherwise generally avoid mythological scenes.'” Yet it is largely lacking in
domestic art. While other myths appear in a variety of contexts, this one had a

121 Lindner 1984.
122 Davies 1986; Sinn 1987, 80—81; Boschung 1987, 51-2.
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predominantly funereal tone. This is not surprising; the abrupt hastening down
to the underworld of a beautiful maiden in the prime of life was an obvious
metaphor for the pain and violence of untimely death. That the myth was
commonly understood in such a way can be seen from a few scattered
inscriptions. The reliefs of the Flavian Tomb of the Haterii included a
fragmentary representation of the Rape of Persephone. A separate inscription
identifying the daughters of the houses, Hateria Magna and Hateria Quintilla,
as ‘virgines raptae suggests that the myth provided an analogy for their untimely
deaths, the marriage with Death perhaps taking the place of a mortal
marriage.'” A similar linkage appears later in the fourth-century Tomb of Vibia
on the Via Appia where a painting of the rape is accompanied by an inscription
reading ‘Abreptio Vibies et discensio’, ‘the snatching and going down [to Hades]
of Vibia.'** Yet the myth could be used to express the violence of the death of
any person, not just young girls. Some of the funerary urns with representations
of the myth do commemorate women, such as that for Saenia Longina.125
However, others could commemorate couples, men or male children.'”® Even
when these ash chests and altars commemorate women, they never make the
link between Persephone and the deceased explicit through the use of portrait
heads.

This flexibility of the myth as a metaphor for untimely death probably
determined its use on sarcophagi where it is one of the most popular
mythological themes, surviving in around 90 examples dating from the earliest
sarcophagi well into the third century. Only a few of these, however, show
portrait faces. On two sarcophagi the addition of portraits is found in the
flower-picking scene and serves to redirect the emphasis of the scene. Both are
quite heavily worn and dating is difficult. A sarcophagus in Messina shows the
abduction of Persephone by Hades at the right, and Demeter on her serpent
chariot at the left."” In between we see Persephone kneeling in a meadow as
Hades approaches her (Figure 6.10). Her face is worn but it clearly shows a
Severan hairstyle with central parting and exposed ears. Such styles were worn in
the mid Severan period, for example by the wives of Elagabalus, and continued
in fashion until the 240s. The hair here does not appear to be tightly waved and
is quite similar to a head in Copenhagen, identified as that of Julia Mamaea and
dated to c. 230."*® The face of Persephone in the chariot scene is lost, but from

123 Wrede 1978, 425—8; idem 1981, 298, no. 272.

124 Lindner 1984, 59—60, no. 53; Wrede 1981, 300, no. 276.

125 Sinn 1987, no. 668; CIL V1.2570

126 Boschung 1987, nos. 821, 780, 781, 820; Wrede 1981, no. 16.

127 ASR 111,3, no. 399; Mastelloni 1992, 75-9, no. 3.

128 Ny Carlsberg Glyprotek inv. 1416; Johansen 1995, 66—7, no. 23. Wrede 1981, 296-7,
no. 266 dates the sarcophagus to 210—220; Koch and Sichtermann 1982, 177 to 230—
240; Lindner 1984, 68—9, no. 78 to 225-250.
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Figure 6.10: Persephone Sarcophagus, Messina; detail. Photograph: author.

the flowing locks which survive it seems clear that she did not have a portrait
face; neither does Hades in either of his appearances. Rather than drawing a link
between the death of the woman buried here and the violent untimely
abduction of Persephone, the addition of portrait features instead draws our
attention to the meeting between Persephone and Hades in the meadow. Venus
leans towards Hades conspiratorially, as if drawing his attention to the girl.
Persephone’s dress slips from her right shoulder, a hint of her sexual
attractiveness. The addition of portrait features to this scene draws attention
to the beauty and attractiveness of Persephone and the deceased who is
assimilated to her.

Another sarcophagus in the Palazzo Giustiniani in Rome also adds portrait
features to the myth of Persephone (Figure 6.11)."* In the flower-picking scene
Hades is given the features of a bearded, short-haired man, similar in style to
many portrait heads of the mid third century."” The face of Persephone here is
very damaged but examination of the sarcophagus suggests that it too had a
portrait face, though the hairstyle is simpler than the usual Severan styles. The
hair is drawn back from the face in separate strands, as on the other figure of
Persephone in the abduction scene. The incisions for the corners of the eyes can
be clearly seen, showing that the face was not left unfinished, as had been

129 ASR 1113, no. 390.
130 Wrede 1981, 296, no. 265 dates it to c. 240; Koch and Sichtermann 1982, 177 to 230—
240.
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Figure 6.11: Persephone Sarcophagus, Palazzo Giustiniani, Rome. Photograph: author.

claimed by Robert."””" The face of Persephone in the abduction scene is also
clearly characterised as a portrait by the careful chiselling of the hair, in contrast
to the roughly drilled locks which appear on other figures. Here, however,
Hades appears without a portrait face.

The addition of portrait features alters the usual focus of the myth. As in the
Messina sarcophagus the attraction felt by Hades for Persephone is stressed in
the flower-picking scene, where the figure of Venus rushes forwards to unveil
the girl. Her sexual attractiveness is also highlighted by the slipping drapery on
her right shoulder. The addition of portrait features serves to underline the
beauty of the deceased woman, and the sexual union between her and her
husband. In the abduction scene she looks back as she is torn away, perhaps an
indication of the grief which her death evokes and her unwillingness to leave
mortal life.

The use of portraits on these two sarcophagi suggests a widening of the
messages of the myth, which is partly achieved by the inclusion of the flower-
picking scene, not always shown on sarcophagi.'”> Persephone’s beauty and
desirability are stressed, while the equation of Hades with her husband on the
Palazzo Giustiniani sarcophagus adds an additional layer of meaning, prompting

131 ASRIIL3, 475; also Wrede 1981, 296, no. 265. Contra see also Zanker and Ewald 2004,
94.
132 See Koch and Sichtermann 1982, 175-9 on the development of the type.
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us to think about the deceased’s life and marriage, and not just the fact of her
death. On a third sarcophagus the addition of a portrait head gives a surprisingly
positive spin to the myth. This is the famous chest in the Capitoline Museum.'”’
Here the other elements of the myth are pushed to the sides to allow the central
space to be dominated by the representation of Persephone in Hades™ chariot.
Rather than appearing as a prone figure slumped in his arms, she is shown as if
seated upright. Her upper torso is completely naked, stressing her beauty, and
she is given portrait features. She looks steadily to the right, in the direction of
travel. The overwhelming impression here is of a welcoming of death, an
anticipation of the Underworld she is being taken towards. Perhaps the deceased
wishes to suggest that she had no fear of death, or that she was looking forward
to being reunited with her loved ones in the afterlife.

In its confident, almost triumphal, tone this sarcophagus can be likened to
one showing the myth of Adonis in the Vatican, the only example of this myth I
have found where portrait features are present.’** The iconography of this
sarcophagus also differs from other Adonis sarcophagi. Rather than showing the
wounded Adonis lying in Aphrodite’s arms at one end of the relief, here the
couple are prominently seated in the centre of the relief. A servant cleaning
Adonis’ leg refers to the wound he sustained in the hunt, but his erect
authoritative pose makes it appear of minor importance. Both Adonis and
Aphrodite are given portrait features, probably those of a young married couple.
She gazes lovingly towards him, while he looks out towards the viewer. The clear
sense is one of triumph, reunification in death and even heroisation. These two
sarcophagi are some of the clearest examples we have of a different attitude
towards death, not as an object of fear, but approached with the firm confidence
that life and love could continue even beyond the grave.'”

All three of the Persephone sarcophagi mentioned above show that the
addition of portrait features changes the normal reading of the myth, turning a
consolation for untimely death into a message about the beauty of the deceased,
or a positive message about the afterlife. There is one other sarcophagus,
however, where the figure of the abducted Persephone is unusually given
portrait features. This is a fragment which was previously in the Villa Gentili
but has since disappeared, probably into a private collection.””® An old
photograph shows that it portrayed Hades grasping the figure of Persephone on

133 ASR 1113, no. 392; Zanker and Ewald 2004, 934, fig. 77, 3702, no. 33.

134 ASR XII,1, no. 65; discussed by Koortbojian 1995, 50—3; Zanker and Ewald 2004,
210-1, figs 189-90; 2902, no. 5. See also, however, the sarcophagus in Berlin which
pairs scenes from a vita privata sarcophagus with Adonis hunting; ASR XII,1, no. 59;
Brilliant 1992.

135 See Newby 2007, 245-7.

136 ASR 111,3, no. 380.
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his chariot.'”” She is show in the usual unwilling pose but, strikingly, has a
hairstyle which identifies her face as being a portrait. Her hair seems to have
been parted in the middle and lies low on her neck before being drawn up into a
bun. Her ears are clearly visible. Similar portrait types appear on heads of
Octacilia Severa, Tranquillina and Etruscilla in the 240s though it could also be
earlier."”® The stress here is on Persephone’s violent abduction to Hades and its
identification with the fate of the deceased. If the sarcophagus does belong to
the 240s it might explain the presence of portrait features here to stress what we
have seen above was usually the normative reading of the myth. Against a
backdrop where Persephone sarcophagi begin to have been used to stress other
aspects of the myth (as in the three examples mentioned above) perhaps the
client here wanted to reinforce their own, more negative, reading — that it was a
harsh and violent death which had ripped their loved one out of the world of
the living.

Conclusions

This analysis of a number of mythological sarcophagi suggests that the decision
to add portrait features did not simply reflect a desire to intensify the evident
message of the imagery. Rather, when a range of possibilities for interpretation
existed it helped to privilege a particular reading, or even to give a new twist to
the usual use. It could also help to draw attention to the central mythological
tigure when the composition threatened to become overrun by subsidiary
figures. In many ways the portraits act as the visual equivalent to inscriptions,
which are relatively rare on sarcophagi. They provide extra information and help
to focus the message of the mythological imagery. Yet this concentration on the
link between hero or heroine and the deceased does not necessarily limit the
imagery of the sarcophagus to one message alone. While a particular aspect of
the analogy is drawn out through the assimilation, the rest of the narrative
context of the myth might still extend the message, provoking verbalised
comparisons such as those we find in consolatory poetry. Portrait features also
act in flexible ways, sometimes deviating away from the usual iconography of
the myth. While the precise messages of many of these sarcophagi must remain
obscure to us, they attest to the continued flexibility and multivalency of
mythological imagery in the funerary sphere and its possibilities for the
expression of human values, hopes and beliefs.

137 Koch 1976, 109-10, no. 24, fig. 24.
138 Wegner 1979, 51-62, 78—-82.
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7.
Man or Woman? Cross-gendering and Individuality on
Third Century Roman Sarcophagi

StiNE Birk

When it comes to the representation of ordinary men and women on Roman
sarcophagi of the second and third century the iconographic repertoire tends to
be repetitive and conventional, reflecting the shared ideals of contemporary
society and communal values. Individuality is rarely expressed through
sarcophagus imagery, so that when unusual or distinctive images appear they
can be taken to offer a rare insight into the specific wishes or concerns of
particular people. One such example is the cross-gendered figure, created by
applying a male or female portrait to a body of the opposite sex. I shall argue
that these images were a product of the choice of individuals and, as used on
sarcophagi, they reveal the fluidity of gender categories in contemporary Roman
society.

The normal interpretation of cross-gendered images is that they are the
unintentional results of the production process involved in carving sarcophagi.'
Because of their repertoire of repetitive motifs sarcophagi are usually thought to
be prefabricated products that were purchased from stock. According to this
explanation the mismatched combination of head and body occurred because
the purchaser had to take what was available when a sarcophagus was needed.
The workshop would have only a limited number of sarcophagi with a
predesigned motif from which the patron could choose.” So, as one of the final
steps in the carving process, probably at purchase, a portrait of the dead was
added to one of the protagonists in the decoration that had already been
sculpted: it was during this process that a male body could be equipped with a
female portrait, or vice versa. Even so, we cannot know for sure when portraits
were added to the figures, since both the identity of the patron and the exact
time-scale of the purchase remain uncertain.

Koch and Sichtermann 1982, 610; Koch 1990, especially 65-66.
It has, for example, been estimated that around 50 different myths were represented on
sarcophagus reliefs (Koch and Sichtermann 1982. For an overview of the popularity of
myths on Roman sarcophagi, see Zanker 2005). However, when we are talking about
sarcophagi with figures individualised through the application of a portrait only, the
number of different myths used comes down to 15.

N —
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The identity of the patron is often not revealed directly (though sometimes
a name or title is stated in an inscription on the lid) but may be suggested by the
portraits carved on the relief. The patron may be either the person who bought
the coffin for him or herself, or a relative of the deceased. In the latter case we
can be fairly certain that the commission of a sarcophagus was a family matter,
since imagery and inscriptions on sarcophagi both refer to social relationships
within families.® 1 suggest however, that, with the exception of children’s
sarcophagi, the patron of a cross-gendered sarcophagus was the person who was
going to be buried in the coffin. Cross-gendered figures on sarcophagi can
therefore be seen as rare examples of individual wishes that are revealed in the
otherwise standardised iconography of sarcophagi. However, it should be noted
that whether the sarcophagus was purchased before or after the death, and
whoever its patron might have been, the important issue for this discussion is
that the intention of the cross-gendered image was to negotiate the post mortem
identity of the deceased.

Sarcophagus imagery is normally centred on one, or at most two
individuals; and it is primarily their identities which are constructed through
the portrait figures. This happens independently of whether the choice of motif
was made by the deceased themselves or by the family. In broad terms, it can
therefore be said that one sarcophagus is equated with one particular person (or
in some cases two), which is why I consider sarcophagus imagery to be an
expression of self-representation. However, the family could, by purchasing a
sarcophagus for a deceased relative, construct an identity that in the end also
reflected back on the family itself; so in such cases the choice of motif is not a
matter of the individual self-representation of the deceased, but of the family.
Both scenarios and types of patrons are likely, and both kinds of self-
representation can be found within the vast corpus of sarcophagi.

In purchasing a sarcophagus, therefore, someone had at some point made a
conscious choice about its motifs. The lavish quality of sarcophagus decoration
suggests that the sculpted reliefs were supposed to be gazed at, either during the
funerary ritual or, as is known from various tomb buildings, afterwards when
the coffin had been displayed inside the tomb. A motif that was not socially
acceptable would, therefore, not have been chosen, and if the prefabricated
decoration of the coffin was inappropriate it could be changed. Thus, the final
appearance of the decoration can be seen as a deliberate choice of the patron.

3 As in the image popular on sarcophagi of a medallion with the bust of a man and a
woman, which presumably shows a married couple, e.g. the inscription on a strigillated
sarcophagus, stating that the sarcophagus was given by a man to his wife (ASR I, 4, cat
186). Other kinds of family relations are found, e.g. on children’s sarcophagi, where the
patron most often appears to be a parent (e.g. ASR IV, 3, cat. 214) or grandparent
(Dstergaard 1996, cat. 48).
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So, to return to the question of how cross-gendered images came about,
there is compelling evidence that they were deliberately made. Certain
sarcophagi clearly show that the sculptor chose such a representation, even
when there were other options. A graphic example occurs on a sarcophagus
showing a pair of busts — male and female — framed by a conch (Figure 7.1).*
The heads of these were roughed out in preparation for the later addition of
portraits, but only one was ever finished, that of a woman which was added to
the bust in male clothing. By taking the male bust as a basis for her portrait
when the female one was also available, the dead woman commemorated here
has deliberately displayed herself in a male sphere. In the present discussion it is
of little importance whether the woman chose the image for herself or whether
it was chosen for her: in both cases, the option remained of using the female
bust with the roughly carved head. Whoever commissioned it, the piece still
clearly shows that a woman’s identity could be constructed by using metaphors
that traditionally belonged to a masculine world.

Other evidence, of a more practical nature, also suggests that some cross-
gendered images were deliberately chosen. For it is obvious that even drastically
re-cutting a figure from one sex into another did not pose a major problem to
Roman craftsmen. This is clear from a sarcophagus now in the Huntington
Library and Art Gallery in San Marino, California (Figure 7.2) where a female
figure was re-worked to represent a man.’ The dress has been shortened, and
cutting marks still visible around the male portrait reveal that the original hair-
style was female (though probably only roughly carved). The coffin may have
been reused for a secondary burial of a man, and the figure was therefore re-
carved to suit the need of this man; or it may have been the only coffin of its
kind available in the workshop, and the figure was altered as it did not suit the
need of the new patron. But the sarcophagi to be discussed in this article did not
involve such a radical makeover as found on the Huntington sarcophagus. On
these the addition of a portrait to a body of the opposite gender was chosen, as I
will argue, because the figure thereby created possessed virtues that the deceased
wanted to emphasise in his or her commemoration.

The cross-gendered figures on sarcophagi raise important new opportunities
for gender analysis, and strengthen ideas explored in recent studies that Roman
gender should be viewed as a spectrum — rather than a polar, male/female
dichotomy — in the search for individual self-definition.® As Eric Varner has

4 Rome, Museo Nazionale Romano, inv. 196637.

Koch 1990.

See for example the study of Bassler 2008, 52 on the problem of Christian self-
definition, where she says: ‘Each human body comprised male and female aspects, and
depending on the relative strength of these aspects each individual would be located at a
specific point along the male-female axis.” Her discussion is concerned with first century

[©X V)]
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Figure 7.1: Museo Nazionale Romano delle Terme inv. 196637.
Photograph: Stine Birk, by permission of the museum

shown, even the Emperor could align himself visually with female deities
through the use of portraits, despite the obvious difference in gender.” By
showing this, Varner makes us aware that in various media of Roman art the
repertoire of figures used for portrait identities was not centred on binary
oppositions; and applying this to the study of sarcophagi opens new possibilities
of interpretation in regard to gender roles and self-definition. For the fact that

self-definition but she extends her argument to encompass the third century as well (55—
56). See also Bartman 2002.
7 Varner 2008, 188.
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Figure 7.2: The man on the central relief has been recarved from a female figure. The
rough tool marks on the feet show that the figure originally wore a long dress (palla) and
shoes instead of sandals. Around the head the outline of a roughly carved area is evidence

that the original figure was meant to have a female hairstyle. The Henry E. Huntington Li-
brary and Art Gallery, inv. 22.6, San Marino, California.
Photograph: Troels Myrup Kristensen, by permission of the museum.
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cross-gendered images were carved on sarcophagus reliefs meant to commem-
orate the identities and idealised virtues of the dead shows that such images were
socially acceptable. Through them we are reminded of the instability of gender
categories, and can explore the role of these categories in the construction of

identity.

Social Identity and Commemoration on Roman Sarcophagi

The production of sarcophagi in Rome was extensive and the choice of imagery
available for personal commemoration multiple, although always within the
limits of convention. On more than 650 surviving sarcophagi, the deceased is
represented as one of the main characters in an episode from mythology or the
‘ideal” human life; or a portrait bust, enclosed in a medallion or framed by a
parapetasma, is carved alongside scenes alluding to (an idealised) everyday life or
a mythological narrative.® Images on Roman sarcophagi should be understood
as analogies of human situations, such as love and desperate grief, and also of
essential aspects of the life of men and women, such as their mutual relationship
and the different roles they take in different social contexts.” They therefore
reflect social norms and ideals, and rarely illustrate professional activities or
actual lived experiences.

Since the imagery of myth surrounds their portraits on the sarcophagi, the
dead are directly associated with it and with the social ideals it expresses. This
means that sarcophagi can be extremely informative about what virtues were
considered socially desirable, either by the dead themselves or by the relatives
who determined their commemoration. Furthermore, the conventional icon-
ography of sarcophagus reliefs, so widely used amongst middle and upper class
Romans at the time, shows how collective social ideals tended to dictate the
popularity of a motif. Although the relative uniformity of this imagery can make
it hard to discover anything about the ‘individual’, it also means that any
deviations from the norm — such as the cross-gendered images — offer potential
opportunities for further insights into a particular ‘person’, and into his or her
characteristics and desires.

8  Birk 2009. (This unpublished PhD dissertation includes a catalogue of most of the
surviving sarcophagi with portrait figures from the third century. It considers the
appearance and meaning of these figures in regard to issues such as gender roles and
individuality, and gives a special emphasis on how ideal identities are used in the
construction of memory.)

9  For sarcophagus imagery as reflections of human situations, see Zanker and Ewald 2004.
On myths on sarcophagus reliefs as analogies, see Koortbojian 1995, 9.
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Looking at portrait representations of men and women in the vast corpus of
sarcophagi it is possible to identify a number of regular assignations of gender
categories and roles (some of which are, of course, obvious). Men are usually
portrayed as malgistrates,10 hunters,'! mythological heroes,’”” and, in the
intellectual sphere, as philosophers and poets.”> Female portraits are often
given to mythological characters associated with physical beauty such as Rhea
Silvia or Ariadne, and to human figures whose femininity is often emphasised
by their off-the-shoulder drapery, which imitates images of Venus.'" Another
common female figure type is the veiled woman, who appears, for instance, in
nursing scenes and in scenes where she is often paired with a man, such as the
dextrarum iunctio® or with a learned man; the main symbolic value of these
representations is probably devotion or pietas.'®

Over time, the motifs and repertoire of figures on sarcophagi changed, some
disappearing while others came into vogue."” For instance, during the third
century there was an increasing tendency to represent women as ‘learned’
women characterised by a scroll, which became more frequent than female
images that emphasised physical beauty and devotion. The popularity of this
type of the ‘learned woman’ may suggest that the ideals of the female had
changed, and that in the late third century women were part of the intellectual
scene and were on a more or less equal footing to men — in terms of funerary
imagery at least.'® But when cross-gendered images of such subjects occur (that
is to say, when the portrait consisted of a female head carved on to the body of a
‘learned’ man’, as opposed to the homogenous image just mentioned), it is not
sufficient to explain them as the unintended result of the production process of

10 Wrede 2001; ASR 1, 3, 154—069.

11 For examples of hunters individualised through the use of a portrait see, ASR 1, 2, cat. 8,
41, 28, 32, 59, 60, 65, 75, 101, 78, 104, 112, 125, 126, 128, 131, 150, 179, 180, 188,
192, 193, 204, 235, 240, 241, 246, 247; Blome 1998; Calza 1977, 225

12 For examples of heroes individualised through the use of a portrait see, ASR XII, 2,
cat. 65 (Adonis); ASR XII, 1, cat. 119, 125, 127, 131 (Achilles); ASR IV, 2, cat. 100 and
ASRTII, 1, cat. 103 (Hercules); ASR 111, 3, cat. 180 (Mars).

13 Including zogarus which often is juxtaposed with veiled women, as exemplified by a
strigillated sarcophagus with a seated man and a woman (Ewald 1999a, cat. E 17). For
examples of learned men individualised through the use of a portrait see, Ewald 1999a,
cat. D 6, D 8, A 10, G 3, E 23; ASR I, 3, cat. 8.

14 For examples see, ASR1V, 1, cat. 46, 47, 49 and ASR1V, 3, cat. 214, 222 (Ariadne); ASR
III, 2, cat. 180 (Rhea Silvia); ASRV, 2, 2, cat. 121, 176, 197; ASR1, 4, cat. 186 (naked
shoulder and/or veil).

15 For examples of the veiled women see, ASR 1, 3, cat. 6, 22, 23, 25, 35, 138; ASR 1, 4,
cat. 273.

16 ASRI, 3, 152—4.

17 Ewald 2005, 56.

18 Huskinson 1999; 2002.
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sarcophagi, where uniform, repetitive imagery was encouraged by the needs of
prefabrication. "

Interpreting the Body on Roman Sarcophagi

The body is the visual expression of a person. Combined with the way we dress,
the body functions as a means of non-verbal communication that signals social
concepts and constructions such as class, age, and importantly for this article,
gender, where our views traditionally depend on the visual appearance of the
body.*® Representations of the body on sarcophagi made by Roman craftsmen
for Roman customers are therefore informative about an individual’s con-
struction of self and identity, and, in this case, about how gender was perceived,
lived, and tolerated.

Even before we get to identifying or interpreting a figure on a relief or a
statue we register certain things about its body — whether it is male or female,
naked or dressed, or young or old, for example. The face is also important.
Figures on sarcophagi were provided with a generic or roughly carved head, or
with an individualised portrait. Such portraits strengthen the idea that a direct,
conscious choice of self-representation was made, whereby the dead are
identified in terms of the particular symbolic values attached to the body.

Yet despite the centrality of these issues and the fact that these reliefs are
filled with all kinds of bodily representations, the body is not often discussed in
studies of sarcophagi. Even when it is (and particularly in the case of
mythological scenes), discussions usually take the appearance of the bodies for
granted.”’ The general attitude towards the body-type chosen to represent the
deceased is that it is determined by the subject-matter of the image. A good
example is a recent study of the Hylas relief, later used as architectural
decoration in the inner court of Palazzo Mattei in Rome (Figure 7. 3), which I
shall discuss in greater detail below. In this image one of the nymphs abducting
Hylas has a boy’s portrait, yet no comment has been made on this cross-
gendering. Instead, the figure of the boy-nymph has been seen as the result of a
practical arrangement that made it possible for every member of the family to be
included as a protagonist in the scene.”” Yet this argument could be turned

19 For discussion of cross-gendered images as an outcome of mass-production, see
Huskinson 2002, 25-26; Koch 1990, 64—6.

20 Lee 2000, 114—115; Serensen 2006, 117-119; Meskell 2000, 14.

21 On myths on sarcophagi generally, see Zanker and Ewald 2004; Koortbojian 1995;
Ewald 1999b. On viza romana and other motifs such as philosopher and muses, see ASR
L, 3; Ewald 1999a.

22 Zanker and Ewald 2004, 97. The frontal relief of the sarcophagus is now built into a wall
in the courtyard of Palazzo Mattei, Rome.
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Figure 7.3: Hylas is being abducted by two nymphs. One of the nymphs is shown as an el-
derly woman whereas the other is a boy. Palazzo Mattei, Rome.
Photograph: Troels Myrup Kristensen

around, to claim that the motif may have been chosen specifically because it
allowed the dead boy to be associated with a female body and the particular
qualities it implied. How this would work out will be examined more closely in
the next section.

Seen in this light, cross-gendered images, such as this, have an effect on our
understanding of gender and gender relations in the Roman world. This
assumption is further strengthened by the fact that, as argued by Laqueur, in
antiquity the body was imagined as a single sex, meaning that the female body
possessed all the same elements as the male but placed in the wrong places.”
The two genders were then one sex, and in medical terms this meant that the
degree to which individuals had the characteristics of a man or woman
depended on their relative bodily heat. As a consequence gender was not seen as
a fixed binary construction, which means that the boundary between male and
female was one of degree and not of kind. This ancient attitude towards the
body suggests that our own perception of gender distinctions in antiquity
should be more flexible, since it opens up the possibility of viewing gender as
something relative and moveable. Thus, an individual’s gender might be defined
according to the relative strength of male and female aspects, and could even
change in the course of life according to context, situation, social relations or
personal experiences.

23 Laqueur 1990, 25-062.
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Figure 7.4: A boy is represented in drapery that slips off his shoulder, and holding an in-
strument. The drapery makes an allusion to Venus whereas the instrument shows him as
skilled in music. His musical abilities associate him with the world of the muses. Ny Carls-
berg Glyptotek inv. 854, Copenhagen.

Photograph: Stine Birk, by permission of the museum.

Cross-gendered Bodies on Roman Sarcophagi

Of the various kinds of cross-gendered images to appear, the most common
consists of a male portrait applied to a female body. Sometimes this body is
unambiguously presented with female features, such as curvy contours and
breasts visible beneath a long dress, and sometimes even with one shoulder
exposed in an allusion to the iconography of Venus (Figure 7.4).2* At other
times it may simply be the case that a male body is represented in such a way
that it appears almost womanly (Figure 7.5).”

24 Copenhagen, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, inv. 854. Ostergaard 1996, cat. 56.

25 British Museum, inv. GR 1947.7-14.8; Walker 1990, cat. 43. The ‘womanly’ male
body is a not wholly unfamiliar phenomenon within Roman visual culture, e.g. male
gods like Dionysos or Priapos and young men as Narcissus and Hermaphroditos all show
a great deal of femininity both in their behaviour and physical appearance: Cain 1997;
Ocehmke 2004; Oehmke 2007. The masculine hero Hercules also became female when
he changed clothes with Omphale (before they participated in a ritual honouring
Bacchus): Ovid, Fasti 11 283—358. Kampen 1996b, 242.
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Figure 7.5: An effeminate representation of a man. The Endymion figure was probably re-
carved from a sleeping Ariadne. British Museum inv. GR 1947.7-14.8.
Photograph: By permission of the museum.

An example of such a feminised male figure appears on a sarcophagus now
in Palermo Cathedral (Figure 7.6).%° The relief shows the nine Muses and the
figures of two boys, who are represented rather differently. These may depict
two brothers, or perhaps the same person twice over, with each figure
embodying a specific gender role. Such dual representations of the same
individual are not uncommon in Roman art where two figures portraying the
same person but in different ways, either in the same statue group or on the
same relief, can emphasise distinct aspects of the person’s life and virtues.”” On
the Palermo sarcophagus the young man on the right end is shown as a male
seated philosopher: the scroll is his link to the world of learning, and the muses
are his inspiration. In contrast, the young man on the left is represented by the
image of a muse: the long dress, exposed shoulder, shapely breasts, and lyre
firmly link him with feminine qualities.”® These two figures do not invite any
categorisation according to sexual orientation; we cannot explain this choice of
crossed male and female iconography by their relationship with the other
portrait figures on the reliefs, nor can we at this stage draw any general

26 Palermo, Cathedral. ASRYV, 3, cat. 68; Ewald 1999a, cat. A 13.

27 Hallett 2005, 212-15.

28 The gender of the portrait has been disputed. As one of the first commentators, Wegner
pointed out that the portrait was re-cut from female to male (ASR V, 3, cat. 68).
Fittschen 1972, 490 also thought that the portrait was of a boy, but later (1992) claimed
it was of a very young girl. But there are various problems with this line of argument, e. g.
to support his claim that portraits of young girls can look like boys, he cited the
sarcophagus from Civita Castellana, to be discussed in detail below. In this a skeleton of a
boy of about 12 years was found (Moretti 1975, 261), and there is a general agreement
that the relief represents a ‘boy muse’ (Ewald 1999a, cat. H 2; Wrede 1981, 140,
cat. 239). In his discussion, Fittschen also mistakenly emphasises the sex of the child
instead of acknowledging the ambiguous gender categories in the representation of very
small children.
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Figure 7.6: Two brothers (or maybe it is the same boy shown twice) are shown in the sphere
of the nine Muses. The boy on the right is represented in off the shoulder drapery, following
the iconography of Venus. Cathedral, Palermo. Photograph: DAIR 1971.0681

conclusion from them about gender categories. But their age may be an
important factor since it does seem that age can play a significant role in the
choice of cross-gendered figures and, as I will also show later, androgyny seems
to have been more easily permissible for boys than for adults.”” T will return to
the issue of cross-gendering and age below.

Not only boys could take on signifiers of femininity: men too could be
represented in this way. A strigillated sarcophagus in the Capitoline Museums
shows a typical pair of figures engaged in intellectual activity.” In the left corner
panel is a ‘learned woman’,”' and in the right the usual male pendant, a
philosopher. But despite the femininity of the woman’s body, both figures have
male portrait features. The similarity of the two portraits makes it likely that it is

29 For cross-gender on funerary reliefs as expressions of a sexual relationship, see Clarke
2003, 215-9 and Varner 2008, 194. On sexual ambivalence in antiquity, see also
Brisson 2002.

30 Capitoline Museums, Palazzo dei Conservatori, Scala II, 15, inv. 821; Ewald 1999a, cat.
F 18.

31 Huskinson 1999; 2002. Another representation of a man carved with the body of a muse
is found on the so called ‘Plotinus sarcophagus’. The figure on the right of the central
group has a female body and wears a long garment. The head is of a bearded man. The
muse originally intended was transformed into a philosopher-like figure. Unlike the
other cross-gendered sarcophagi treated in this article this figure does not have a portrait.
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the same person who has been depicted twice.” If so, then the man has chosen
to represent himself by means of two different figure-types, both of which
promote him as an intellectual although one has an obviously female body, with
clearly curvaceous lines and breasts. It seems as if this choice of appearance was
intentional since it would have been easy to rework the body to make it look
more masculine, or, alternatively, not to finish the head with male portrait
features (after all, it was very common on Roman sarcophagi to leave the head
roughly prepared). But none of these options was followed. So presumably the
man wanted to represent two different aspects of himself; one relating to male
skills and the other to female qualities. There is a possibility that the lower part
of the figure has been re-cut as the relief is low and the dress of an unusual type;
if that was done, the purpose might have been to shorten the dress. But that is
not certain — and even if the dress was shortened, there is still the question of
why no effort was made to conceal the hips and breasts in order to make the
figure appear less explicitly feminine.

Another feminine, almost sensual, representation of a man is found on the
sarcophagus in the British Museum (Figure 7.5). The man has a portrait that
enables us to date the sarcophagus to the first part of the third century.”” He is
represented as Endymion; but originally, before some minor re-cutting, the
figure must have been a sleeping Ariadne.* The graceful femininity of the body
is still apparent, especially in the round belly and slender waist.

Many pragmatic explanations can be found to account for such representa-
tions, especially where they involve some re-carving (a process that is often
fraught with complicated questions); yet even so they do not change the fact
that the resulting cross-gendered images were socially acceptable, and tolerated
even on commemorative monuments.

All these examples show how gender categories were unstable and could be
varied without transgressing the boundaries of what was socially acceptable for
displays of self-representation.”” They also show how the same portrait features
applied to figures of different sex could display different sides of a person’s
identity. This raises some important questions about how differences between
the sexes are interpreted, and about what that means for the understanding of
gender.”® Bur at this stage I would like to emphasise one general conclusion: that
is, whatever their primary motivation, such cross-gendered figures were
obviously acceptable to Roman society. It was not a moral outrage for a man

32 Ewald 1999a, 192.

33 Walker 1990, cat. 43.

34 The breasts were cut down and a penis was inserted to make him male. For discussion,
see ASR X11, 2, 54-5.

35 Montserrat 2000.

36 Gilchrist 1999, 13.
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to be depicted with a feminine body, even on monuments like these made to
commemorate the dead and their social virtues.

Femininity and ‘Suspect Men’ in Roman Society

Archaeological literature has generally tended to view male iconography as the
more privileged and power-laden, and to see the female as a metaphor of
weakness. But this evaluation seems to be challenged by the evidence from
antiquity. Since there are more examples of cross-gendered images with a male
portrait head on a female body than there are examples of female portraits on a
male body, men who assumed female physical attributes in this way cannot be
seen as ‘suspect’; nor should, as an opposition to suspect, the term ‘virtuous’ be
used to describe women when they take on male attributes.” That way of
thinking is part of a feminist mindset that talks about gender and gender roles in
term of hierarchy and power relations.” I find it more helpful to consider that
boys and men, as well as women and girls, selected their iconography, or that the
imagery was chosen for them, because they wanted to express specific virtues
and skills that were traditionally associated with the other sex. This view does
not imply that the choice of iconography inevitably made a person more
‘virtuous’ or ‘suspect’; but rather that the individuals concerned have chosen to
mix gendered iconography in order to construct their own particular visual and
social identity.”

In iconography, men could take on feminine signs, not only through the
physical characteristics of the body (as discussed in the last section) but also by
means of attributes. For instance, a relief in the Vatican includes two possible
cross-gendered figures of men, of which one alludes to the iconography of

37 Kampen 1996a, 18 explicitly uses the term ‘suspect’ about men with female attributes
and ‘virtuous” about women with male attributes. Also, Montserrat (2000, 159—61) for
the female as the lowest ranking in a gender hierarchy dominated by power relations;
individuals with male bodies and suggestions of femininity (including hermaphrodites or
other kind of third gender) slipped several points down the scale towards femaleness.

38 See Gilchrist 1999, 2-3.

39 An example of how male bias has affected the interpretation of sarcophagi is provided by
an image which commemorates a man through wool-working scenes (Malibu, Getty
Villa, inv. 86.AA.701 Koch 1988, 24—-7). He has been described as a businessman
engaged with the production of wool (Koch 1988, 26; and Amedick in ASR1, 4, 116, cf.
no. 68). But if the wool-workers and the protagonist had been women, then the
interpretation would probably have been limited to household duties since wool-
working was traditionally thought to be a female virtue (Kampen 1996a, 22; Dixon
2001, 117). This illustrates the obvious risk of making gender-stereotypical assumptions
— seeing the wool-work for women as a domestic ideal, but for a man as an indication of
larger enterprises outside the house.
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Figure 7.7: The central panel shows a female bust with a portrait of a bearded man. Loculus
plate. Rome, Musei Vaticani, Museo Gregoriano Profano inv. 9517.

Photograph: DAIR 1936.0639.

Venus through drapery which exposes a shoulder, while the other is associated
with the female world by means of a mirror (Figure 7.7).% (In the Roman world
the mirror was an object associated with women and femininity, and men who
used mirrors were considered effeminate).”’ The whole relief is separated into
three panels: in the centre is the bust of the man with the Venus-style drapery,
on the left the scene with figures and a mirror, and on the right a griffin. The
portrait bust in the central panel is of a middle-aged man with curly hair and a
beard. He holds a scroll in his hands, which are strong, large and masculine. But
in comparison his shoulders seem slightly too small, while the outline of breasts
is visible beneath the dress and his drapery has slipped from his shoulder. It is
not possible that the bust was re-carved from female to male, since that would
have meant enlarging the female hands, so all in all, the most likely conclusion is
that this figure was originally carved as a cross-gendered image.

The left panel of this relief depicts a seated man with what appears to be a
scroll in his left hand. He stretches his right hand forward and grabs the hand of
another man standing in front of him. This man is dressed in a runica with
sleeves with a szola around his left arm. Two mirrors and a curtain hang from a
rod in the background; and it looks as if the seated man grasps one of the
mirrors, perhaps to give it to the other. The heads of the two figures have been
carved with male portrait features, although the face of the standing man has
been re-carved from a portrait of a woman with long loose hair to portray a
short haired man. Traces of the woman’s locks are still visible on the man’s

40 Vatican Museum, Museo Gregoriano Profano, inv. 9517; this was once thought to be
from a sarcophagus but is now believed to be a loculus plate.

41 Sinn 1991, 48.
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shoulders, and the sto/z and the mirror add to his appearance of femininity. This
scene has been variously interpreted as depicting a shop, or a cult, or a dextrarum
iunctio,"* but several questions remain to be answered. Why did this woman
(whose original portrait was re-cut as the man’s) have long hair in the first place?
Roman women always wore their hair up, and I know of no other example
where portrait figures have loose hair. On the other hand servants, captives, and
grieving women were depicted with long, loose hair, as was Eve in early
Christian art (as a sinner in opposition to the modest and pious Mary, who is
represented on sarcophagi with her hair tucked away under a veil).*

Another explanation of the long hair might be that this is an image of an
actor, which might also explain why the figure wears a szwola. * Yet most actors
were men, while this figure seems originally to have been a woman, and, unlike
most other images of actors, it also has portrait features. A useful comparison
may be with the depiction of actors on the grave relief of a boy named Flavius
where they are engaged in a drama about the Muses, perhaps staged for his
funeral.”” These do not have portrait features but are cross-gendered since four
of them are dressed as Muses — two wear long robes belted just below the breast;
one has a mask with a full beard that contrasts with his feminine dress and long,
curly wig; and the fourth, also with a full-length robe, could be Calliope, the
muse of epic poetry, or possibly a poet. (Flavius himself is represented with a
scroll like a poet or some other learned figure, but he also wears a bu/la, which
shows that he was still a child.)* The Ostia loculus relief lacks any reference to
the theatre (even in the minimal form of a mask or some other theatre prop)
which is yet another reason for rejecting a theatrical explanation. A more
positive suggestion is that, its images might be intended to represent one and the

42 Sinn 1991, cat. 21; ASR 1, 4, cat. 285.

43 An example of the first is the servant with a cup behind the pandurium playing woman
on the sarcophagus of Caecilius Vallianus: Rome, Museo Gregoriano Profano (see
below). For the grieving woman found on a deathbed see a sarcophagus from the Louvre:
Inv. Ma 319. ASR 1, 4, cat. 115. For young women with loose hair e.g. on Ara Pacis:
Polaschek 1972, 147.

44 For cross-gendering of actors see also a statuette from Rome which has been interpreted
as a representation of an actor (Savarese 2007, 79). The generic face is round and soft
like the face of a woman (or young man), and the hair is piled up. The figure is veiled,
and wears a pallia, and long dress, through which the telling outline of the body can be
seen. What appeared to be a woman, is now shown as a man. The breast is flat, the waist
unemphasised. The torso appears to be somewhat quadrilateral and no effort has been
made to conceal the genitals. On the contrary the rather pronounced outline of the male
organ is being emphasised by the tight-fitting garment. The sculpture shows a female
character performed by a male actor.

45 Rome, Museo della Villa Doria Pamphilj, inv. 162. Calza 1977, cat. 137; Savarese 2007,
104.

46 On the bulla, see Harlow and Laurence 2002, 40, 67.
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same man by the two different figures — the man standing with a mirror, and the
man whose portrait has been carved on the bust; in both cases, an effort seems
to have been made to represent the man with female attributes. If so this relief is
the most explicit example of a person whose gender is not couched in the binary
gender categories.

Four sarcophagi — two for adults and two for boys — decorated with death-
bed scenes further strengthen the fact that it could be acceptable to add male
portraits to female bodies.” These show the deceased reclining on a bed
surrounded by various attendants; on the two sarcophagi made for adults, these
are servants waiting at the deathbed, while on the two made for boys they are
mourners. The two dead men wear long dresses, with outlines of breasts visible
underneath. On one sarcophagus the man lifts his arm above his head in a
graceful gesture, emphasising the intrinsic femininity of the figure. On the other
the man is depicted with a female body surrounded by ‘soft domestic
qualities’,* symbolised, for instance, by the children playing beneath the couch
(Figure 7.8). This lid of this sarcophagus bears an inscription saying that it
belonged to P. Caecilius Vallianus, a 63-year old military man.* From a modern
perspective it is almost impossible not to be intrigued as to why this military
man chose to depict himself on his funeral monument in this way, as a reclining
figure with a female body. As for the two boys, they are shown on their deathbed
wearing robes that expose their shoulders as a sign of feminine beauty, and in the
company of the nine muses who cluster around them. This allusion to literary
and musical abilities connects these two examples with other sarcophagi that
depict boys as muses — a theme that has been interpreted as referring to the life
course of a child (see below).

Two more examples that strengthen the claim that feminine attributes could
be used for male iconography without making the men ‘suspect’ are two
sarcophagi dedicated to adolescents. One is a sarcophagus dedicated to a youth
aged 17 years, four months and 21 days.”® He was of equestrian rank and was
commemorated by his father. Yet his portrait was carved on a female bust with
palla and breasts, showing that this very masculine background did not prevent
the use of a female body for his self-representation. The other example is a
Season sarcophagus in the Vatican, where the portrait features suggest that the

47 Adults: Musei Vaticani, Museo Gregoriano Profano, inv. 9538/9539 (ASR1, 4, cat. 286)
and Carrara (ASR I, 4, pl. 4,5). Boys: Museo Nazionale Romano delle Terme, inv. 535
and Stuttgart, Wiirttembergisches Landesmuseum, inv. Arch 6318.

48 Huskinson 1996, 26.

49  Whether the lid belongs to the sarcophagus or not has been discussed, but the argument
that variation in the size of the lid compared to the chest is not enough to reject the
possibility that the two pieces belong together (since this is relatively common for
Roman sarcophagi).

50 Museo Nazionale Romano inv. 113227. Guiliano 1985, 234—37; Ewald 1999a, cat. I 1.



246 Stine Birk

Figure 7.8: The reclining man is shown with a female body with breasts, and with drapery
that slips off one shoulder. Rome, Musei Vaticani, Museo Gregoriano Profano inv. 9538/
9539. Photograph: DAIR 1990.0413.

subject is an adolescent.’’ This portrait is carved on the body of a ‘learned
woman’ (as revealed by the figure’s curving outline and long dress).

Femininity taken on by male characters is also found among mythological
figures such as Narcissus, or gods such as Apollo and Dionysus who also crossed
the line between the two sexes.”” They assumed many female characteristics in
both their behaviour and iconography. Yet even so, their figures continued to be
used as a basis for images commemorating young men whose personal portraits
were added. For example, a sarcophagus, now at Hearst Castle, shows Apollo
among the muses (Figure 7.9).> The long dress covering most of the feet, the
curves of the body, and the emphatic waist make his figure appear effeminate,
while the lyre which he holds is often shown played by women on ‘intellectual’
sarcophagi (while men have a scroll), and by muses in other scenes.”* Yet
combined with this rather effeminate representation of Apollo is the realistic
portrait of a young man.

From all these examples it may be deduced that the feminine possessed its
own specific virtues, which could be combined with masculinity — even within a

51 Vatican Museum, Cortile Ottagono 879: ASRV, 4, n0.90; Koch 1990, 65-7; Fittschen
1992, note 20.

52 Seneca describes Dionysus as someone who was not ashamed to act with femininity:
Hercules Furens, 472 —06.

53 Hearst Castle, California, inv 529-9-414.

54 Examples are ASRV, 3, cat. 25, 47, 48, 68 (here Figure 7.3); ASR'V, 3, 80, 138, 160,
162, 184, 188, 193.
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Figure 7.9: Apollo among the Muses. He is shown with a slender waist and a long dress,
and his posture recalls representations of the Muses. Hearst Castle inv. 529-9-414. Photo-
graph: Stine Birk. Published by permission of Hearst Castle®/California State Parks.

male body — without crossing the bounds of acceptability. They all show that, in
a third century funerary context, to be depicted with feminine physical
characteristics made neither boys nor men ‘suspect’ characters.

Unstable Bodies: Women and Male Iconography

The use of the word ‘suspect’ to designate men with feminine attributes
illustrates a tendency in archaeological interpretation to see the feminine as
secondary to the masculine.”” But the concept of gender in the Roman world
was not only about being either male or female; it varied according to period,
social class, age, status, and ethnicity.’® Literary evidence has established a
picture of elite Roman ideals which is often reflected in the figural
representations of sarcophagi — though sometimes rather differently. But some
do not appear at all: good examples are images of wool-working and of the
woman as mother and wife, both of which are well known metaphors for the

55 For this attitude towards Roman men using female iconography, see note 37.
56 Clarke 1998, 278—79; Montserrat 2000, 164.
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conduct of an ideal woman.”” It is therefore important not to see Roman
women as a static, uniform category: wool-working seems to originate as an
ideal in literary sources of the first century BC and first century AD, and does
therefore not reflect attitudes towards women in the third century.”® The ideal
woman as a mother is another image that appears only very rarely on sarcophagi
of this date.”” This is striking, as sarcophagi are supposed to convey the ideal
identity of the deceased. The value of sarcophagus imagery as evidence for the
perception of gender, sex and femininity is therefore high, since visually it
illustrates contemporary ideals different from those which appear in literary
sources, and suggests that in third century Rome the ‘learned woman’ takes
precedence over all other types of female ideals. So, to get a more nuanced
picture of third century gender ideals overall, the literary sources, most often
written by men, need to be supplemented with evidence from the archaeological
record, where, at least in the case of sarcophagi, women’s voices are also present.

Representations of women dressed in male clothing and involved in what
are usually considered to be socially important male activities can help us to new
ways of seeing gender. They make illuminating contrasts with the uniform
imagery of female social identity that prevail on Roman sarcophagi, and offer
glimpses of individuality at the micro-level of the specific commemorations.
Two examples occur on lion hunt sarcophagi of the canonical type, one of
which is now at Nieborow, Poland, and the other (fragmentary) at S. Sebastiano
in Rome; on both of these the central hunter has feminine features and
hairstyle, rather than a male portrait (Figure 7.10). On the Nieborow
sarcophagus this ‘huntress’ is clearly accompanied by Virtus (and this was
probably also the case on the other example, where traces of her spear may be
seen across the huntresss gesticulating arm). The masculine qualities which
Virtus personifies are reinforced by the ‘male’ environment of the episode, with
the attacking lion, and the hunters with their horses and dogs. Yet there is no
doubt about the femininity of the ‘huntresses’. Although the face of the figure
on the Nieborow sarcophagus is carved without much refinement, it has a small
mouth and chin and round cheeks. The arrangement of her hair is also clear:

57 For wool-working as a female ideal, see for example Lovén 1998; Dixon 2001, 117,
119-22; Allison 2006, 5, 7.

58 An example of a study where Roman women are seen as a universal category is Lovén
1998. She emphasis wool-working as a female ideal in general. On women’s virtues,
deeds, and roles in Roman society based on written evidence from the first century BC
and into the second century AD, see Shelton 1988/1989, 291—-306.

59 For the ideal of Roman womanhood as closely tied to the women’s role in the family, see
Kampen 1996a, especially p. 13; Clark 1993, 13-21, 94-5.

60 Both sarcophagi date to the late third century. Nieborow Castle, Arcadia, inv. Nb 2723,
Poland; Mikocki 1995, cat. 58; Rome, S. Sebastiano ASR I, 2, cat. 150; Huskinson
2002, 26. On the canonical type of lion hunt sarcophagi, see ASR 1, 2.
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combed from the forehead and backwards into locks, and wound in plaits from
the neck, it represents a popular third century fashion for women.®'

That these two sarcophagi were carved with the same image of a female
hunter, and in the same period, makes it unlikely that this was the unintentional
outcome of some craftsman’s action. Rather, the women who chose this image
have deliberately shown themselves within a male environment in order to
illustrate specific components of their identity. After all, if they had wanted a
female role model, they could have chosen a mythological figure such as Diana
or Artemis or the personification of Virtus herself (present on both sarcophagi),
who would have proved a perfect vehicle for them to signal their strength as a
woman. But instead, these women chose to express themselves through the body
of a man and through male iconography. It is the male virzus in the primary role
of the huntsman that was their ideal, and their own biological sex seems to have
been no hindrance to the use of this iconography.

These visual examples of bodily representation, as a means of constructing
female identity, seem to be related to ideas expressed by the Neoplatonic
philosopher Porphyry (c. 234 — c. 305) when he wrote that in order for a
woman to become a philosopher, she should banish from her soul everything
womanly, as if she were enclosed in the body of a man.®* Porphyry’s statement is
of course a metaphor, and the images of the female huntresses can be seen as a
visual equivalent. In these representations the women were literally enclosed in a
body of a man, and they have become huntsmen, with all the strength and
virtues that this role implies. By representing themselves in this guise these
women associated themselves with particular virtues that they held personally
important, even though these were generally regarded in society as characterising
men.

This pattern can be illustrated by further examples where female portraits
were added to male figures. For instance on a strigillated sarcophagus, which has
a scene of a lion killing a deer at each corner, the central bust has a female
portrait carved on a male body.> On another example a woman is represented as
a togatus bust.* Both these female portraits were probably created by re-carving
of a bust that originally was intended for a man. These representations should
be seen in the light of the popular motif of the ‘learned woman’; its frequent use

61 Bergmann 1977, 180-200, cf. end of third century hairstyles.

62 Rousseau 1995, 118. The idea is also commonly found in early Christian writing, see
Bassler 2008, 53—7.

63 Tarragona, Museu Paleocristiano, inv. MNAT (P) 53. See ASRVI, 1, cat. 365. Cf. similar
sarcophagus Rome, Museo Nazionale Romano Rome, inv. 124745, also with female
head on a bust identified as male (Sapelli in Giuliano 1985, cat. 1,1).

64 ASRYV, 4, cat. 60 (Tutzing, season sarcophagus).
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Figure 7.10: On this relief the lion hunter is depicted with a female hairstyle, with the hair
combed backwards from the forehead and plaits fastened around her head. Nieborow inv.
NB 2723 MNW, Arcadia, Poland. Photograph: Stine Birk.

on sarcophagi resulted in the occurrence of more or less generic ‘learned’ bodies,
which would explain the appearance of these figures.
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If there may be some doubt as to whether cross-gendered bodies were
deliberately chosen in these last two cases of ‘learned womer’, the choice appears
explicit on two other sarcophagi which have female portraits on male bodies.
The imagery of these sarcophagi offered the possibility of applying the female
portrait to a female body, but both the deceased women used the male figure as
the basis for her self-representation. The first example has already been
mentioned briefly (Figure 7.1): it shows a central conch with busts prepared for
both a male and a female portrait.”” Generally such a pair is interpreted as a
married couple, and on such sarcophagi the male bust usually has a scroll, while
the woman often puts one arm around his neck and the other on his chest.
Through the scroll and gestures, each figure possesses its own qualities, but the
composition also expresses a hierarchy of gender roles since it looks as if the
woman wants to demonstrate her support for her husband. On this example, the
male figure, and not the female, has been chosen to represent the woman. By
taking on the qualities that were intended for a male figure, the deceased woman
is making an explicit statement. Perhaps she intended to show that she held
priority of rank (which was usually symbolised by the man posed in front of his
supportive wife), or that she possessed the intellectual knowledge represented by
the learned figure with the scroll. But whatever the intentions behind the choice,
it seems clear that using a Venus-like female figure type did not appeal to this
woman.

The other example occurs on a strigillated sarcophagus of the popular ‘five
panel’ design (whereby three figured scenes are separated by two panels of
fluting).® The centre shows a philosopher seated reading to a Muse, the left
panel a ‘learned woman’, and the right a standing philosopher. The seated
philosopher is carved with a portrait head of a woman, unmistakeable because of
her hairstyle.”” Confirmation that it was an explicit choice of cross-gendering
comes from the fact that the ‘learned woman’ on the left panel was left with a
roughly carved head while the standing philosopher on the right panel was
finished, again with female portrait features. So, if cross-gendering was not
socially acceptable the female learned figure would have been chosen for self-
representation instead of the figures of the two male philosophers.

65 See note 4 above.

66 Ostia, Musco, inv.48277. It was found in a hypogeum together with two other
sarcophagi with portrait figures, Baldassarre 1991/92.

67 Another example representing a female philosopher is a strigillated sarcophagus from
Palazzo Lazzaroni, Rome (ASRV, 4, Cat. 181). On women and intellectuality in third
century, see Huskinson 1999; 2002.
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Boys will be Boys? Age and the Instability of Gender

The majority of all cross-gendered images are of boys, and are likely to represent
a relationship between age and gender connected with the life course of a child.
This is particularly interesting for current debates since the individual and the
life course have recently received much scholarly attention, as have Roman
childhood and the representation of children.®

These deceased boys are often represented with the Muses. Sometimes they
are actually portrayed as one of the nine, wearing her appropriate dress and
attributes and flanked by the other eight, in the frieze composition typical of the
Muse sarcophagi which were so popular in the third century.” Similar
representations of boys dressed like Muses or ‘learned women’ also occur on
sarcophagi, which have portraits set in a central medallion or in front of a
parapetasma, and evoke ideas of intellectual culture.”” The high percentage of
cross-gendered images which depict a boy or youth as a Muse or some other
intellectual female figure suggests that greater gender flexibility was allowed in
the representation of children than of adults. It is known from other societies
that the sex of a child was perceived as neither male nor female, but undefined,
until fixed by the occurrence of a certain ‘rite de passage’, or by a socially
significant relationship such as marriage or childbirth. Images of children on
sarcophagi show how this progression was possible in Roman society too.”
Some visual representations of very small children in Roman funerary art do not
make a clear distinction between boys and girls, as can be seen on a sarcophagus
commemorating two babies, where their round and fleshy faces makes it hard to
distinguish their sex; this ambivalence may have been intentional.”” This
suggests that these cross-gendered images of boy-Muses may be seen as
representing some relationship between gender and a particular stage in an
individual’s life course — which in this case is shown by the presence of the
Muses to be a formative stage connected with education and learning.”

A Muse sarcophagus from the second century, now in Civita Castellana, is a
very early example of sarcophagi that have a figure with portrait features.”* It too

68 Huskinson 1996; Dimas 1998; Harlow and Laurence 2002; Rawson 2003; Backe-
Dahmen 2003; 2008; Huskinson 2005 and 2007; Sigismund-Nielsen 2007; Cohen and
Rutter 2007.

69 ASRYV, 3; Huskinson 1996, 38—40; 2007, 336.

70 Examples of both types will be provided below.

71 Strathern 1992, 66; Serensen 2006, 119

72 Koch and Sichtermann 1982, ill. 297. Another example of this is a sarcophagus lid with
a reclining child with a female body and a portrait of a boy. Museo Capitolini, inv. 329.
Sichtermann and Koch 1975, cat. 68, plate 165.

73  Gilchrist 2004, 142 —160; Huskinson 2005, 102.

74 Civita Castellana, Forte Sangallo, inv. 59646.
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has a cross-gendered image of a boy dressed like a Muse, and we know from the
skeleton found in it, that the sex of the deceased corresponded to the sex of the
portrait.”” The boy holds a lyre — normally the attribute of Terpsichore or Erato
—and is placed among the other eight Muses, so that visually he has become one
of the nine muses; his body is quite feminine, with clearly visible breasts. This is
a very direct way of projecting the virtues of the Muses on to the boy.”

On at least another three sarcophagi a dead boy is shown accepted into the
company of the Muses. One shows him as the central figure in their gathering,
with four Muses on each side of him, and a mask placed on a pedestal at his
feet.”” Yet even though this time he is actually depicted as a male philosopher, he
may still be regarded as a ‘stand in’ for the ninth Muse or, in symbolic terms, he
has become the ninth Muse. This shows yet again that the boy-Muses should
not be seen as ‘effeminate’ representations, but as embodying the special virtues
and characteristics of the intellectual life which transcend human gender.

The second example that further emphasises the instability of gender in the
sphere of the Muses is a sarcophagus that is now known only through a drawing
in the Dal Pozzo-Albani volumes.”® Nine figures are displayed, under five
arches. It appears to have been important for the craftsman to accommodate this
number (synonymous to the nine Muses) as he had to compromise the
symmetry of the composition to do so, so that the second arch contains only
one figure instead of the normal two. All of the figures represent Muses apart
from the male poet with portrait features which dominates the centre. Although
it is difficult to decide from the drawing whether this is a boy or a man, he has
been described on the sarcophagus as a young poet.”

Apart from the sarcophagi already discussed (Figures 7.4 and 7.6) a third
and last example of a boy-poet among eight Muses is a sarcophagus in Verona."
The portrait, though badly damaged, is of a boy. His hair has an unusual
appearance, rendered by horizontal lines, but this time he has the characteristics
of the Muse Calliope, with his hips twisted in a sinuous pose. Here again he
takes the place of the ninth Muse — even though he does not have the
identifying feathers on his head — and he embodies her virtues.

Other sarcophagi use cross-gendered images of children to make more
general points about age. A c/ipeus sarcophagus of a boy aged one year and 30
days, dedicated by his parents to their ‘most sweet son is an example of how the

75 Moretti 1975, 261; Huskinson 1996, cat. 5.1; Wrede 1981, cat. 239. Fittschen 1972
argues that the portrait is of a girl, see note 28 above.

76 Huskinson 2007, 336; Wrede 1981, 140—41.

77 Naples, Museo Archeologico Nazionale, inv. 205250. See ASR'V, 3, cat. 23.

78 Vermeule 1960, cat. 14, fig. 14.

79 ASRYV, 3, 91.

80 Museo Maffeiano, Verona, ASRV, 3, cat. 227.
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same iconography could be used for both sexes to show that the child had not
reached puberty.®' The boy’s portrait has been applied to a female bust with
breasts. This sarcophagus can be dated to the end of the third century because of
the hair carved straight across the top of the forehead.*” Another example of the
acceptability of boys™ portraits on female bodies is found in what is probably a
representation of a father and a son on a strigillated sarcophagus.*” This was
decorated with a central medallion containing a male and a female bust, but the
male bust is carved with a portrait of a man whereas the female is carved with
what seems to be a portrait of a boy. As already described, such representations
of a couple in a medallion were usually intended for a man and wife, and show
the woman putting her arm around the man. But in this particular case it is the
man who supports the female bust by putting her in front of the composition
and leaning his arm on her shoulder. This change of iconography, combined
with the fact that the female bust has the portrait head of a child, shows that the
social role of children of such young age was different from that of adolescents
and adults; and the iconography explicitly tells us that the child died so young
that it was still under the protection of its father.

Another two sarcophagi, this time with Christian motifs, show how the use
of female bodies did not affect the idealised aspect of a boy’s commemoration.
One is a boy’s portrait carved on to a female bust in a medallion; in the other
case the portrait is applied to a female orans figure.** None of the examples
mentioned has been interpreted as representing a girl, but that this imagery of
sex-gender relations could be turned the other way around is illustrated by a
sarcophagus without an individualised figure.*> Octavia Paulina was six years,
four months and five days when she died, and was represented on her
sarcophagus as a victorious girl athlete, using imagery of male athletic contests.
In the centre of the relief she is depicted in triumph, crowning herself with a
wreath with one hand and holding a palm branch in the other. On the left end
of the relief she is seen with two boys pouring oil on her body, while on the right
end she is shown wrestling with girls among boys. This image of a girl who
tights and competes is unusual on sarcophagi, and must be read as a conscious
way of illustrating particular aspects of her life and personality, as well as the

81 London, British Museum, inv. GR 1896.6—19.5. See Walker 1990, cat. 36; Huskinson
1996, cat. 9.36.

82 Walker 1990, cat. 36.

83 Rome, Palazzo Corsetti-Podocatari, ASR V1, 1, cat. 97.

84 Rome, Capitoline Museum, Sala II, inv. 70. See Rep. I, cat. 811. The sarcophagus with a
boy’s portrait carved on the bust of a female Orans is in Liebieghaus, inv. 1505, see Bol
1983, cat. 96.

85 ASRI, 4, cat. 67; Huskinson 2007, 338. A sarcophagus with a dedication to Publia Aelia
Proba depicts the girl with a very ‘boyish’ look. That she is a girl is shown by the plait
piled up from her forehead and pulled backwards: Stuart Jones 1968, 78-9.
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sense of triumph that her father Octavius wanted to convey in her
commemoration.

Yet further testimony that changing gender was less problematic for pre-
adult figures can be found in the Hylas sarcophagus, briefly discussed above
(Figure 7.3). As we saw, the scene depicts the abduction of Hylas by the
nymphs, and Hercules and the Argonaut Polyphemus who are searching for
him. Hylas and the nymph on his right have preserved their original portraits
(the rest are modern restorations).* Hylas has the portrait of a middle-aged man
resembling Gallienus. The nymph has the portrait features, not of a girl as
would have been appropriate to the body, but of a boy with short hair and a
soft, round face: the near-naked female body was obviously no deterrent to the
addition of a male portrait.*’” The cross-gendered appearance of this figure is
likely to be connected with the young age of the boy who had probably not
survived to attain the toga of manhood, toga virilis, which could mean that his
gender, in terms of social roles, could still be at a formative stage.g8 Because of
the differences in age of the man represented as Hylas and the boy-nymph it is
possibly one of the very rare examples of a representation of a parent and a
child, and it may illustrate some particular virtue divined through their mutual
relationship.

Just as the representation of boys as muses could be explained by their
particular stage of personal and cultural development™ so too these other cross-
gendered images of children might be concerned with their age or place in the
life course, as in terms of rites of passage for example.” If so, they may be
evidence for the claim that people could be thought of as crossing from one
gender to another at certain points in life.”

Conclusion

To look for a single explanation, such as sexuality or social status, of the
occurrence of cross-gendered images is fruitless. Instead, each case needs to be
considered on its own terms. Common to them all is the individual’s decision to
use a cross-gendered image to evoke specific virtues. As a consequence, the
images become visual examples of how gender and identity could be

86 The relief was once thought to represent a family, but close examination shows that, for
example, the faces of Hercules and Polyphemus are modern, connected with an extensive
restoration of the reliefs from Palazzo Mattei in the 16th century.

87 Zanker and Ewald 2004, 97.

88 On the roga virilis, see Harlow and Laurence 2002, 67-9.

89 Huskinson 1999, 195.

90 Gilchrist 1999, 94—100

91 Fowler 2004, 44.
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constructed. Here the cross-gendered figures are interpreted as expressions of
individuality, but the fact that such images were tolerated on funerary
memorials broadens the argument to include some wider social values. For their
use on commemorative monuments, where ideal identities are constructed,
explicitly shows that this was a socially acceptable way of expressing virtues.
With their cross-gendered imagery, these sarcophagi are thus an informative
source for understanding the way gender was lived and perceived in Roman
society, and they show that it was neither fixed nor stable: age had an impact on
gender roles as well as qualities, appearance, occupation, virtues and skills.”

In his book on representations of lovemaking in the Roman world John R.
Clarke argued that ‘in matters of sex — the Romans were not at all like us.” This
idea should stretch to our perception of gender roles as well. The spectrum of
gender roles from which the Romans could draw both actions and identity was,
as shown here, broader than the usual male/female dichotomy. I will not suggest
the existence of a third gender category in Roman society, as has been done in
the study of other cultures, but according to the cross-gendered images on
sarcophagi, gender roles could vary according to the activity performed (a point
illustrated by the female lion hunters, for instance), or through the knowledge
gained (as seen when boys represented muses).”* These cross-gendered images
seem to be a reasonable basis for suggesting that gender categories in Roman
society should be seen as flexible and as offering many possibilities for
constructing identity.” Furthermore, they show that the female had virtue in
itself, and that by taking on attributes of women, men did not become
‘suspect’.” Instead, the concept of gender becomes a process of interpreting the
body, of giving it cultural form,”” and in this way masculinity could be applied
to a female body, as well as femininity to a male.”® This way of perceiving
genders brings us near to understanding what is illustrated visually on the
sarcophagi discussed here. Cross-gendering does not cancel out the categories
male and female, but instead creates a situation in which the dead could evoke

92 Herdt 1994.

93 Clarke 1998, 275.

94 For studies in ‘third gender’ sece Fowler 2004, 44; Joyce 2004, 88; Gilchrist 1999, 59—
64. For both historical and anthropological studies in third genders, see Herdt 1994.

95 Also biology speaks against this categorisation into either male or female, as both
hormones and genetic sex vary greatly, Gilchrist 1999, 57—-8, Meskell 1999, 73.

96 See also Varner 2008 for feminine features in the representation of men in Roman
imperial art. A portrait statue of a man from Tunis shows that this was an attitude that
reached further than Rome. The man is represented with the iconography of the female
personification of Tyche. Bianchi Bandinelli 1971, 218, fig. 202.

97 Butler 1986, 36.

98 Butler 1990, 6.
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specific qualities or virtues for their commemoration and present themselves to
society in their own personal terms.

Bibliography

Allison, P M. Mapping for Gender. Interpreting Artefact Distribution inside 1st- and
2nd-Century A.D. Forts in Roman Germany. Archaeological Dialogues 13.1 (20006),
1-20.

Backe-Dahmen, A. Innocentissima aetas rvomische Kindheit im Spiegel literarischer,
rechtlicher und archaologischer Quellen des 1. bis 4. Jabhrhunderts n. Chr. (Mainz,
2003).

Backe-Dahmen, A. Die Welt der Kinder in der Antike (Mainz, 2008).

Baldassarre, I. Tre sarcofagi figurati della tomba 34 dell Isola Sacra. Studi Miscellanei 30
(1991/92), 305-22.

Bartman, E. Eros’s Flame: Images of sexy Boys in Roman Ideal Sculpture, in: The
Ancient Art of Emulation: Studies in Artistic Originality and Tradition from the
Present to Classical Antiquizy, edited by E.K. Gazda (Memoirs of the American
Academy in Rome, 2002), 249-271.

Bassler, J. M. The Problem of Self-Definition: What Self and Whose Definition? in:
Redefining First-Century Jewish and Christian Identities: Essays in Honor of Ed Parish
Sanders. Christianity and Judaism in Antiquity Series, Vol. 16, edited by E. E. Udoh
(Paris, 2008), 42 —066.

Bergmann, M. Studien zum romischen Portrit des 3. Jahrhunderts n. Chr. Antiguitas 3
(Bonn, 1977).

Bianchi Bandinelli, R. Rome: The late Empire, Roman Art, A.D. 200—400 (New York,
1971).

Birk, S. Reading Roman Sarcophagi, Identity, Commemoration and Production. (Unpub-
lished PhD dissertation, Aarhus University, 2009).

Blome, P. Der Lowenjagdsarkophag Ludwig im Antikenmuseum Basel, in: Sarkophag-
studien 1. Akten des Symposium “125 Jahre Sarkophag-corpus”, edited by G. Koch
(Mainz, 1998), 1-6.

Bol, P. C. Bildwerke aus Stein und aus Stuck von archaischer Zeit bis zur Spitantike
(Melsungen, 1983).

Brisson, L. Sexwal Ambivalence: Androgyny and Hermaphroditism in Graeco-Roman
Antiquity (Berkeley, 2002).

Butler, J. Sex and Gender in Simone de Beauvoir’s Second Sex. Yale French Studies 72
(1986), 35-49.

Budler, J. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (London, 1990).

Cain, H.-U. Dionysos “Die Locken lang, ein halbes Weib? ...” Euripides Sonderaus-
stellung Museum fiir Abgiisse Klassischer Bildwerke Miinchen (Munich, 1997).

Calza, R. Antichita di Villa Doria Pamphilj (Rome, 1977).

Clark, G. Women in Late Antiquity: Pagan and Christian Life-Styles (Oxford, 1993).

Clarke, J. Looking at lovemaking. Constructions of sexuality in Roman art, 100 B.C.-A.D.
250 (Berkeley, 1998).

Clarke, J. Art in the lives of ordinary Romans: visual representation and non-elite viewers in
Italy, 100 B.C.-A.D. 315 (Berkeley, 2003).

Cohen, A. and Rutter, ]. B. Constructions of childhood in ancient Greece and Italy
(Princeton, 2007).



258 Stine Birk

Dimas, S. Untersuchungen zur Themenwahl und Bildgestaltung auf romischen Kinder-
sarkophagen (Miinster, 1998).

Dixon, S. Reading Roman women: sources, genres, and real life (London,

2001).

Ewald, B. C. Der Philosoph als Leitbild: Tkonographische Untersuchungen an romischen
Sarkophagreliefs (Mainz, 1999a).

Ewald, B. C. Review Article: Death and Myth: New Books on Roman Sarcophagi.
American Journal of Archaeology 103 (1999b), 344 —348.

Ewald, B. C. Rollenbilder und Geschlechterverhiltnis in der rémischen Grabkunst.
Archiologische Anmerkungen zur Geschichte der Sexualitit, in: Newe Fragen, neuen
Antworten. Antike Kunst als Thema der Gender Studies, edited by N. Sojc (Berlin,
2005), 55-73

Fittschen, K. Review of Max Wegner, Die Musensarkophage. Gromon 44 (1972), 486—
504.

Fittschen, K. Midchen, nicht Knaben, zwei Kinderbiisten in Cleveland und Wellesley.
Rimische Mitteilungen 99 (1992), 301-305.

Fowler, C. The Archaeology of Personhood. (London, 2004).

Gilchrist, R. Gender and Archaeology: Contesting the Past (London, 1999).

Gilchrist, R. Archaeology and the Life Course: A Time and Age for Gender, in: 4
Companion to Social Archaeology, edited by L. Meskell and R. W. Preucel (Oxford,
2004), 142-160.

Giuliano, A. Museo Nazionale Romano, Le Sculture 1,8,1 (Rome, 1985).

Harlow, M. and Laurence, R. Growing up and growing old in Ancient Rome: a life course
approach (London and New York, 2002).

Hallett, C. H. The Roman Nude. Heroic Portrait Statuary 200 B.C — A.D 300 (Oxford,
2005).

Herdt, G. Third sex, third gender: beyond sexual dimorphism in culture and history (New
York, 1994).

Huskinson, J. Roman Children’s Sarcophagi: Their Decoration and its Social Significance
(Oxford, 1996).

Huskinson, J. Women and Learning — Gender and Identity in Scenes of Intellectual Life
on Late Roman Sarcophagi, in: Constructing Identities in Late Antiquity, edited by R.
Miles (New York, 1999), 190—-213.

Huskinson, J. Representing Women on Roman Sarcophagi, in: The Material Culture of
Sex, Procreation, and Marriage in
Premodern Europe, edited by A. L. McClanan and K. R. Encarnacién (New York,
2002), 11-31.

Huskinson, J. Disappearing Children? Children in Roman Funerary Art of the First to
the Fourth Century AD, in: Hoping for Continuity. Childhood, Education and Death
in Antiquity and the Middle Ages, edited by K. Mustakallio, J. Hanska, H.-L. Sainio
and V. Voulanto (Rome, 2005), 91—104.

Huskinson, J. Constructing Childhood on Roman Funerary Memorials, in: Con-
structions of Childhood in ancient Greece and Italy, Hesperia supplement 41, edited
by A. Cohen and J. Rutter (American School of Classical Studies at Athens, 2007),
323-338.

Joyce, R. Embodied Subjectivity: Gender, Femininity, Masculinity, Sexuality, in: A4
Companion to Social Archaeology, edited by L. Meskell and R. W. Preucel (Oxford,
2004), 82-95.

Kampen, N. B. Gender Theory in Roman Art, in: I Claudia: Women in Ancient Rome,
edited by D. E. E. Kleiner and S. B. Matheson (Yale, 1996a), 14-25.



7. Cross-gendering and Individuality on 3rd Century Roman Sarcophagi 259

Kampen, N. B. Omphale and the Instability of Gender, in: Sexuality in Ancient Art:
Near East, Egypt, Greece and Italy, edited by N. B. Kampen (Cambridge and New
York, 1996b), 233 —46.

Koch, G. Roman fiunerary sculpture: catalogue of the collections. (Malibu, 1988).

Koch, G. Ein dekorativer Sarkophag mit Scherengitter in der Henry E. Huntington
Library and Art Gallery, San Marino, in: Roman Funerary Monuments in the J. Paul
Getty Museum, vol 1. Occasional Papers in Antiquities 6, edited by G. Koch and M.
True (Malibu, 1990).

Koch, G. and Sichtermann, H. Rimische Sarkophage (Munich, 1982).

Koortbojian, M. Myth, meaning, and memory on Roman sarcophagi (Berkeley, 1995).

Laqueur, T. W. Making sex: body and gender from the Greeks to Freud (Harvard, 1990).

Lee, M. M. Deciphering Gender in Minoan Dress, in: Reading the
Body, Representations and Remains in the Archaeological Record, edited by A. E.
Rautman (Philadelphia, 2000), 111-123.

Lovén, L. L. LANAM FECIT — Wool Working and Female Virtue, in: L. L. Lovén and
A. Stromberg (eds.), Aspects of Women in Antiquity: Proceedings of the First Nordic
Symposium on Women’s Lives in Antiquity, Gdteborg 12—15 June 1997 (Jonsered,
1998), 85-95.

Meskell, L. Archaeologies of social life: age, sex, class et cetera in ancient Egypr (Oxford,
1999).

Meskell, L. Writing the body in Archaeology, in: Reading the Body, Representations and
Remains in the Archaeological Record, edited by A. E. Rautman (Philadelphia, 2000),
13-21.

Mikocki, T. Collection de la Princesse Radziwill: les monuments antiques et
antiquisants d’Arcadie et du Chiteau de Nieboréw. Archiwum filologiczne 52
(Wroclaw, 1995). 118—-19.

Montserrat, D. Reading gender in the Roman world, in: Experiencing Rome, Culture
Identity and Power in the Roman Empire, edited by J. Huskinson (London, 2000),
153-182.

Moretti, M. Nuove scoperte e acquisizioni nell’ Etruria Merdionale. (Rome, 1975).

Ochmke, S. Das Weib im Manne: Hermaphroditos in der griechisch-romischen Antike
(Berlin, 2004).

Ochmbke, S. Halbmann oder Supermann? Bemerkungen zum effeminierten Priapos. In:
Geschlechterdefinitionen und  Geschlechtergrenzen in der Antike, edited by E.
Hartmann, U. Hartmann and K. Pietzner (Stuttgart, 2007), 263-76.

Ostergaard, J. S. Romersk kejsertid: Katalog: Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek (Kobenhavn, 1996).

Polaschek, K. Studien zu einem Frauenkopf im Landesmuseum Trier und zur weiblichen
Haartracht der iulisch-claudischen Zeit. Trierer Zeitschriften fiir Geschichte und
Kunst des Trierer Landes und seiner Nachbargebiete 35 (Trier, 1972), 141-210.

Rawson, B. Children and childhood in Roman Italy (Oxford, 2003).

Rousseau, P Learned Women and the Development of a Christian Culture in Late
Antiquity. Symbolae Osloenses 70 (1995), 116—147.

Savarese, N. In scaena: il teatro di Roma antica (Milano, 2007).

Sichtermann, H. And G.Koch, Griechische Mythen auf rimischen Sarkophagen
(Tiibingen, 1975).

Sigismund-Nielsen, H. Collegia: A new way for understanding the Roman family.
Hephaistos: Kritische Zeitschrift zur Theorie und Praxis der Archiologie 24 (2006),
201-213.



260 Stine Birk

Sigismund-Nielsen, H. Children for profit and pleasure in: Age and Ageing in the Roman
Empire, Journal of Roman Archaeology Supplementary Series n. 65, edited by M.
Harlow and R. Laurence (Portsmouth R.I, 2007), 37 —54.

Sinn, F. Museo Gregoriano Profano ex Lateranense, Katalog der Skulpturen (Mainz, 1991).

Shelton, J.-A. As the Romans did: a source book in Roman social history (second edition).
(Oxford, 1988/1998).

Strathern, M. Reproducing the Future: Anthropology, Kinship and the New Reproductive
Technologies. (London, 1992).

Stuart Jones, H. A catalogue of the ancient sculptures preserved in the municipal collections
of Rome: the sculptures of the Palazzo dei Conservatori (Rome, 1968).

Serensen, M. L. S. Gender, Things, and Material Culture, in: Handbook of Gender in
Archaeology, edited by S. M. Nelson (Oxford, 2006), 105-135.

Varner, E. Transcending Gender: Assimilation, Identity, and Roman Imperial Portraits,
in: Role Models in the Roman World, Identity and Assimilation, edited by I. L.
Hansen and S. Bell (Ann Arbor, 2008), 185-205.

Vermeule, C. C. The Del Pozzo-Albani drawings of classical antiquities in the British
Museum. Transactions of the American Philosophical Society, New Series 5, Fol 12.
nr. 14 (1960), 9.

Walker, S. Catalogue of Roman sarcophagi in the British Museum (London, 1990).

Wrede, H. Consecratio in formam deorum: vergittlichte Privatpersonen in der romischen
Kaiserzeit (Mainz, 1981).

Wrede, H. Senatorische Sarkophage Roms: der Beitrag des Senatorenstandes zur rimischen
Kunst der hohen und spiten Kaiserzeir (Mainz, 2001).

Zanker, P. and Ewald, B. C. Mir Mythen Leben: Die Bildwerk Der Romischen Sarkophage
(Munich, 2004).

Zanker, P. Ikonographie und Mentalitit. Zur Verinderung mythologischer Bildthemen
auf den kaiserzeitlichen Sarkophagen aus der Stadt Rom, in: R. Neudecker and P.
Zanker (eds.), Lebenswelten. Bilder und Riume in der romischen Kaiserzeit.
Symposium am 24. und 25. Januar 2002 zum Abschluss des von der Gerda Henkel
Stiftung geforderten Forschungsprogramms Stadtkultur in der Kaiserzeit 16. Palilia
(2005), 243-51.



8.
Myth and Visual Narrative in the Second Sophistic —
a Comparative Approach: Notes on an Attic Hippolytos
Sarcophagus in Agrigento

Bjorn C. EwALD

L.

In the decorated marble sarcophagi, produced in the Roman Empire during the
second and third centuries, death became the occasion for significant private
expenditure which bears characteristics of what has been called ‘abjection’.!
Where we might see decay and decomposition, the rotting corpse, we are
greeted by a visual feast of immaculate and immortal marble bodies ( Figure 8.1
a-d). The sarcophagus itself in its materiality — the wealth of figures and the
richness of its narrative, the splendour of its painting and gilding — becomes a
redemption for death and decay, and a principle means in the fight against the
threat of oblivion. The making of the sarcophagus can thus be understood as a
pious act of substitution in which the integrity of the body is symbolically
reinstated. To use a mythological simile that seems fitting to a discussion of
sarcophagi depicting the Hippolytos myth, this is much like the way in which
Theseus piously pieces together the mangled portions of his son’s dismembered
body — corpus fingit — in the horrific last scene of Seneca’s Phaedra. In this play,
the integrity of the corpse is regarded as a prerequisite for proper mourning
(1261): quam magna lacrimis pars adhuc nostris abest. A later Christian tradition
would go the opposite way, reminding us of decay and decomposition in a
memento mori that consciously pairs abjection with sublimation and catharsis
in its artful representation of withering flesh.” This, of course, implies the
creation of a new paradox around life and death, and the promise of a very
different exchange of bodies® — but that is another story.

It is not by accident that the emergence of richly decorated sarcophagi
during the second century takes place at a time in which concerns about the
body intensify, and in which the body becomes a main conduit for discourses
