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Preface


Much has been written in the last few years about the relationship between Roman art and imperial policy,1 indeed about the ‘power of images’ virtually to define a particular emperor’s reign,2 about Roman art and propaganda,3 and about the role of the viewer in consuming and interpreting Roman art.4 But little attention has been paid to a possible difference between the motives and expectations of the creators and patrons of imperial art, and the perceptions and understanding of its viewers. The ubiquitous and chronologically extended use of images of barbarian peoples in the narrative and rhetoric of Roman imperial art would appear to be an area of study where such a dichotomy could potentially be identified, and where the investigation of the creation and use of stereotypical images of non-Roman peoples could penetrate to the very core of the Roman imperial mentality.5


Three decades ago, the academic study of the Roman world was still dominated, in Britain at least, by ideas centred on the concept of a largely benevolent Roman empire, a stance derived from the perception of the positive benefits of the British empire. This academic agenda was subsequently seen by many younger scholars as potentially reactionary.6 Consequently, this stance gave way to studies of the Roman empire that concentrated on imperialism as reflected through the experiences of Romanisation, both positive and negative. Acculturation and resistance became the broadly driving themes of this academic agenda for Roman studies in the later 1970s and 1980s. However, the pendulum has since swung away from these themes, towards what is termed a post-colonial perspective, in which the active pursuit of ‘discrepant experiences’ of empire is pre-eminent. The strategies for researching these experiences are largely textual or based upon theoretical readings of material culture.7 Art historical studies pursuing these ‘discrepant experiences’ within the Roman empire have been few, and there has been a discernible and perhaps deliberate move away from engagement with visual sources in the theoretical literature of the discipline. Indeed, the so-called ‘new Roman art history’ that has emerged in the last few years has been accused of perhaps an over-reliance of faith in the primacy of text over image.8


This book is not intended to be an in-depth study of the various barbarian peoples in conflict with the Roman state. Rather it is a study of barbarians as seen through Roman eyes. There will be no attempt to deal in any detail with the history, customs, appearance or material culture of the barbarians. Instead, the book will consider the idea of the barbarian – of a notional, fictional barbarian who appeared in many guises in Roman art and literature. Sometimes this barbarian appeared to be almost a simulacrum of the real thing, sometimes simply a shimmering chimera, a stereotype created to fulfil a need or desire, or to help commemorate a specific event.


It is hoped that the book will appeal to readers interested in the ancient world in general, as well as to undergraduate students of archaeology and art history. The provision of academic notes and a full bibliography should allow others wishing to pursue in more depth the more esoteric and theoretical aspects of the study beyond the book’s main narrative to do so with relative ease.


 


… some of our men just in from the border say


there are no barbarians any longer.


Now what’s going to happen to us without barbarians?


They were, those people, a kind of solution.


C.P. Cavafy, ‘Waiting for the Barbarians’


(Translated by E. Keeley and P. Sherrard. From C.P. Cavafy, Collected Poems, Hogarth Press, 1984)




CHAPTER ONE


 


A Fear of Difference


From the days of the early Roman empire to the fall of Rome, the barbarian enemies of Rome were commonly portrayed in imperial art. Images of barbarian men, women and children illuminated the commemoration of numerous military triumphs and historical events, as for instance on Trajan’s Column or on the later Column of Marcus Aurelius. But many of these images were simply stereotypes that tell us more about their creators than they do about the barbarian peoples portrayed.


Fear, dislike, suspicion or mistrust of those who are not like us are unfortunately common traits in most societies, in the past as today. This fear of difference can be an individual character trait or defect, or it can be commonly shared by a number of individuals, a class, or a group. It can also be articulated at a national level, so that the prejudice becomes institutionalised, and thus more starkly defined. Vocabulary and language, gesture and action, and literary and visual images, can all be deployed to describe and maintain these real or perceived differences, and to imbue that difference with negative or ambiguous connotations. Those perceived as different become ‘other’, often not viewed as being real people but presented simply through reference to generalised physical characteristics or to strange habits and customs. Gender, sexuality, colour and appearance are the most common differences defined in this way. Often what appears to be a fascination with difference can also have a negative aspect if it involves the idealisation or patronisation of the ‘other’.


This book aims to investigate the creation and use of such stereotypical images in the Roman world, and to assess any variations dependent on time, place or context. Some early Roman portrayals of barbarians were virtually anthropological exercises in evoking nostalgia for the world of ‘the primitive savage’, while there was an undoubted move towards the dehumanisation of the barbarian in Roman art from the time of the emperors Marcus Aurelius and Commodus onwards. The study of these later, often quite harrowing, images may allow us to understand the perhaps deep-seated fear of the barbarian which, it could be argued, lay buried within the Roman psyche.


The chronological span of the study primarily encompasses the period from the second century BC, when a Roman art distinct from purely Hellenistic and native Italian arts emerged in the time of the late Republic, to around AD 410, when Alaric the Goth and his forces sacked the city of Rome. As with any such study though, reference will inevitably be made to works of art created both within and without this time frame.


This first chapter sets the scene by briefly looking at the barbarian in Greek, Italian and Republican Roman art. The four central chapters examine the chronological use of images of barbarians, but not by the discussion of the subject reign by reign. Rather, they concentrate on the best-documented eras, in terms of the creation and survival of relevant works of art. Thus the reigns of Augustus, Trajan, Marcus Aurelius, Septimius Severus, the Tetrarchy and the House of Constantine dominate the narrative. The inclusion of the art of Late Antiquity, the period roughly AD 250–450, allows changing imperial perceptions of power and authority to be pursued as a major theme. The study thus traverses, but obviously does not ignore, the major stylistic, perceptual and social changes of Late Antiquity. The final two chapters attempt to provide an overview of trends, and to discuss the social and political contexts of the images.


For a study of this kind, based almost exclusively on the analysis of visual material, the variety of available sources is perhaps surprisingly limited. The visual source material considered consists principally of sculptural works produced as part of the official state commemoration of Roman victories, by generals in the Republican period and, almost exclusively, the emperor in the imperial period. The majority of these artworks or monuments were created and displayed in Rome itself. Monuments on which barbarians were depicted erected elsewhere in Italy and in the provinces are fewer in number. A later and significant exception to the control of the creation and use of images of barbarians by the state is the tradition that emerged among generals of the Antonine period in which their lives were posthumously celebrated through the commissioning of what are now generally known as ‘battle sarcophagi’.1


In addition to the major public monuments, there were particular periods when the Roman state used other artistic media to disseminate ideas about its goals and achievements. This was certainly the case at the very start of the imperial era when the courts of Augustus and the succeeding Julio-Claudian dynasty were responsible for the production of decorated luxury items, principally silverware, gems or cameos, to be given in most cases as gifts. To a lesser extent, a similar process can be said to have occurred towards the end of the period of study, when carved ivory diptychs were produced to celebrate the power and prestige of individual consuls and emperors. From the intervening period few such court-sponsored luxury items survive, though in the third century medallions can be seen to have replaced cameos as gifts.2 The early and the later imperial periods may have represented times when it was expedient for the Roman state to use gifts such as these to help establish relationships with provincial elites and with powerful barbarian groups and individuals outside the empire, as well as to demonstrate imperial prestige to its own aristocracy. If that was indeed the case, then the images of barbarians employed on these more intimate items of artistic production could have held an additional significance in comparison to those deployed on public monuments.


The figure of the barbarian was very common on Roman coinage but otherwise does not generally appear on other types of public art, such as mosaics. Barbarians were also relatively rare figures in private art, although some consideration will be given in this study to genre art, particularly the production of small bronzes for popular consumption. It was almost inevitable that the barbarian male appeared on many items of military art, though it may be deemed surprising that though he was often depicted in scenes of combat or defeat, the number of his appearances on commemorative stones, tombstones, and on items of military equipment is nevertheless relatively small.


Defining Others


The definition of the word ‘barbarian’ has some particular significance in itself. The word is of Greek origin, and is onomatopoeic – that is, when spoken it sounds like the very thing it is used to describe. In this case it was someone who, when speaking, sounded to a Greek incomprehensible, as if uttering a noise that sounded like ‘bar, bar, bar’ and in so doing betrayed their non-Greek origins.3


This initial drive to define difference in purely linguistic terms later came to encompass both real and perceived visual, cultural and psychological differences. The barbarian needed to be categorised in this manner in order to allow the Greeks, and later the Romans, to understand their own position in the world. As an attempt at self-definition, in the ancient world this exercise relied on both the study of the barbarian peoples through historical, geographical and ethnographic writings, and the examination of their psyches through literature and drama. Vocabulary and grammar were both used by the Greeks to define and subtly defile others, while the vocabulary and grammar of Roman art could also be used in the same way. Words and symbols could be deployed with subtlety and discretion, as well as with malice and necessity. That language can control and divide, as well as liberate and unite, and that the same duality of roles can be said to apply to images as well as texts, is self-evident in late and post-twentieth-century society. Manipulation of image and text was in fact as prevalent in the ancient world as in our own, although consciousness of the fact was not then stated or debated.


The original Greek definition of barbarian left no room for manoeuvre: either you were a Greek speaker or you were not. However, the Roman imperial system allowed for the possibility of a transformation, a metamorphosis. Barbarian peoples, those outside the empire, could be transformed into subjects and citizens of the empire by conquest and incorporation. Whether this incorporation gave them equality is open to question, but certainly in state art they then became invisible, unless being celebrated at death for their service to the Roman state or by self-advertisement as new citizens following manumission from slavery. To the Romans, those citizens who were non-Romans were not always defined as ‘peregrini ’ – foreigners – though in Rome itself the state official who dealt with legal or procedural matters involving non-Romans was perhaps tellingly called the Praetor Peregrinus.4


Perhaps the most significant academic study of the relationship between the barbarian and classical worlds is Edith Hall’s book Inventing the Barbarian. Greek Self-Definition Through Tragedy, which, though obviously concerned with literary rather than visual sources, nevertheless provides a template for examining the place of the ‘other’, the outsider, in the Greek and Roman worlds.5 The complexity of Hall’s thesis is impossible to summarise succinctly here, and, of course, the situation changed over time, but to some extent her work serves to demonstrate how the Greeks felt a certain need to define the barbarians as not just ‘different’ to them but also, somehow, as their generic opposites and enemies. This was at first the most overt manifestation of an otherwise internalised fear of the rise of Persian power and the threat that this potentially posed to the Greek world. In the earlier writings of Homer, for instance, there can be found no overt antipathy towards non-Greek peoples, and indeed his use of the term barbarian is limited to its descriptive rather than pejorative sense.6


In creating stereotypical barbarian characters, Greek writers often used the description of their supposedly flawed psychological profiles and their foreign, and therefore fantastical, material attributes as a way of highlighting the admirable qualities and characteristics of the ideal Greek, both through contrast and by comparison. Thus ethnic stereotypes were created that said little or nothing about the barbarian peoples but a great deal about the Greek society which produced them.


Strategies for depicting the barbarians also began to be applied to vase painting and the other arts, if to a lesser extent, with a distinct genre of what is called ‘battle painting’ probably also emerging around the time of the Persian wars. The frenzied battle scenes on the so-called Alexander Sarcophagus from Sidon, dated to c. 325–300 BC, were probably derived from now-lost battle paintings.7 The lack of a mythologising veil to depict the Greek and Persian protagonists is noteworthy, for it had previously been through the allusive depiction of battles involving giants, Amazons, Lapiths and Centaurs, as well as Greeks themselves, that such encounters and wars had been commemorated. The Alexander mosaic in Naples Museum, originally from the House of the Faun in Pompeii, again most probably derived from a Greek painted source, thought to be by Philoxenos of Eretria.8


The individual figure of Darius, the Persian king, seems to have gripped the Greek imagination in a way that for the Roman period can only be compared to the impact of Decebalus, the Dacian king. The remarkable depiction of Darius’ preparations for his expedition against Greece on a painted krater from the Apulian workshop of the so-called ‘Darius Painter’, dated to the third quarter of the fourth century BC, well illustrates the ubiquity and significance of the Alexander/Darius trope.9


A detailed study by Brian Sparkes of images of non-Greek peoples in Athenian art of the late sixth and early fifth century BC found that four main groups were most commonly depicted: Scythians, Thracians, Persians and Africans.10 The artists, mainly working in the popular and accessible medium of vase painting, paid greatest attention to the depiction of clothing and weaponry. However, in the depiction of the black African the Athenian artists employed a different strategy to distinguish their otherness; rather than relying on the distinctiveness of costume and weaponry to define this ethnic group, they did this through depiction of the more obvious physical difference – skin colour, facial characteristics and hair.


While Greek males were routinely depicted naked, with that state’s connotations both of physical purity and heroic endeavour, non-Greeks at this time were generally shown fully clothed, as were slaves. In the case of the Scythians, a male archer was usually illustrated – the role for which these warriors were most renowned. For the Thracians, a male horseman or rider was the preferred type.


However, Thracian women were also commonly portrayed, marked out both literally and artistically by their tattoos. Many of these women were brought to Athens as slaves, so that their ethnically distinct art of tattooing also became a brand, their mark of subservience to their Greek masters, as well as perhaps an exoticised target of the Athenian male gaze. Their otherness was quite literally written on their bodies.


As has already been noted, the Persians became the most commonly depicted non-Greek characters in both Greek art and literature. Battle scenes between Persian and Greek warriors adorn many vases and kraters, obviously in the vast majority of cases celebrating Greek victories, although a few examples are known on which Persians emerge, temporarily at least, victorious.


Sparkes discusses in detail an extraordinary scene painted on a red-figure oinochoe or wine jug of c. 460 BC, in which a most explicit and implicit link is made between the sexual potency and superiority of the Greek victor and the sexual subservience, and thus implied effeminacy, of his defeated Persian opponent. The Greek male, clad only in a short, thin cloak, nurses his erect penis in his right hand as he strides towards the figure of the defeated Persian male. The Persian, his hands held up to either side of his head in a gesture of mock fright, bends over, the implication being that he is about to be buggered. An inscription by the figure of the Greek states ‘I am Eurymedon’ and one by the Persian, rather obviously, ’I stand bent over’. Here, otherness, through defeat in war, is being linked to femininity, or rather to the emasculation of the barbarian male. Though Roman imperialism later came sometimes to allude to defeated male barbarians as somehow impotent, and captive barbarian couples as barren, nevertheless there is no example of sexual denigration of foreigners in Roman art comparable in explicitness to the Eurymedon vessel.


Essays in Nostalgia


If there can be said to be any Greek works of art that encapsulate the almost schizophrenic state of both fearing and admiring the barbarian, then it would be the sculptures of the so-called Attalid Gauls and associated eastern barbarian figures. These sculptures, dating from the third century BC, were commissioned by King Attalos I of Pergamon, following his defeat of invading forces of Galatians (though they have become dubbed as ‘Gauls’) and their Seleucid allies, and were erected at victory monuments set up at Pergamon, Delos, Delphi and Athens.11 Of course, the forerunners of such works must have been the Greek representations of the triumphs over the Persians by Alexander the Great; indeed, Attalos was to an extent claiming for himself some element of continuity with the victorious Alexander.12 As well as these monuments, the Attalid dynasty also commissioned the Altar of Zeus at Pergamon, on which the victory of Attalos’ son Eumenes II over eastern barbarians was celebrated in a visually powerful and stunning manner, and yet one that was totally allusive, using a gigantomachy – a battle between gods and giants – to represent the historical conflict.


There has been much debate among art historians about which of the numerous extant free-standing statues of barbarians in western European museum collections definitely belonged to, or could have belonged to, these Attalid victory monuments. Many of these statues are in any case Roman copies rather than Greek originals. Nor is it clear in what combinations or tableaux the statues were originally presented. The details of these debates need not be repeated here. Rather, discussion will be focused on two or three of these statues only.13


Perhaps the best-known of these works, and indeed one of the most admired Greek works of art in general, is the statue now usually called ‘The Dying Gaul’, though it probably can be quite convincingly equated with the work called ‘The Trumpeter’, attributed by Pliny in his Natural History to the sculptor Epigonos. This statue, now in the Capitoline Museum in Rome in the form of a Roman copy in marble of a probably bronze original, is of a fallen Gaulish combatant, sculpted at life-size or just below life-size. He lies partially on his circular shield, discarded on the ground, supporting his upper body with his braced right arm, while his left hand holds one of his legs, perhaps on a wound. His head is bowed, whether in agony or shame is uncertain, and around his neck he wears a large torque, a common Celtic attribute. Great attention has been paid by the artist to depicting his thickened or limed hair and his moustache, again elements that identify him beyond doubt as a Celtic protagonist. He is otherwise completely naked. Also strewn on the ground are a Celtic trumpet, now broken into two, which gave the work what was perhaps its original name, and a sword and belt, though these latter items may be additions to the work made during its restoration or repair.


It is impossible not to view the statue of this isolated figure left to die on the battlefield as other than a study of ‘dignity in defeat’. The nakedness of the barbarian makes him seem both vulnerable – a wounded and dying body rather than a man – and yet still strong, through the expression and celebration of his physique and maleness. While the musculature of his body has not been exaggerated in the manner of other sculptures attributed to the Attalid programme, nevertheless his nakedness would have been intended to evoke nostalgia for the strength and virility of the ‘primitive’.14


Having viewed this work previously only through photographic plates in art history books, when I eventually visited the Capitoline Museum on a research trip I was surprised at the pronounced modelling of the Gaul’s genitalia which are usually discretely posed out of sight in the published plates. This detail may again have been intended to stress the barbarian’s once-possessed, but now-curtailed, potency. His nakedness and that of others in the sculptural series could have been in tribute to their heroic and admired qualities.15


Another of the Attalid Gaul statue group is the so-called ‘Ludovisi Gauls’ or ‘Suicidal Gauls’, though it is also known in the art historical literature, rather anachronistically, as the ‘Suicidal Gaul and Wife’. A Gaulish warrior is here portrayed supporting a wounded or dead woman, catching her by the arm as she slumps to the ground. Either she has been injured in battle or, alternatively, the more widely accepted interpretation is that she has just died by her male companion’s hand in a suicide pact. In his other hand he holds a sword that he thrusts into his own neck, dramatically taking his own life. On the ground at their feet lie a shield and discarded scabbard.


There would appear to be some grounds for believing that there is a stylistic and compositional link between this work and the Menalaos and Patroklos battlefield sculpture best represented by the copy version known as the ‘Pasquino group’, the original of which could date to the end of the third century BC or thereabouts. The allusive linking of Gauls with such legendary Greek heroes would add a further layer of nostalgic admiration to the conceptual make-up of the work.16


As if the subject matter were not dramatic enough on its own account, the Hellenistic Baroque style of intensification in the detailing of anatomy in this and the other contemporary Attalid works further accentuates the sense of drama, action, pain and tragedy. Blood is shown spurting from the man’s neck wound and this may have been further emphasised by the use of red paint on the original sculpture. He is naked apart from a short cloak draped over his shoulders and arranged behind his back, away from his sword-bearing arm. His torso and limbs are almost improbably tensed and straining, his body is wild power personified. He twists his body around and looks up, perhaps in a defiant last glance at approaching enemy forces.


In evident contrast, the woman is fully clothed, in an elaborate fringed garment. Her limbs are limp and smooth and she would already appear to be beyond life and the containing reality of her physical body. Her threatening wildness has been extinguished. The binary oppositions in this work – between male and female, naked and clothed, unfettered wildness and wildness tamed, and life and death – would not have been easy for a viewer immediately to disentangle, making the work far more complex than a simple representation of enemies in defeat.


Representations of suicide are not especially common in either Greek or Roman art, unless they refer to historically attested events. The suicides of the Dacian king Decebalus and of other Dacian warriors depicted on Trajan’s Column are the best-known examples. Can the Ludovisi Gauls be seen as purely symbolic figures or do they represent specific individuals who were reported from the scene of the Pergamene victory to have ended their lives in this way? Certainly, there are references in the work of the historian Poseidonius to a Celtic custom of mass suicide in defeat, though of course this may have been nothing more than the literary construction of a narrative of difference and otherness. Even if this statue was intended to depict the strange and curious nature of Celtic customs, nevertheless its composition also suggests some degree of admiration for the appropriateness of such a finite act in the face of defeat.17


Suicide may be interpreted not simply as an act of pure desperation but also as one of bravery. It could have been of particular cultural significance to the Celts. This autonomous act could be seen as a rejection of the consequences of defeat, of the forcible co-option into the political and military fate of an alien power. As Elisabeth Bronfen has written in her major study Over Her Dead Body. Death, Femininity and the Aesthetic, there is an ambivalence inherent in suicide, making it ‘a form of writing the self and writing death … poised between self-construction and self-destruction’.18 Choosing biological death in this situation would allow, at least for the two individuals here, an escape from a social and cultural death. Perhaps for the woman it also represented a way of avoiding loss of sexual autonomy, either through the fear or actuality of rape or mistreatment by the victors or through being taken hostage and being transported to an uncertain future in exile or slavery. The death of the woman may also represent a wider death, a sterile future for her tribe brought about by the failure of their military adventure. Another layer of complexity is created by the questioning of whether the death of the woman, seemingly at the hands of her male companion, represents male barbarian autonomy only.


Let us now turn to a briefer consideration of some of the other statues in this series. There are further figures of dying Gauls. One (now in the Naples Archaeological Museum) is naked apart from a helmet and is depicted in a similar pose to the ‘Trumpeter’ but with a large wound in his side which oozes blood. Other Gauls are represented as corpses lying on the battlefield. In addition to Epigonos’ ‘Trumpeter’, Pliny also refers to a second work in the same series, presumably by the same artist, and again probably depicting Gauls, ‘an infant pitifully caressing its slain mother’. This particular group sadly has not survived, though a Renaissance drawing of a supine woman with a child has been suggested as fitting the description of this lost work, and we can only speculate as to the pathos that such a sculptor would bring to this scenario. Whether this lost work had echoes in any other barbarian mother and child motifs subsequently employed in Roman art is uncertain. Certainly, no such depictions survive today, though on a few sarcophagi of the Antonine period scenes appear in which small children try to give comfort to their grieving mothers, and these will be discussed below.


Persians are also cast in these dramas in stone, easily distinguishable from their Gaulish allies by an attention to the detail of barbarian dress and weaponry which is almost anthropological. However, these statues of Persians are not as dramatic in terms of their composition and the rendering of anatomy. Most famous is a small-scale figure of a Persian (now in the museum at Aix-en-Provence in France), partially kneeling on the ground. He supports himself with one hand, though not in quite the same pose as the ‘Dying Gaul’, and looks up in what could be described as abject terror at some Greek opponent, perhaps on horseback given the angle at which the Persian’s head is set, about to deliver a final and fatal blow. Another Persian (in Naples Museum) lies full-length on the ground, close to death and having just relinquished his grip on the pommel of a curved-blade sword which lies beside him. His head lolls just above the surface of the ground as he prepares to take his final breath. Both the Aix and the Naples Persians are dressed in recognisably eastern garb of trousers or leggings, long tunic and cap or hat.


The dramatic effect of these battle tableaux can only be imagined. It cannot be pure coincidence that no statues of Pergamene Greek protagonists from these battles have come down to us or have been identified by art historians. It must simply be that Gauls and their allies were the only combatants portrayed, and that the victorious role of the (absent) Greeks was taken as read by each and every viewer of the artworks. Thus the viewer in this case was an active participant in an almost theatrical event. It was probably possible to walk behind individual statues or to walk between groups of statues, and to see around one the dead, dying or defeated Gauls as if one were actually present on the battlefield, observing their weapons strewn around them like so many discarded hopes and fears. Red paint to highlight the bloody nature of their despair, perhaps the use of deliberately dramatic lighting and maybe even a sensory assault on the viewer through the use of noise to recreate the din and clamour of battle could also have been employed.


And yet these particular works of art do not leave the viewer with a sense that the defeated Gauls and other barbarians were generally inferior and beneath contempt. Rather they leave one with feelings that are altogether less clear-cut, if not actually contradictory. They would seem to be essays both on victory and on regret. It could be argued that the generally sympathetic portrayal of the defeated enemies, if dignity in defeat can be read from the statues’ poses and styles, was quite genuine and reflected something almost akin to nostalgia for the lost strength and innocence somehow encapsulated within these powerful defeated bodies. This primitive power could be tamed and defeated by Greek civilisation and yet, at the same time, it represented something that had been lost to the Greeks in the process of their reaching the higher plane represented by that very civilisation.


This would seem to be the same state of apparent confusion that Edith Hall isolated in her study of barbarians in Greek literature:


The Greeks’ view of the barbarian was inherently contradictory, for civilisation’s view of itself as in a process of linear progression is never unquestioned; the rise, paradoxically, is seen also as a fall. The retrospective vision incorporates the idea not only of primitive chaos, but of a more virtuous era, when men were nearer to the gods. … This schizophrenic vision of inferiority and of utopia gives rise to an inherently contradictory portrayal of the barbarian world.19


There is no doubt that underwriting both Greek literature and visual art when they dealt with the subject of the barbarians, as well as the writings of certain classical ethnographers, was a dual discourse, ‘a discourse of savagery’ and ‘a discourse of the timeless savage’. The idea of the ‘primitive savage’ is one that is or has been prevalent in many historical societies at many and various times, and its presence in Greek and, later, Roman society need cause no surprise. As has been noted by Carlin Barton, recourse in early Roman society to the idea of the noble state of ‘primitive’ peoples, coupled with a fascination with both common and exotic animals and an idealisation of the child, was a manifestation of that society’s ‘helplessness resulting from complexity’.20


Together, the Attalid dedications reveal a complex interplay between different forms of artistic expression and their related canons of traditional tropes and motifs, each representing a different mode of cultural aspiration and identification. This has been well defined by Jerome Pollitt:


the battle of the Gods and Giants celebrated the foundation of Greek religion and moral law. The defeat of the Amazons, who had been allies of the Trojans and who had besieged the acropolis in the time of the hero Theseus, commemorated the glories of the Heroic Age and the importance of Athens as a bulwark against barbarism. The defeat of the Persians celebrated the salvation of Greek culture as a whole and the consequent flowering of Classical Athens. … They were saying in effect that the Gallic victories of the Attalids were of the same magnitude as the earlier battles depicted in the monument because they had ensured once again the survival of Greek culture.21


There is another aspect to be considered when discussing the Attalid Gauls and Persians, that of voyeurism. While the deliberate overemphasis of the physical attributes of the naked Gauls may have celebrated the inherent strength and virility of such ‘primitive’ men, nevertheless the attention to ethnic detail in physical appearance implies, perhaps, some degree of actual observation of such types by the artist. If these works were in fact based on direct observation, how could this have occurred? An artist could have been present at the scene of battle or have come on to the battlefield once fighting had ceased and victory was being celebrated by the Pergamene forces. Dead or dying Gauls could have then been drawn or sketched, providing a voyeuristic subtext to the finished works. If this was the case, perhaps this partially undermines their often-praised ethnographic qualities, since they are not necessarily tempered by pathos. It might be, though, that the evident suffering of the barbarian protagonists presented the viewer with a study in more generalised human suffering that was easier to contemplate mediated through the bodies of the barbarians than through the depiction of such agonies visited upon fellow-Greeks.22


Defining Moments


There are numerous examples in Etruscan and Italian art of portrayals of battles with Celts or Gauls – Celtomachies – probably due to the fact that from the sixth century BC onwards the Gauls dislodged the Etruscans from their territories in, and to the north of, the Po Valley. Accordingly, the area was known to the Romans as Cisalpine Gaul, that is Gaul on the south side of the Alps. By the fourth century the Gauls, under their leader Brennus, had started to harry other parts of Italy and indeed even carried their expansionism to the gates of Rome, where their seven-month siege was lifted only after the payment of a substantial ransom.


The most significant and powerful surviving example of a Celtomachy is on a terracotta frieze of c. 160 BC, that formed part of the decorative scheme of a temple at Civita Alba, near Sentino in Umbria. It depicted the dramatic flight of Gaulish warriors after their sacking of the Temple of Apollo at Delphi in Greece in 279 BC, the Gauls fleeing before the onslaught of Apollo himself and of other deities.23 This historic event of one hundred years earlier had probably been chosen to reflect the contemporary incursions of the Gauls which were by then reaching serious proportions in both Italy and Greece. Alternatively, it has been suggested that the Civita Alba frieze depicted a Celtic raid on the Temple of Apollo and Artemis at Didyma near Miletus in 277–276 BC, or, as is more likely, elements of both the stories of the Delphi and Didyma raids were conflated here.24


On the now-fragmentary frieze the figure of Apollo himself is missing, though he would certainly have appeared on the lost fragments, given the mythology behind the historic event and the presence of Artemis and Athena Pronaia. On the left of the scene Athena raises a spear against the Gauls while to the right is Artemis, armed with a bow. One of the Gauls has been wounded and has collapsed into the arms of a comrade. Other Gauls are shown in flight, one of them with what appears to be a large amphora, doubtless containing wine, tucked under his arm as portable booty. Another, perhaps Brennus, the leader of the Gauls, is shown attempting to escape by chariot. After the flight Brennus is known to have committed suicide, but the artist has chosen not to depict that particular incident.


The modelling of the figures on the frieze is highly detailed and obviously represents a serious engagement of the artist and patron with the necessity of portraying the Gauls in a recognisable manner. It is interesting how this historic event has been used as a metaphor for the contemporary struggle between Italians and Gauls, and yet in a form where the events at Delphi are depicted in a mythologised way, with the intervention of the gods being shown rather than the driving-off of the Gaulish raiders by Greek forces. While similar battles between Greeks, Italians, or Romans and other peoples were often depicted traditionally in Graeco-Roman art as mythological combat, involving gods, giants or Amazons, this mixture of mortal other with protective Greek deities is unusual.


The concept that it was only through the intercession of the gods that the barbarians were seen off from Delphi reflects a certain degree of vulnerability. Certainly, for the Italians and Romans the Greek victory at Delphi also became symbolic of the triumph of civilisation over barbarism.25 In the contemporary Greek world this became what one commentator has called ‘one of the most emotional reactions of the Greeks to the impact of an alien society’ in terms of the artistic and literary response to the event.26 Indeed, the writer Propertius later recorded seeing decoration on the door of the Temple of Apollo on the Palatine Hill in Rome incorporating the figures of Gaulish warriors being thrown down from Mount Parnassus in symbolic defeat. Later coin issues also linked Rome’s struggles against the Gauls with that of the Greeks at Delphi, by allusion to Apollo.


The event also had some resonance in the minor arts. A bronze figure in Naples Museum probably represents the Celtic leader Brennus in the act of committing suicide after the retreat of his raiding forces from Delphi. That the theme of male barbarian suicide became quite common in Roman historical narratives, as well as in art, has already been mentioned.27 It is likely that many small bronzes of Gauls were produced in Italy and Rome from the first century BC to the first century AD, as the Romans first traded with, and then conquered and assimilated Gaul, following their earlier encounters with Celtic mercenaries and raiders.


While the Civita Alba frieze represents public art, Celts or Gauls significantly also appeared in private art, most notably on Etruscan funerary objects. Some echoes of the Attalid victory monuments can be found in the art of Etruscan funerary urns, in particular on those numerous urns on which Celtomachies appear.28 There may also be echoes in these battle scenes of Greek representations of the battles of Alexander the Great against the Persians, or a conflation of both these influences. It is interesting to find this kind of imagery in the private sphere, and particularly to infer that it was considered appropriate to a funerary context. On a number of the funerary urns from Volterra can be found scenes of Celtic raiders fleeing from some god or Fury, as if from Apollo at Delphi.29 It was probably not until the second century AD that a trend again emerged for battle imagery to be used as a common form of decoration on the sarcophagi of Roman generals. The later trend may have had some connection to this much earlier Italian-Etruscan tradition, in which the scenes of barbarian defeat became perhaps symbolic of more abstract ideas relating to allegories of life and death.


A few other related and noteworthy Italian works of art can also be briefly considered here. A formalised battle scene encircles a painted fourth-century BC stamnos or vase, in which Etruscan or Italian soldiers take on both mounted Gauls and Gallic foot-soldiers.30 On the ground lies the body of a dead Gaul, on whose chest sits a vulture or carrion bird that rips at his entrails. Another bird rests on the ground nearby, either already sated with flesh or awaiting the slaughter of further Gauls. The presence of the birds lends extra emphasis to the serious and bloody endeavour of the battle that has otherwise been subsumed within its rather formalised composition.


A second instance of the carrion bird motif can be found on an alabaster sculptural frieze from Citta della Pieve,31 on which are depicted battlefield scenes reminiscent of the Attalid Gaul tableaux. A fallen Gaulish warrior whose eyes are being pecked out by a bird first captures the viewer’s attention, while a second Gaulish warrior standing nearby commits suicide with his own sword. On another fragment of the sculpture a reclining, garlanded figure is represented, who must be one of the victors and who is here shown in repose perhaps after the celebration of a formal triumph, though the paraphernalia of the triumph are not represented on the frieze. The bodies of recently slaughtered Gauls were now being portrayed, quite literally, as nothing more than dead meat, in a strategy of defamation that in its starkness and immediacy required little interpretation on the part of the viewer.


Ceramic art was a popular medium for the portrayal of battles with Gauls, as is demonstrated by a number of painted terracotta or ceramic figures from Canosa that represent warriors, including Celts, in action or falling in their death throes. These figures date to some time in the period 270–200 BC, and would have formed relief attachments to large pottery vessels known as askoi. Again, from the later fourth to the late third century BC onwards ceramic seals and pots were produced at Cales in Campania, some of which depicted Celts or Gauls in the act of raiding and plundering towns or villages, in a way similar to that already described on the frieze from Civita Alba.32


Primitive Neighbours


While Romans, Etruscans and other Italian peoples were recording their encounters with Celtic barbarians in this way, the Romans were also recording their relationships with other Italian peoples, clothed in a language of (Roman) civilisation versus (Italian) barbarism. The Romans created a discourse of primitivism and barbarism to define and guide their military, political and social relationships with other Italian peoples with whom they came into conflict in the years of Rome’s struggle for dominance among the Italian cities and regions.33


This strategy was to some extent borrowed from Greek ideas about the primitive ‘other’ but was given a uniquely Roman slant by the subsequent acceptance of those non-Roman Italians who had been considered ‘other’ in a process of incorporation that was later to be applied to the subject peoples of the Roman empire. Roman–Italian relationships centred around the idea of natural inequality and a civilised–barbarian divide which can be reconstructed principally through historical sources. There is little comparable visual source material,34 though a fresco from this early period makes interesting viewing on these terms. The context in which this wall painting appears is additionally interesting, in that it was painted on the wall of a tomb on the Esquiline Hill in Rome and probably represented a private commission by the family of the deceased, rather than a work intended for wider public consumption.35


The painting survives only in a very fragmentary state and dates to the third or second century BC. On it is a number of figures, appearing in at least four horizontal registers of design, in scenes both of fighting and of negotiation or treaty. If historical events were being depicted here, rather than mythological subject matter, then it is likely that the main protagonist was related to the deceased occupant of the painted tomb. The two negotiating generals are labelled as Marcus Fannius and Quintus Fabius, tending to suggest that the work indeed has a historical basis. It probably relates to Rome’s Samnite Wars of the later fourth century BC, the depicted Roman general Quintus Fabius in all likelihood being Quintus Fabius Maximus Rullianus, one of the most renowned military commanders of the Second Samnite War.


While certain features of the two meetings illustrated between the generals Fabius and Fannius might at first glance suggest that they confront each other as equals, nevertheless the garb, pose and attitude of the figure of Fannius deliberately place him as Fabius’ inferior in the eyes of the viewer. In both scenes Fannius wears protective metal greaves, and in one additionally wears a helmet. He is dressed in a short skirt-like garment and is draped with a heavy-looking cloak; apart from the skirt and cloak his upper body is naked. He holds no weapon, nor is any belt or scabbard visible. He stands in both scenes facing the figure of Fabius to the right, one leg slightly bent and his right arm extended out towards Fabius in a gesture of greeting or address. Fabius is dressed in a white toga and stands stiff and upright, looking towards the gesturing Fannius in both scenes. In his right hand he holds a spear, its end defiantly planted on the ground as if in defence of that very patch of earth.


A small group of similarly armed and dressed figures stands in attendance behind Fabius in the central and best-preserved scene of the meeting of the two generals. Their presence here again seems to be intended further to emphasise the unequal relationship between the two main protagonists, and thus between their respective cities and peoples. These attendant figures, though, are painted at a reduced scale – only about half the height of the figures of the generals – as are those figures engaged in combat in the lowest of the surviving registers and in a truncated scene behind the figure of Fannius in the central register. This reduction in size is a compositional device used to stress the hierarchy of the various combatants and negotiators, and the scale of their individual role in the unfolding victorious conclusion of the battles and negotiations.
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