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Abstract  

The enemies are at the gates. Being dazzled by their golden jewels – or perhaps 

fascinated by their handsome leader – a girl makes a pact with them and betrays her city and 

her own kin. However, instead of the promised reward, she is killed by her beneficiary. In a 

particular variant of this story, the girl´s name is Tarpeia and the city is Rome, the agreed 

reward are golden bracelets of the hostile Sabines and the murder weapons are their shields 

being worn – surprise! – on their left arms together with the jewels.  

The rendering of this scene in the Roman visual arts is of the primary interest of this 

thesis. As a particular event linked tightly to the legendary history of Rome, the Punishment 

of Tarpeia is generally believed to lack any closer iconographic parallels in the Etruscan and 

Greek arts; sometimes it is even supposed that the traitress is portrayed as a kind of heroic 

figure, not a negative one.   

Having analysed the surviving scenes of the Punishment of Tarpeia, I put that opinion 

into question suggesting they were artificially designed and composed in full accordance 

with the traditional imagery of the trespassers in the Greek and Etruscan visual arts. To 

support my assumption, I turn to scrutinize the compositions as well as minor details of 

contentually related scenes in the Greek and Etruscan art to distil a more universal complex 

of specific visual conventions linked to the figures of traitors and other offenders – female as 

well as male ones.  

Since I try to argue that the creation of the scene of the Punishment of Tarpeia is 

based on the particular Greek and Etruscan models, this thesis may also be considered a 

contribution to the extensive and still actual discussion on the measure of interdependence 

between the Greek and the Roman visual arts. My aim is to demonstrate that we are facing a 

successful and original adaptation of quite an old scheme rooted deeply in the Greek visual 

traditions. Finally, exploring the potential of the theme of a punishment in the visual arts as 

a means of political propaganda, I reconsider the previous interpretations of the denarii with 

a depiction of Tarpeia minted by L. Titurius Sabinus suggesting that their coin image might 

have commented on a particular historical event and particular persons.  

Key words  

Greek mythology – Roman mythology – iconography – treason - transgression – punishment 

– propaganda – coinage  
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Abstrakt 

Během obléhání města se jedna z místních dívek dává zlákat zlatem nepřátel – nebo 

zjevem jejich vůdce – natolik, že s nimi uzavře tajnou dohodu a otevře jim brány pevnosti, 

namísto slíbené odměny je však zrádkyně zahubena samotným nepřítelem. Jedna z variant 

tohoto příběhu se odehrává v kulisách Říma a její hlavní aktérkou je Tarpeia, která za svůj čin 

žádá zlaté náramky, které Sabinové nosí na levé paži – namísto toho však umírá pod vahou 

štítů, kterými ji bojovníci zahrnuli.  

Způsob ztvárnění této scény v římském výtvarném umění je jedním z hlavních témat 

této práce. Vzhledem k tomu, že se jedná o událost úzce spjatou s legendární historií Říma, 

všeobecně se soudí, že scéna Potrestání Tarpeie postrádá přímé ikonografické paralely jak v 

řeckém, tak i etruském výtvarném umění. Někteří badatelé dokonce přepokládají, že způsob 

vyobrazení Tarpeie odpovídá způsobu zobrazení figury božského nebo heroického 

charakteru, nikoli negativní postavy.  

Tato práce na základě analýzy dochovaných scén Potrestání Tarpeie polemizuje s 

oběma předpoklady a snaží se dokázat, že dané ikonografické schéma bylo vytvořeno na 

základě řeckých a etruských obsahových paralel a ve shodě s tradiční ikonografií ženských i 

mužských postav překračujících lidské i božské zákony.  

Práce si klade za cíl na základě podrobného zkoumání kompozice i jednotlivých 

detailů relevantních scén v řeckém a etruském umění abstrahovat a definovat komplexní 

soubor obecněji platných výtvarných konvencí vztahujících se k tématu provinění a trestu.  

Vzhledem k tomu, že práce se snaží prokázat, že ikonografie scény Potrestání Tarpeie 

je založena na řecké a etruské ikonografické tradici, lze ji pokládat rovněž za příspěvek do 

stále aktuální diskuse o míře závislosti římského umění na řeckých předlohách.  

Závěrečná kapitola pak zkoumá potenciál scén provinění a trestu ve službách politické 

propagandy, přehodnocuje dosavadní výklady výjevu Potrestání Tarpeie na denárech 

ražených Tituriem Sabinem v r. 89 př. n. l. a nabízí jeho alternativní interpretaci založenou na 

záměrné spojitosti mincovního obrazu s konkrétními historickými událostmi a osobami. 

Klíčová slova:  

řecká mytologie – římská mytologie – ikonografie – zrada - provinění – trest – propaganda – 

mincovnictví – nahota  
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Preface  

The Roman visual culture has been traditionally recognized as closely dependent on 

the Greek art admitting just a few spheres to be considered as a ground for more peculiar 

indigenous Roman creations.1 Besides the portrait, monumental sarcophagi or mosaics, also 

the Roman historical relief belongs to this group.2 However, the scenes presenting the 

glorious mythological Roman past are usually not explicitly counted into the category of 

Roman historical relief,3 despite being to a great extent undoubtedly considered or at least 

presented as such by the Romans themselves4 and – moreover – in spite of that a substantial 

part of the visual representations of these stories definitely being to a great extent original 

creations of Roman visual culture par excellence having no direct Greek paragons.5  

Though not abundant, they present a special group that deserves attention for many 

reasons. Since they occupied the public as well as the private spaces, their communicative 

potential must have been apparently quite extensive. They were able to mediate 

considerable political or ideological messages in the public sphere as well as to serve as a 

means of expression of personal identity in a more private and intimate dimension and some 

aesthetic pleasure can also be anticipated. And most of all, since they do not appear in the 

Greek nor the Etruscan visual arts, it is especially their visual rendering, the formation of 

their iconographic schemes that makes them extremely interesting and important especially 

in terms of originality and the dependence of the Roman visual culture on other sources.  

 

                                                           
1 On the emulation of the Greek models in Latin literature that mirrors to an interesting extent the situation in 
the visual arts see e.g. Perry 2002.  
2 Still, except for the first category, they exploit the Greek iconographic schemes.  
3 Kränzle 1991:192-193.  
4 Zanker 1988:210; Kränzle 1991:193; Cf. Livy’s critical attitude in the beginning of his histories. On the other 
hand, Virgil, for example, seems to consider Aeneas as a historical figure (Williams 1983:36) and so very 
probably did his reader, despite not thinking in such categories (cf. Bremmer – Horsfall 1987: 5).  
5 Except for Aeneas, of course. However, the Greeks were not very curious about the further fortunes of this 
hero after leaving Troy. On the other hand, the Etruscans seem to be much more concerned with his fate. On 
the evolution of the figure of Aeneas and its journey to Italy during the course of the second half of the 1st 
millennium BC in the ancient literature and visual arts see e.g. Canciani 1981 or more broadly Bremmer – 
Horsfall 1987:12–24.  
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The Aim of the Thesis  

To what extent were these scenes from the legendary beginnings of Rome influenced 

by the Greek or the Etruscan models still has to be examined properly. Some of them, e.g. 

the Rape of the Sabine women, have easily identifiable models in the Greek arts; still, even 

this particular subject surprisingly lacks deeper scholarly attention.6  

The iconographic parallels for the representation of the punishment of the infamous 

traitress Tarpeia on the coins have been searched in the late 1940s in connection with 

tropaion7 with no convincing result. Maggiani8 has called attention to the Etruscan funerary 

reliefs; however, he asserts that any parallels seem to be quite loose. The notion that 

Tarpeia resembles an Amazon or a kind of a heroic or divine epiphany has been repeated 

from the time of the publication of the Basilica Aemilia frieze.9 The aim of my thesis is to 

demonstrate that the imagery of Tarpeia – the composition of the scenes as well as the 

minor details – is in entire accordance with the conventions with which the negative mortal 

trespassers were portrayed in the Greek and the Etruscan arts and that the iconographic 

scheme of the Punishment of Tarpeia must have been artificially composed on the basis of 

those carefully chosen and adapted models.  

The remarkable ideological potential of mythological exempla has been mentioned 

already and it was undoubtedly one of the reasons why such scenes were rendered and 

repeated in the visual arts. Thus, in the final part of this thesis, the possible interpretations 

of chosen works reflecting the temporary events, allegories, political connotations or 

propaganda will be discussed, especially in relation to the Punishment of Tarpeia.  

 

  

                                                           
6 The only exceptions known to me being Böhm 1997:86–89, in terms of her habilitation thesis concerned with 
more general iconography of the Roman Republican coinage, and Holden 2008, focusing on the scene on the 
late Roman contorniati especially. Both, however, examine some parallels, not the origin of the iconographic 
scheme of the scene.  
7 Gansiniecz 1949.  
8 Maggiani 1992.  
9 Carettoni 1961; Mazzei 2005: 29; Marcattili 2011:19; Welch 2015: 133;.  
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The Method  

Despite being often questioned and challenged, the comparative method still seems 

to be useful and fruitful, given the iconographical focus of this thesis.  

In the middle of the 1980s, among the scholars concerned with the ancient visual arts 

a group condemning the traditional approach and methods of Kopienkritik emerged. This 

movement, comprising especially of English speaking researchers, in its most extreme form10 

denies not only the dependence of the Roman visual culture on the Greek arts but even 

questions the existence of the Greek originals as such.11 

Thus, the former Roman ‘copies’ have been receiving enough attention in return for 

the former derogation. Their rehabilitation, however, seems to be hitting the opposite 

extremity in some cases - e.g. C. Mattusch12 argues that the Greek works of art were never 

made as individual original masterpieces, but that they were the subject of a serial 

production.  

The discussion on the authenticity of Roman ‘copies’ of the Greek sculpture in the 

round is not the subject of this thesis; nevertheless, the problem of the degree of adapting 

the Greek models affects more or less all categories of Roman visual culture.  

                                                           
10 Presented by E. Gazda and C. Matusch especially (Gazda 2002 ed.). 
11 For polemic see esp. Hallet 2005; for different approach to the theme I consider more fruitful see Hölscher 
2004.  
12 In her contribution to the subject, Mattusch argues that the Greek works of art were never made as 
individual original masterpieces, but that they were the subject of a serial production. Since we are lacking any 
records to prove or disprove this proposition, also another, quite opposite and equally possible proposal can be 
made: I argue we should not forget the famed competitiveness of Greek artists (and perhaps we could suppose 
something of that kind in the case of their Roman colleagues also, whatever their origin was). The aim to 
improve things, do them better or at least in a slightly different way, leaving thus one’s own contribution or 
personal mark, could have played a considerable role for an artist. The competitiveness of the Attic black figure 
vase painters attested even with the inscriptions comes to mind. Mattusch unfortunately omits the fact – as 
the most extreme supporters of the ‘emulation’ do – that a series production is just one side of a coin. The 
second one is called originality, creativeness and innovation, competitiveness. The routine Mattusch describes 
is perfectly imaginable in the case of minor commissions; however, the Greek cities and rulers wanted the best 
and something special and outstanding for themselves. Again, the anecdote of the Cnidian Aphrodite comes to 
mind.  This positive and creative, non-destructive form of rivalry was an integral and omnipresent part of the 
Greek culture manifested in almost any realm of life: in sports, literature, rhetoric, theatre, music, crafts. The 
aim was not to imitate the others, but to prove to be different and better. The visual arts were no exception – 
the anecdote about the competition in connection with the Ephesus Amazons being most notorious.  The aim 
was to overcome rivals, not to reproduce them. Of course, there are always artists who create something new 
and artisans who lack such self-confidence or imagination or skills. The same factors can be seen in the works 
of their Roman colleagues. There is no space for more detailed argumentation; however, innovation and the 
series production are just two sides of one coin.  
As Mattusch herself admits, we do not know any two identical archaic Greek statues (the exceptions of Kytillos 
and Dermis and – forgetting Cleobis and Biton – are beyond the question – they are, of course, not copies; their 
visual similarity is quite intentional and their reminder in the text quite on purpose) who look the same.  
The situation was slightly different during the Roman Republic and totally opposite during the Principate.  
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By using the comparative method my intention is not, of course, to track or to 

reconstruct a lost Greek original, but to explain the birth of a Roman one, to follow the 

mechanism of adoption and adaptation of specific Greek iconographical scheme and imagery 

into the Roman visual arts and their role in the process of rendering a new theme. Of course, 

mere external and sometimes just superficial similarities cannot suffice. It is necessary to 

consider the internal contentual and contextual analogies as well.  

Thus, starting with a detailed analysis of the iconographic material related to Tarpeia 

I am going to examine other contentually and visually related scenes of the execution of 

mythological offenders in the Greek and the Etruscan visual arts. Thus, I hope to distil a more 

common and universal iconographic scheme and a specific complex of conventions and 

means of expressions of the way the trespassers – female as well as the male ones – were 

treated in the Greek and the Etruscan visual arts.  

First, the basic iconographic scheme, the composition and arrangement of the figures 

will be scrutinized and discussed. Since any work of art has to be examined in its broader 

context, the surviving images of Tarpeia will be considered in its social and political 

background as well as in the literary evidence.  

Next, I will focus on particular characteristic features defining such scenes (dress, 

posture, gestures, hair). They will be examined in detail separately and discussed in a 

broader context. Then, on the basis of the previous conclusions I will try to reconstruct the 

process of the creation of the scene of the Punishment of Tarpeia in the visual arts in time 

and space.  

In the final part of this thesis, the enormous potential of the scenes of a punishment 

as a means of propaganda and their possible interpretations as reflections of contemporary 

historical events will be discussed.  

Since I hope to demonstrate that the complex Greek imagery of the trespassers 

fundamentally affected the way the scene of the Punishment of Tarpeia was modelled, the 

aim of this thesis is also to contribute to the extensive discussion on the degree of 

interdependence between Greek and Roman visual arts mentioned above.  
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1. THE PUNISHMENT OF TARPEIA  

 

The tragic tale of a girl who opens the gate of Rome to the enemy under a promise of 

a gift of bracelets the warriors wear on their left arms and who meets a cruel end under a 

pile of their shields instead (also being worn on their left arms), is an exemplary case of a 

betrayal and punishment in the Roman legendary history. The girl – Tarpeia – is, according to 

most sources, a daughter of the commander of the Roman citadel Tarpeius; the enemy are 

usually the Sabines led by their king Titus Tatius and besieging Rome to take revenge for 

their women abducted by Romulus and his men; though, more variants exist, as is proper for 

any myth.  

Despite that just a few – in fact three – types of depiction of the story of Tarpeia 

survived in the Roman visual arts, all dated to the 1st century BC, they appear to share an 

already fixed and accomplished basic iconographic scheme. Since none of them seems to 

have played the role of the prototype for the others, it means that all must have had the 

same model.13 Especially the exploitation of the scene on the coins presumes considerably 

broad knowledge of the story as well as the universal intelligibility of the image itself. For a 

further study of its iconography, however, a following survey of the literary sources is 

essential at first.  

 

1. 1. Tarpeia in the Literary Sources  

Given the universality as well as particularity and especially the moral potential of the 

theme of treason and its punishment, the story of Tarpeia was dealt with by Greek as well as 

Latin authors – historiographers as well as poets – quite frequently. For the needs of this 

thesis, a brief survey of the various versions dealing with the case of this legendary traitress 

should suffice. Most recently and thoroughly, the literary sources concerning Tarpeia have 

been summarized and quite precisely scrutinized by T. Welch.14  

No less important within the scope of this thesis is the status of Tarpeia. According to 

Livy, she was daughter of a commander of the Capitolian citadel Spurius Tarpeius.15 

                                                           
13 A possibility that one image influenced the other to some degree does naturally exist since all the surviving 
images must have been quite familiar to the broad public. However, it does not solve the question of the model 
itself for reasons treated elsewhere.  
14 Welch 2015.  
15 Dion. Hal., Ant. Rom. 2.38.4. 
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Nevertheless, Varro, and after him also Propertius and Silius Italicus16, consider her also a 

Vestal Virgin. Despite this sacred status of hers by no means contradicting her descent, it is 

important to mention it dealing with Tarpeia in the visual arts – whether and how it affected 

her imagery will be examined later in this text.  

Whereas all the versions agree more or less explicitly that Tarpeia, under the promise 

of ‘what the Sabines wear on their left hands’ rendered the fortress to them and died 

suffocated under or being smashed by the weight of their weapons, her motivation to 

treason was quite less clear to the ancients.  

Even the two earliest versions, both preserved in the work of Dionysius of 

Halicarnassus,17 differ in this respect substantially. According to Q. Fabius Pictor and L. 

Cincius Alimentus, both authors active in the late 3rd century BC, Tarpeia made a secret pact 

with the Sabine king Titus Tatius to let him and his men in, having been seduced by the 

golden bracelets the Sabines were wearing on their left hands and their rings.18 Thus, she is a 

damnable figure driven by greed.  

L. Calpurnius Piso Frugi,19also cited by Dionysius,20 offers almost a completely 

opposite and quite intricate version, though his story goes and ends in the very same way.21 

However, his Tarpeia is no traitress – on the contrary – her motives are patriotic, though the 

plan is quite bizarre and weird: her real design is to deprive the Sabines of their means of 

protection. Thus, having made the pact with Tatius and after evacuating the Roman garrison 

from the Capitolium she lets the Sabines in, demanding their shields instead of golden 

bracelets. However, having been betrayed by another, this time a real traitor – a messenger 

she had sent before to Romulus to explain her intentions22 – she is smashed with weapons 

on Tatius’ command and then buried on the Capitolium, her tomb consequently becomes a 

place of worship.  

                                                           
16 Varro, De Ling. Lat. 5.41; Prop. 4.4.18; Silius Italicus 13.836 
17 Dion. Hal., Ant. Rom 2.38.32–2.40.3.  
18 Dion. Hal., Ant. Rom. 2.38.3: καὶ αὐτὴν, ὡς μὲν Φάβιός τε καὶ Κίγκιος γράφουσιν, ἔρως εἰσέρχεται τῶν 
ψελλίων, ἃ περὶ τοῖς ἀριστεροῖς βραχίοσιν ἐφόρουν, καὶ τῶν δακτυλίων. 
19 Tribunus plebis in 149 BC, cos 133 BC.  
20 Dion. Hal., Ant. Rom. 2.38.3: ὡς δὲ Πείσων Λεύκιος ὁ τιμητικὸς ἱστορεῖ, καλοῦ πράγματος ἐπιθυμία γυμνοὺς 
τῶν σκεπαστηρίων ὅπλων παραδοῦναι τοῖς πολίταις τοὺς πολεμίους. 
21 Dion. Hal., Ant. Rom. 2.39.1 and 2.40.1. 
22 Dion. Hal., Ant. Rom. 2.40.1 and 3.   
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http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=me%5Cn&la=greek&can=me%5Cn0&prior=w(s
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=*fa%2Fbio%2Fs&la=greek&can=*fa%2Fbio%2Fs0&prior=me/n
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http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%28%5C&la=greek&can=a%28%5C0&prior=yelli/wn
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=peri%5C&la=greek&can=peri%5C0&prior=a(/
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From Livy23 comes the most notorious and most complex version of the story in the 

broader context of the Sabine war. Tarpeia is bribed by Tatius with gold and then killed by 

the Sabines. In addition, Livy cites her fatal demand of what the Sabines ‘wear on their left 

arms’ but he also recalls the other, Piso’s version, that Tarpeia’s true intention was patriotic 

– to deprive the enemy of their weapons.24 The omission of some ‘historical’ details in the 

Tarpeia story by Varro25 results from the fact that he was not primarily concerned with the 

traitress – he was interested in the origin of the toponyms. However, he mentions that 

Tarpeia was buried on the mons Tarpeius, i.e. later the Capitolium – in the very place she 

had been killed, and he implies that she might have been a Vestal since she met the Sabines 

when carrying water for sacrificial rites from outside the city walls.26  

Propertius appears to be another defender of Tarpeia. In his poem27 she is portrayed 

as a Vestal betraying the City from passionate love for Titus Tatius.28 However, given the 

Hellenistic parallels of treasonous maidens in love discussed a little later, his source of 

inspiration seems to be obvious.  

While Valerius Maximus29 and quite brief remarks of Ovid,30 Servius31 and other 

authors bring hardly anything new to Tarpeia’s case,32 Plutarch, besides the traditional story 

of Tarpeia being enchanted by the Sabine gold,33 adds two quite different versions.34 

According to the first, Tarpeia was not a Roman, she was daughter to Titus Tatius abducted 

by Romulus35 and eventually killed by her own father. No less diverse is the version of the 

poet Simylus – quoted by Plutarch – who asserts that Tarpeia betrayed Rome to the Gauls 

                                                           
23 Liv. 1.11, 5–9. 
24 Liv. 1.11.9: sunt, qui eam ex pacto tradendi, quod in sinistris manibus esset, derecto arma petisse dicant et 
fraude visam agere sua ipsam peremptam mercede. 
25 Varro, De ling. Lat. 5.41.  
26 Liv. 1.11.6: aquam forte ea tum sacris extra moenia petitum ierat.  
27 Prop. 4.4. 
28 On two quite opposite analyses of the poem see e.g. Welch 2005:168–200 and Cairns 2011:176–184 or 
Greenfield 2011; Janan 1999.  
29 Val. Max. 9.6.1.  
30 Ov. Met. 14.778–780: Tatiusque patresque Sabini / bella gerunt, arcisque via Tarpeia reclusa / dignam 
animam poena congestis exuit armis., Ov. Fast. 1.259–262. ille manu mulcens propexam ad pectora barbam / 
protinus Oebalii rettulit arma Tati, / utque levis custos armillis capta Sabinos / ad summae tacitos duxerit arcis 
iter. 
31 Serv. 1.449; 8.348.  
32 Except that the City is rescued by a flood sent by Venus in the Metamorphoses. See Jones 2001.  
33 Plut. Rom. 17.1–3.  
34 Plut. Rom. 17.5–6.  
35 Plut. Rom. 17.5.  
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having fallen in love with the notorious Gallic leader Brennus and that she was – again – 

killed by their weapons that were thrown on her by the enemy.36  

The actions of Tatius as the future king of Rome and one of the ancestors of the 

Roman nation might seem a little bit problematic in the story. The Sabine leader makes a 

pact with Tarpeia but after using her to take possession of the Capitolium he eventually kills 

her instead of marrying her or giving her the promised reward. At all events, it is hardly 

treason for treason. Actually, Tatius does not violate the pact – on the contrary – he gives 

Tarpeia literarily what she wants, and takes what she gives. Such a motive of an 

unpremeditated double-meaning or misinterpretation with fatal consequences occurs in the 

mythological material as well as in folklore tales.37 Moreover, Tarpeia is an enemy and – the 

worst – she betrays her own people. Her deed resembles the acts of other mythological 

trespassers who cannot meet a good end.  

Despite Tatius’ moral profile not being of concern here, it should be mentioned that 

he can hardly be accused of crossing the boundary between trickery and perfidy. His 

manoeuvring resembles perhaps more that of foxy Ulysses. Since the king of Ithaca also has 

something to do with killing a traitor, as will be discussed in more detail elsewhere, I guess it 

is good to remember that distrusting and killing an enemy was hardly an offence, especially 

at war. And indeed, it seems it is the modern interpreters who blame Tatius, not the 

ancients.  

As with any legend, that of Tarpeia has more than one version. Nevertheless, she 

always lets the enemy in and renders the fortress, thus, technically, she is a traitress, no 

matter what her reasons are.  

The mythological paradigm of a young woman inside a besieged city who betrays her 

kin to the enemy for love or for gold or who tries to save her city by a stratagem is quite 

abundant especially in the Greek literary sources but also elsewhere.  

Despite this thesis being concerned with iconography, not with the genesis or 

analysis of the myth itself, these standpoints have to be considered briefly since they might 

have substantially affected in some way also the depiction of the myth in the visual arts.  

                                                           
36 Plut. Rom. 17.5–18.2. On the conflict and possible conflation between Simillus’ ‘Gallic’ version of the Tarpeia 
story and the famous episode with the Capitolian geese during the Gallic invasion as well as the bitter end of 
Marcus Manlius see e.g. Horsfall 1981.  
37 Cf. especially impetuous promises and votives – e.g. Jephtah vowing to the God the first human being he 
meets when coming home (Judges 11:31). However, the case of Tarpeia is more trickery.  
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Tarpeia and the Others – Mythological Parallels to Tarpeia´s Story  

There is no doubt that the stories about other perfidious girls and women must have 

influenced some details and embellishments in the story of Tarpeia itself, especially the 

version of Propertius romanticizing the reasons of Tarpeia’s betrayal with the additional 

motive of her passion for the Sabine king.  

Love or greed are good reasons for betrayal in many ancient sources, some of them 

of a purely mythological character, others claim to be historical events. Parallels with the 

story of Tarpeia are obvious and striking and the Romans were aware of that – Pseudo-

Plutarch compares Tarpeia with her counterpart Demonice in his Greco-Roman stories.38 As 

for Tarpeia, he cites the traditional version featuring the Sabines and her love of gold, 

however, the story of Demonice of Ephesus is much closer to that of Tarpeia recorded by 

Piso – Demonice falls in love with Brennus, betrays her city to the Gauls and is killed actually 

under the pile of golden bracelets he had promised her.39  

Scylla, the daughter of Nisus of Megara, fell in love with king Minos when he was 

besieging her city and brought him a magic lock of her father that had been making the city 

impregnable. However, instead of winning Minos’s love, the Cretan king put the traitress to 

death or left her at least.40 Exactly the same pattern including a father’s magic lock is 

followed in the story of  Comaetho, daughter of Pterelaus, king of the island of Taphos, who 

fell in love with the Theban leader Amphitryon and, having helped him to seize the city, she 

was killed.41  

Pisidice of Methymna in Lesbos,42 having betrayed her city to Achilles plundering the 

coastal cities during the Trojan War, was stoned to death on his command.43 Leucophrye, 

daughter of Mandrolytus, betraying her city to Leucippus of Pherae seems to be a similar 

case though her end is unknown.44  

Also, the ‘good Tarpeia’ of Piso has her parallel – in the Naxian girl Polycrite. When 

the Milesian and Eretrian army invades her island, she is taken by the enemy leader 

Diognetus, who falls in love with her. She takes advantage, tricks him (or it is him who 

                                                           
38 Plut. Par. 15.  
39 On the relation between Demonice and Tapeia see Horsfall 1981:304.  
40 Aesch. Lib. 612–620; Ov. Met. 8.1–151; Ov. Ciris; Paus. 1.19.4; Apollod. 3.15.8. On the parallel with Delilah 
see Krappe 1929.  
41 Apollod. 2.4.7.  
42 Cuypers 2002:125.  
43 Parth. 21. 
44 Parth 5. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Parthenius_of_Nicaea
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betrays his people) and rescues her besieged city with a stratagem, but eventually dies 

under the weight and quantity of the jewellery thrown on her by the grateful fellow-

citizens.45 Her tomb remains a place of cult and sacrifices. Burkert considers the tools of her 

death (wreaths and clothes) parallels of stoning.46 The fact that the traitress is usually 

punished by the very man she benefited, not her own people, is especially significant.47  

Geographically more distant, but contentually very close are parallels between 

Tarpeia and the stories of Nanis, daughter of Croessus sacrificing Sardeis to Cyrus under the 

promise of becoming his wife,48 or the Ethiopian princess Tharbis betraying the city of Saba 

to Moses and his Egyptian forces.49 A general feature is the death of the heroine – intended 

or unintended – however, sometimes the traitress survives, especially the biblical ones 

(Tharbis, Judith or Rahab), undoubtedly since they had chosen the right side. 50  

From a gender point of view these stories dealing with treacherous women may be 

interpreted as explanatory and cautionary tales linked with alleged female 

untrustworthiness and weakness51 and with the necessity or men’s need to keep the women 

under control. However, a folklorist analysis of the theme seems to be more fruitful. 

Wachsler examines in his study ten folk tales – and there are substantially many others – 

showing similar schemes of a betrayal for love, with, of course, substantially happier 

endings. It would be too simple to assume the folk tales were just inspired by the myths. 

Their message usually lies deeper. Wachsler concludes that both the legends and folktales 

                                                           
45 Plut. Mulier. 17 presents the story of the Naxians where she dies from too much joy and from fthonos, her 
death is thus less literal and physical than in Parth. 9, where she suffocates under the weight of gold offerings 
given her by the Naxians; for a happy ending see Polyaen. Strat. 8.36 (pp. 278-279). 
46 Burkert 1982:73.  
47 There are even more Greek parallels, some of them, however, very loose and quite debatable (Aglauros, 
Antiope, Dido, Briseis). See appendix in Welch 2015. Trying to categorize I assume that the main criterion – 
quite clearly suggested in Aeschylus (cf. the answer of the Furies) – should be whether the physical harm is 
done to the blood relatives (native town) or gained kin (husband, new family) of the woman, than whether she 
leaves with/is taken by an enemy or whether she helps him willingly cause the physical disaster of her people.  
48 Parth. 22. 
49 Jos. Ant. Iud. 2.252–253. 
50 For other, more distant parallels see e.g. Rykwert 1976. Unlike Cuypers (2002:126) or Welch (2015:28) – I do 
not consider Briseis to belong to the group – she does not (has no opportunity to) make any choice or decision 
and does not oppose nor causes harm to her kin which is, I argue, the crucial point of no return, the very act 
that actually makes the trespasser/traitress. She is captured after her city had fallen and all her family had been 
slaughtered. She plays no active role in it. Whether she as a slave has any feelings for Achilleus is absolutely 
irrelevant. The Homeric core of her story is definitely of another pattern and her assimilations to other 
traitresses seems to be a later work of the Hellenistic mythographers. Helen, though she definitely trespasses, 
also does not belong to the group, in my opinion – as we shall see – her iconography supports to a great extent 
this assertion.  
51 Welch 2015:25–31.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Parthenius_of_Nicaea
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dramatize the struggle of the young woman to free herself from the bonds which her tie to 

her childhood and that it is its psychological validity which gives all versions of the forgotten 

fiancée52 the force to endure for so many centuries and to be reformulated so often in so 

many diverse cultures.53 I am pointing to his interesting study to remind one that the scheme 

of a betrayal and punishment was so widespread and universal even in antiquity that the 

similarities between Scylla, Pisidice, Demonice, Comaetho, Polycrite or Tarpeia do not 

necessarily mean their stories were created analogically after one model. They might have 

been mutually influenced in details – however, they share these details just because their 

basic scheme is so similar.  

Across space and time people think and move in a similar way and their reactions 

under liminal circumstances are generally alike and thus predictable to a great extent. A 

specific situation has usually quite a narrow number of possible endings – a besieged city 

(quite a common event in antiquity) may be captured by force, by time (starvation of the 

defenders), by stratagem or – last, but definitely not least – by a betrayal. The latter two are 

sometimes combined.  

A possible gender complaint that the traitor is usually a woman in these cases may be 

reconciled with the statement that the enemy armies are usually not commanded by a 

woman. And adding a little exaggeration it might be supposed that such a model – a female 

choosing and following a foreigner at the expense of her own kin – might have something to 

do with the enrichment of genetic resources. That she does not survive has, on the other 

hand, more to do with the laws of society than that of Nature.  

 

  

                                                           
52 The term forgotten fiancée in the framework of the mythology can be replaced by e.g. ungrateful lover – the 
treacherous woman is usually punished (much less frequently just abandoned) by a man whom she had helped 
and for whom she sacrificed everything (noticeably, without being asked by him to do that). In the folk tales the 
punishment of her betrayal is replaced just by ‘a magic forgetfulness’ of the hero who does not remember the 
girl’s credits and refuses her, but who is finally cured.  
53 Wachsler 1987:84–85.  
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1.2. Tarpeia in the Visual Arts 

Only three types of depictions of the punishment of Tarpeia have survived in the 

Roman visual arts: a relief slab from the Basilica Aemilia frieze and two types of coin images 

– one on the reverses of the Republican denarii issued by L. Titurius Sabinus in 89 BC54 and 

the second one on the reverses of the denarii minted by P. Petronius Turpilianus under 

Augustus 70 years later.55  

The scene on the so-called Lateran/Vatican fragment identified by Guiliano56 as 

another part of the Basilica Aemilia frieze was also interpreted as a duplicate version of the 

Punishment of Tarpeia by Picard.57 It portrays a woman sitting on a massive stone masonry 

and two soldiers holding large stones and towering above her. Picard’s hypothesis was 

rejected since Tarpeia was not stoned in any version of the story and the scene of her 

punishment was already presented on another slab.58 The interpretation of the figure of 

Tarpeia on the Titurius denarii as trying to separate a Roman and a Sabine soldier fighting 

each other proposed by Pais59 was not accepted either.  

Nevertheless, considering the immense potential of the coin images as visual media, 

we might claim that the images of Tarpeia have survived not in just three pieces, but in 

dozens; and hundreds of thousands circulated during the 1st century BC and very probably 

even later making the iconographic scheme quite familiar, comprehensible and well known.  

All the three surviving types of the scenes depicting the Punishment of Tarpeia 

present the same highly dramatic moment of the ongoing act of Tarpeia’s punishment in 

quite a similar way – as for the basic iconographic scheme at least.  

The image is so characteristic, unique and irreplaceable, really iconic in that sense 

that we are able to identify the subject at first glance (providing we know the story, of 

                                                           
54 Type Crawford 344/2. All the three types of the denarii issued by Titurius bear the bearded head of the 
Sabine king Titus Tatius on the obverse. On the reverse of the first type the Rape of the Sabine women (type 
Crawford 344/1), i.e. the prelude to the story of Tarpeia, is depicted, on the third type Victory in biga (Crawford 
344/3). The complex iconography and ideological programme of Titurius Sabinus´s coinage is particularly 
interesting, but it is beyond the scope of this thesis. It will be treated to some extent in the third chapter 
dealing with the exploitation of the images as a means of political propaganda; for further insight into this 
subject see also e.g. Evans (1992:120–127) or Welch (2015:76–102).  
55 Type BMC I Augustus, 29–31; RIC I Augustus, 299.  
56 Giuliano 1955:168.  
57 Picard 1957a.  
58 For counter-arguments see Carettoni 1961:57 and 75/nt. 124. The fragment presents either a building of a 
military camp (Giuliano 1955:168), a founding of a Roman colony in the presence of a local female deity (Simon 
1966:723–724); a destruction of a captured city (Furuhagen 1961:148) or a festival of Iuno Caprotina in her 
sacred precinct as Albertson (1990:809–815) suggests.  
59 Pais 1905:97.  
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course). Besides choosing such an unmistakable situation – the reason Hanfmann defines as 

one of major devices for the very birth of Greek narrative visual arts60 – there must have 

been apparently other causes for focusing on the very act of the death of the traitress – first, 

it is the most dramatic part of the story, involving also a cathartic moment – the evil is 

punished; secondly, it appears in all variants of the myth; and thirdly – the ideological 

function cannot be underrated – it is a cautionary tale presenting a clear moral exemplum.  

The figure of Tarpeia is understandable and self-speaking to such a degree that it 

stands as a mere symbol for the whole scene on the denarii of Turpilianus without the 

presence of any other figures.  

In the following part of the text the surviving depictions of Tarpeia are not ordered 

chronologically, but from the most developed and complex image to the most simple one. In 

any case, the differences in composition are not due to the development or degradation of 

the iconographic scheme. They depend especially on the character of the visual media and 

the more or less limited space they provided and also on the intentions of the artist or 

authority that will be examined in more detail later.  

 

1.2.1. The Basilica Aemilia Frieze  

The most complicated composition of the Punishment of Tarpeia is found on the 

relief frieze from the Basilica Aemilia on the Forum Romanum (Pl. I). Since the scene of 

execution presents just a mere part of the narrative composition dealing with Roman 

mythological past, its broader context has to be treated briefly at first.  

 

The Theme of the Frieze  

The original frieze, reaching supposedly 184 metres in its entire length and consisting 

of 60 slabs carved in Pentelic61 marble, originally lined the interior space of the building.62 

Today, only 16 restored metres survive in nine slabs and other fragments presenting thus a 

mere twelve percent of the original.63 The frieze was excavated in the 1930s64 and first 

                                                           
60 Hanfmann 1957:61.  
61 Ertel – Freyberger 2016:138 
62 Furuhagen 1961:151.  
63 The slabs were numbered by Bartolli. 
64 The first fragments appeared in 1900–1905 during the excavations of the Basilica by G. Boni.  
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published by Bartolli in 1950, the most detailed descriptions are presented by the Carettoni’s 

and more recently Kränzle’s monographs.65  

Besides the Punishment scene, only the depiction of the Rape of the Sabine women is 

preserved enough to allow the identification of the event with absolute certainty. Other 

surviving slabs and fragments seem to depict a gathering of women, a foundation of a city, a 

building of ramparts, battle scenes (slabs nos. 1–3), men loading animals, the unveiling of an 

altar (slab no. 5) and a combat.66 Various interpretations of these scenes – more or less 

plausible – have been proposed67 and also the general programme of the whole frieze has 

been debated at large.  

Simon associated quite convincingly the whole surviving imagery with the mythical 

age of Romulus presented in chronological order and with the establishing of some 

important Roman festivals and cults.  Thus, she identified the foundation scene as the 

foundation of the Palatine by Romulus in the presence of Pales, the eponymous guardian 

divinity of the place, and connected it with the feast of Palilia – the birthday of Rome;68 the 

Rape of the Sabine women and the slab with an enthroned goddess and scene of the 

unveiling of an altar commemorates the festival of Consualia,69 the consequent fight 

between the Sabines and the Romans, including the combat between Romulus and Acron 

she connected with the first Spolia Opima and with the foundation of the cult of Jupiter 

Feretrius on the Capitolium,70 finally, the Punishment of Tarpeia and the preparations of the 

reconciliation of the abducted women is supposed to be depicted in connection with the 

beginnings of the feast of Matronalia (Pl. VII).71  

                                                           
65 Carettoni 1961; Kränzle 1991. On the frieze in the context of the entire history of the whole building see 
most recently Ertel – Freyberger 2007 a and b.  
66 Furuhagen 1961:151.  
67 The slab no. 6 is supposed to depict the Aeneas’ flight from Troy by Furuhagen (1961:147), Simon believes it 
shows the finding of the twins by the shepherds. These two quite different conclusions based on the identical 
material illustrate eloquently the state of the fragments. As for the battle, even more possibilities occur 
including the fight between the Horatii and Curiatii (Carettoni 1961:36), the battle of the Trojans and the Latins 
against the Rutuli or the battle between the Romans and the Sabines or even Etruscans or Celts (Furuhagen 
1961:151). Carettoni (1961:58) connects the scene of the building of the walls with the foundation of Lavinium 
by Aeneas. Other slabs seem to depict the discovery of the Twins and the encounter of Mars and Rhea Silvia 
(Albertson 1987:457).  
68 Simon 1966:836. If so, the alleged connection between the betrayal of Tarpeia and this feast stated by 
Propertius seems to be weakened.  
69 The association between the Rape of the Sabine women and the feast of Consualia based on the presence of 
the biga driven by mules was suggested by Furuhagen (1961:146) already. 
70 Simon 1966:838–839.  
71 Simon 1966:838–841. I.e. contrary to Propertius who ´dates´Tarpeia´s betrayal on the feast of Palilia – the 
birthday of Rome.  
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Thus, as Albertson argues, not only does the frieze reflect the heroic milestones in 

the history of Rome – in addition, it also presents a kind of a religious pictorial calendar of 

the Roman state.72 Such an ideological program seems to be quite impressive and fits well 

with the building standing in the very heart of the public life of the City.73 Marcattili’s 

interpretation assuming a diffusion of the mythological and historical scenes concerning 

eminent members of the gens Aemilia on the frieze seems less convincing,74 though it is 

apparent that the frieze, as the building as a whole, presented a continuous and magnificent 

opportunity for the representation of the whole gens of the Aemilii75 – in the very same and 

at first sight more effective way the coin images were exploitable (Pl. II.1).   

Still, only one twelfth of the original frieze is preserved. There could have been 

enough space for Aeneas’ adventures or other mythical cycles, quite probably in the manner 

of the painted frieze from the assumed tomb of the Statilii.76 This roughly contemporary 

series of frescoes present a significant source for the interpretation of some slabs from the 

Basilica Aemilia frieze as well as for its whole imagery and dating and thus deserves to be 

mentioned briefly, despite it lacking any scene of a punishment. Other scenes have been 

identified77 displaying such a degree of similarity that the Basilica Aemilia decoration is even 

considered – given the chronological as well as thematic closeness – as a model of that from 

the Statilii tomb.78  

The columbarium was recovered during the excavations on the Esquiline cemetery in 

1875–1877. The frieze had 10 meters in length and it was 38cm high. On the south wall, 

Aeneas’ battle against the Rutuli, the calling of a truce, his wedding with Lavinia and the 

building of Lavinium were depicted; on the west wall, Iulus leading the Trojans and the Latins 

against the Rutuli and the building of Alba Longa was illustrated; on the east wall, the scenes 

depicting Rhea Silvia among the Vestals, her rape by Mars and the discovery of her 

pregnancy were located; finally, on the north wall, the exposure of the Twins, their nursing 

                                                           
72 Albertson 1990:808. 
73 Welch 2015:130–131.  
74 Marcattili 2011:20.  
75 Kränzle 1991:190–191.  
76 Brilliant 1984:30; Holliday 2005:118. 
77 The scenes of the construction of the city walls and battle scenes, the rendering of the landscape setting, the 
battle scenes with various soldiers distinguished by their dress and equipment, the action scenes being 
followed by the calm ones. 
78 Zanker 1988:206; Holliday 2005:108.  
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by the she-wolf and their youth amongst the shepherds including an unpreserved final scene 

were displayed.79  

Both friezes flanked the inner spaces and both share themes from the mythological 

past of Rome. The context, however, is quite opposite – the Basilica Aemilia was one of the 

most important public monuments in the very heart of the city of Rome, the Statilii tomb is a 

private funerary chamber, despite occasionally being visited by the living too. As such, the 

theme of the frieze in the Statilii tomb seems to attest the efforts of the deceased to declare 

themselves, whoever they were, as real Romans through presenting the glorious legendary 

past of the City.80 In this regard it makes sense if the less illustrious characters like Tarpeia 

were not included (nevertheless, the themes of the Statilii frieze chronologically precede the 

very foundation of Rome).  

 

The Punishment of Tarpeia on the Basilica Aemilia Frieze 

The relief slab presenting the Punishment of Tarpeia in fact comprises of two 

individual scenes consisting in both cases of five figures – the act of execution itself and a 

group of women (Pl. III.1). The very focal point of the whole slab is, however, the figure of 

Tarpeia, with one breast bared and with a swelling veil over her head emerging from a pile of 

oval shields – on one of them a fragment of a gorgoneion is preserved81 – and stretching 

both hands towards the warriors who are approaching her from both sides with other 

shields ready to throw them on her (Pl. III.2–V). The position of Tarpeia’s legs is not clear 

since she is covered with shields up to her waist. The kneeling would be more natural not 

only given the more or less distant analogies that will be discussed later; however, since she 

is of the same height as the Sabines are, she seems to be still standing. At all events, Tarpeia 

is not rising from the ground on the Basilica Aemilia frieze as Mazzei supposes82 – it must be 

the original pile of shields, as the discussed fragment of the shield with gorgoneion attests.  

As for the attackers, on the left side of this scene, we can see an almost frontally 

depicted man in full armour wearing lorica and galea and preparing to throw an oval shield 

(clipeus) bearing an emblem of a flying Pegasus on his victim; on the right, a bare-headed 

                                                           
79 The frescoes are displayed in the Museo Nazionale Romano in the Pallazzo Massimo. On a detailed analysis 
of the whole frieze as well as the literature see most recently Holliday 2005.  
80 Holliday 2005. 
81 Marcattili seems to exaggerate the meaning of its presence (2011:19) as will be discussed later.  
82 Mazzei 2005:29.  
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and bare-footed soldier in exomis and with chlamys hanging over his left arm is standing 

with his back to the viewer lifting another oval shield (scutum) with both hands.  

Picard and Furuhagen concluded that both the Sabines and the Romans must be 

present, acting as executioners because the equipment of the soldiers varies.83 Such an 

argument seems, however, quite spurious. It is hardly possible to distinguish so precisely 

between two soldiers, one of them being in full armour and the second one looking as if he 

had just jumped off his camp bed. This divergence seems to be more a matter of 

circumstances; it hardly indicates the nationality of the participants since no type of armour 

appears to be specifically Roman or Sabine. Moreover, none of the ancient authors implies 

in the slightest the presence of the Romans at the execution of Tarpeia and their direct 

participation in the act of her punishment would hardly make any sense at all – the Romans 

are supposed to be at war with the Sabines at the time of the legend, not cooperating yet. 

Thus, we are hardly watching a new mystifying version of the story as assumed by 

Furuhagen.84 All the soldiers must be Sabines.85  

As for the two bearded and helmeted men in armour standing by on the farther sides 

and thus framing the scene, their identity is not so clear (Pl. V).86 However, one of them 

must definitely be Titus Tatius, one of the main characters of the story, since on his 

command Tarpeia is executed. That he was usually portrayed with a beard is proved by the 

obverses of the denarii of Titurius Sabinus and of Vettius Sabinus87 as well (Pl VI).88  

As such he is identified as the bearded figure standing on the far left wearing lorica, 

paludamentum and chlamys, attic helmet and calcei and leaning on a spear or sceptre with 

his left foot resting upon a pile of stones countenancing the violence without indicating any 

activity.89 However, Furuhagen and others find Mars to be the more meaningful identity of 

this figure. Their proposition is supported not only by convincing iconographic parallels of 

                                                           
83 Picard (1957a:183) considered the warrior with a shield approaching from the left to be a Roman; Furuhagen 
(1961:144) argues that both figures on the left are Romans, the men on the right being Sabines. 
84 Furuhagen 1961:144. Marcattili 2014:13 supports his view. 
85 Bartolli 1950:292; Evans 1992:122.  
86 The head of the bearded soldier on the left has been compared with Mars Ultor (Furuhagen 1961). I support 
his identification of this figure as such. However, despite definitely resembling Mars on the Ara Pacis, it is 
hardly a reason for dating the frieze to the Augustan era – the head of the bearded Mars appears already on 
the earliest Republican didrachms and gold issues from the end of the 3rd century BC (cf. RRC 44/2) as well as 
the coins of South Italy, though, contrary to the Augustan Mars, he is wearing a Corinthian crested helmet.  
87 RRC 404/1. On the possible reasons for using the head of Titus Tatius on the obverses of the Vettius denarii 
see Evans 1992:126–127.  
88 Evans 1992; Kränzle 1991:30. 
89 Bartolli 1950:292; Carettoni 1961:28; Evans 1992:122.  
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Mars Ultor and his role as the god of vengeance.90 The presence of Mars seems to be fully 

justified if Simon’s identification of the adjacent scene as that of the establishment of the 

festival of Matronalia consecrated to Mars is right.91 The figure of an onlooking deity fits well 

with the tradition of Hellenistic and Etruscan visual arts as well.  

At all events, if Mars is present, he cannot be identified as the bearded soldier on the 

far right who is barefooted, wearing exomis and a high crested helmet and holding another 

oval shield (scutum). Despite Evans taking this figure for a lightly armed Mars92 and Welch 

describing him as resting with his chin in his hand93 his position does not seem to be a 

relaxing or contemplating one. He must be carrying his shield because its bottom is not 

recumbent on the ground. Carettoni considers the figure to be bending forward being 

heavily laden with his shield.94 Such a characteristic of a warrior sounds strange and seems 

to be quite subjective. In any case, the figure is not leaning on the shield, on the contrary – 

the man lifts it and he is ready to quickly overcome his remarkable distance from the focus 

of the scene with the clear intention of smashing his victim.95 He is no passive onlooker at all 

and his activity makes his reputed status of a deity highly problematic.  

Thus, the identification of this character as Titus Tatius as proposed by Furuhagen 

seems to me more correct. Moreover, it is noticeable that the crest on his helmet is waving, 

i.e. it also seems to indicate motion, not a static stiffness – in contrast to the crest of the 

bearded man on the far left which is hanging down flagged.96 The bare feet hardly impeach 

Tatius’ regal authority since all active figures attacking Tarpeia with shields are portrayed 

without shoes. It is debatable whether this weird feature implies any special circumstances 

of the story, e.g. the Sabines being confronted with Tarpeia in the night time97 and thus not 

fully dressed for an attack at the very moment. At any rate, the bare feet distinguish them all 

again from the static passive figure in full armour on the left. I see no reason to condemn a 

                                                           
90Furuhagen 1961:142; Simon 1966:840; Kränzle 1991:30; Marcattili 2011:13–15.  
91 Simon 1966:841. 
92 Evans 1992:122. 
93 Welch 2015:129.  
94 Carettoni 1961:32: ...in atto di avanzare verso Tarpea... Regge a fatica il grande scudo – la posizione della 
figura alquanto curvata in avanti accentua lo sforzo del soldato per trasportare la pesante arma di difesa – 
rappresentato dalla parte interna, che egli imbraccia con la sinistra mentre con la destra afferrava l’orlo 
superiore. This is probably the reason why Carettoni does not identify the figure as the Sabine king and why he 
does not consider the presence of Mars in the scene at all.  
95 Kränzle 1991:28. 
96 As well as in a seeming contrast to Tarpeia’s mantle swirling above her in another direction. This feature, 
however, has much more to do with the very iconography of a punishment which will be discussed elsewhere.  
97 Perhaps indicated by the crescent and a star above the scene on the Titurius denarii discussed later.  
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more active role of Titus Tatius in Tarpeia’s execution. The identification of the Sabine king 

as the bearded figure on the far right and of the bearded viewer on the far left as Mars 

seems quite tenable. Or, strictly speaking, the character on the right must be Titus Tatius if 

the bearded bystander on the far left is to be Mars. Was the figure on the right just another 

ordinary Sabine soldier, then the presence of Mars has to be omitted on behalf of Titus 

Tatius who must be identified as the figure on the left. His presence is more substantial for 

the story and its visualisation than that of any god.98  

The subsequent scene occupying the right quarter of the same slab presents five 

draped women walking with their backs turned from the act of execution – i.e. to the right 

(Pl. VII).99 The seemingly incoherent distribution of the figures repeats the pattern of the 

Punishment scene: on both farther ends stand slightly isolated figures and between them, 

three characters in closer contact are displayed. As for this central group, a woman on the 

left is leaning on a pillar in the manner resembling the pose of the famous statue of the 

Leaning Muse,100 the central figure is focused on the female on her right similar to the 

arrangement of the Aldobrandini Wedding.101 As stated above, there is no direct contact 

between the women and the participants of the Punishment; they are even arranged back to 

back. However, this pattern follows the composition on the preceding slab presenting the 

Rape of the Sabine women. In that scene, two abductors holding their prey in their arms are 

running left whilst two other Romans are pursuing a fleeing maid running to the right and 

searching for shelter at her mother’s or a goddess’ feet, i.e. the scene also splits in two 

groups with figures arranged back to back. Despite the groups not seeming to be visually 

interconnected, they create quite a logical and complex unity.  

Thus, it is plausible that both scenes on the slab with the Punishment of Tarpeia may 

also be thematically connected in a similar way. Furuhagen suggests Tarpeia’s Vestal 

companions turning their backs from the execution of their treacherous colleague are 

presented.102 Quite the opposite opinion is held by Carettoni, who considers the scene to 

portray a deductio ad domum – a nuptial ceremony with the bride in the very centre 

                                                           
98 The identification of any of those figures with Romulus is least plausible since he plays no part in the story of 
Tarpeia and the eventual presence of Mars is much more logical and desirable than his. Thus, I omit any further 
discussion on Romulus’ figure in this case as fruitless or at least not important for the subject of this thesis.  
99 Furuhagen considers both groups to be part of just one scene (Furuhagen 1961:144) depicting the 
punishment of Tarpeia in the presence of the Vestals.  
100 The so-called Polyhymnia, Museo Capitolino no. 2135. Smith 1991: no. 95.  
101 On a more detailed description of this part of the scene see Kränzle 1991:29. 
102 Furuhagen 1961:142.  
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proceeding between the goddesses Charis and Peitho103 to the house of the bridegroom in a 

similar composition as on the already mentioned Aldobrandini fresco (Pl. VII.2). He suggests 

the wedding of Romulus and the Sabine woman Hersilia,104 however, the bridegroom is 

missing.105 If Carettoni is correct, the Wedding should follow after the Rape scene, not after 

that of the Punishment. The sequence the Rape – the Punishment – the Wedding thus seems 

to disrupt the linear mythological chronology.106 Despite such an arrangement not being 

entirely unusual,107 Simon argues the group of women presents rather a counsel of the 

already married women preparing the end of hostilities between their Sabine relatives and 

Roman husbands.108 She identifies the veiled matron as Hersilia, the wife of Romulus and the 

spiritus agens of the intervention of the Sabine women in the battle of their fathers and 

husbands.109 This glorious event was commemorated by the feast of Matronalia on the 

Calendae (the first day) of March in the Roman tradition – the month consecrated to 

Mars.110 As mentioned above, this interpretation111 also makes the presence of Mars on the 

very beginning of the slab quite meaningful. The interconnection of different episodes by 

means of the motion of the characters seems to be attested also in the case of the Statilii 

painted frieze.112 However, the fact that the female figure standing most closely to Tarpeia is 

depicted almost frontally to the viewer partially covering her face with a palm as if mourning 

is not very helpful since her gesture fits all the above mentioned interpretations (forced 

wedding/fear of war). Thus, it is not necessary to read it as a reaction to Tarpeia’s shameful 

deed or terrible death. Any closer relation of the women’s group to the scene of the very 

punishment on slab no. 5 thus remains just hypothetical. 

 

  

                                                           
103 Carettoni 1961:33. 
104 Carettoni 1961:35–36. 
105 This fact does not invalidate his hypothesis if we are watching the deductio ad domum as Carettoni 
suggested. (Carettoni 1961).  
106 Carettoni 1961:65. 
107 Holliday 2005:105.  
108 Simon 1966:840; Kränzle 1991:31 supports her interpretation.  
109 Liv. 1.11.2; Ov. Fast. 3.205. 
110 Plut. Romulus 21. 
111 Simon 1966:841. 
112 Holliday 2005:104.  
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The dating of the Basilica Aemilia Frieze  

In contrast to both coin types depicting the Punishment of Tarpeia, set within an 

accuracy of a year or two, the time span for the dating of this depiction in the case of the 

Basilica Aemilia frieze is precariously wide.  

The building itself was built first in 179 BC by the censors M. Fulvius Nobilior and M. 

Aemilius Lepidus.113 It was successively restored probably in 80–78 BC114 and in 55 BC115 by 

L. Aemilius Paulus and in 34 BC it was dedicated by his son L. Aemilius Lepidus Paulus.116 The 

building was reconstructed in 14 BC after a fire reported by Cassius Dio117 and again in 22 AD 

according to Tacitus,118 it was finally rebuilt after the burning in 64 AD which makes quite an 

extreme number of possibilities for the origins of the frieze.  

The majority of scholars119 consider the period of restoration of the building 

beginning in 55 BC by L. Aemilius Paulus and accomplished by his son L. Aemilius Lepidus 

Paulus in 34 BC to be the most probable time of the creation of the frieze. This dating is 

supported by the use of Pentelic marble (instead of Luna marble preferred in later time)120 

and stylistic resemblances to Late Republican portraits as well as the technical details of the 

frieze. The identification of the stone mason from the scene of the construction of the walls 

of Rome on slab no. 7 as a supposed politic caricature of Cicero121 also supports the dating 

into the years of 43–34 BC.122  

                                                           
113 Liv. 40.51.5.  
114 Plin., NH 35.4.13 mentions the portrait shields being attached to the building – they appear on the denarii of 
M. Aemilius Lepidus (RRC 419/3).  
115 Cic. Att. 4.16. 
116 Cass. Dio 49.42.2. 
117 Cass. Dio, Historiae Romanae 54.24.2–3: ἥ τε στοὰ ἡ Παύλειος ἐκαύθη... ἡ μὲν οὖν στοὰ μετὰ τοῦτο ὀνόματι 
μὲν ὑπ᾽ Αἰμιλίου, ἐς ὃν τὸ τοῦ ποιήσαντός ποτε αὐτὴν γένος ἐληλύθει, τῷ δὲ ἔργῳ ὑπό τε τοῦ Αὐγούστου καὶ 
ὑπὸ τῶν τοῦ Παύλου φίλων ἀνῳκοδομήθη: 
118 Tac. Ann. 3.72.  
119 Bartolli 1950; Carettoni 1961: Furuhagen 1961; Toynbee; Albertson 1990; Kränzle 1991; Welch 2005:61. 
120 Kränzle 1991. 
121 On the identification of the mason as Cicero see Bartolli 1950:293; Carettoni 1961:65; Furuhagen 1961:146, 
149; Albertson 1990:803–806. The slab in question is more or less congruously supposed to represent the 
building of ramparts, perhaps of a colony. The mason has also been identified as Domitius Ahenobarbus or as 
M. Aemilius Lepidus, the founder of the Basilica and also of the colony of Luni (Marcattili 2011:20). However, it 
does not seem plausible that anyone living at the fall of the Republic – probably except the Aemilii family 
members – would identify the mason as a man who died more than a hundred years before and if so, hardly in 
relation to the foundation of Luni. Had the grandfather Aemilius to be remembered and honoured on the 
frieze, certainly another role than that of a workman building the ramparts of a colony would suit him better. A 
parodic depiction of a contemporary Cicero thus sounds more plausible, especially concerning the actual 
political situation and Cicero’s own well known writings on it (for more details and discussion see Albertson 
1990:803–806).  
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The reconstruction of the Basilica Aemilia in 14 BC at Augustus’ expense as attested 

by Dio123 is also favoured as a time of the origin of the reliefs by many124 including the most 

recently published monograph on the history of the whole building.125 However, the 

arguments for the Augustan dating of the frieze seem to be based primarily on the 

iconography of the frieze.126 

N. Kampen argues that the choice of the mythological themes reflects the paramount 

features exclusively of the Augustan age.127 Especially the allegedly important role women 

play on the Basilica Aemilia frieze is considered to be in accord with Augustus’ programme of 

moral revival128 of the Roman society and the regulation of women’s sexual behaviour in 

particular.129 It is entirely true as well that Tarpeia undoubtedly represents an opposite to 

virtuous Roman matrons who are the correct model that has to be chosen by female 

viewers.130 However, as for the dating of the frieze to the time of Augustus, I find these 

arguments utterly unconvincing.131 The abduction of the Sabine women as well as the 

Punishment of Tarpeia were present in the Roman art for a long time and thus they can 

hardly be considered a certain grounds for dating.  The interpretation of the scene following 

the Punishment as a bridal one is also not certain.  

Moreover, Kampen’s hypothesis implies the presumption that the scene of the 

famous intervention of the Sabine women in the battle would have also been depicted 

which we do not know. I assume it can be seriously doubted that such a scene was ever 

presented in the Roman visual culture at all. Nevertheless, it is hardly imaginable how the 

Rape of Sabine Women… reflected Augustus’ attempts to encourage marital fidelity and to 

increase procreation among the Roman upper and freed classes.132 The passivity of the 

Sabine women in the scene of the Rape may have been considered desirable, but it is hard 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
There are other figures bearing possible portrait features, e.g. the bareheaded soldier with whiskers executing 
Tarpeia (Kränzle 1991:28). Cappelli’s suggestion (Capelli 1993) that portraits of the members of gens Aemilia 
living in the time of the construction of the frieze were placed into some scenes is quite plausible, though 
impossible to prove.  
122 Albertson 1990:805. 
123 Cass. Dio, Hist. Rom. 54.24.2–3. 
124 Vermeule 1979:74–75; Kleiner 1992:89.  
125 Ertel – Freyberger 2016. 
126 Ertel – Freyberger 2016:74—77.  
127 Kampen 1988 and 1991.  
128 On Augustus´programme and legislation see e.g. Zanker 1988:156–158.  
129 Strong 1976:78; Kampen 1988; Kleiner 1992:89.  
130 Welch 2005:62.  
131 Maschek 2017.  
132 Holliday 2005:109.  



31 
 

to see it as a proper moral exemplum. The scenes of the Rape of the Sabine women and a 

possible reminder of their later intervention in the battle133 may certainly be seen as praising 

the women’s role as social mediators134 and as such they surely suited Augustus’ 

reformatory vision of the Roman society based on traditional values and loyalty to family. 

These glorious examples from the famous history of Rome also appealed to the integrating 

and unifying power of ‘Romanitas’ accentuating the final assimilation between the Romans 

and the Sabines.135 If chosen by private patrons (as in the case of the Statilii tomb), they 

were also sufficiently universal, neutral and uncompetitive and thus safe enough for those 

who tried to catch the fancy of the Princeps and not to raise suspicions regarding their – 

supposed or real – political ambitions that could have threatened Augustus’ unique leading 

authority.136  

On the other hand, the story of Tarpeia presents a woman in a hardly flattering way, 

the scene of the Rape portrays women as passive vulnerable victims.137 The action of the 

battlefield was hardly (ever) present on the Basilica Aemilia. The preserved scenes of the 

Rape of the Sabines, the Punishment of Tarpeia and the Gathering of the women, whatever 

its exact sense is, present an integral part of the chronological narrative focused on the 

mythical prehistory of Rome, where women naturally did occur. They certainly had an 

extraordinary ideological potential to serve as a kind of ‘moral instruction’; nevertheless, 

Augustus would hardly be the first one to exploit it. The frieze does not seem to present 

more special concern for the role of women in society than the denarii of Titurius Sabinus 

portraying the very same events 60 years earlier and undoubtedly inspired by another 

                                                           
133 I doubt such a scene portraying explicitly the active intervention of the Sabine women in the battlefield ever 
occurred in the Roman visual culture. E.g. Stevenson (2011:178–180) questions the action of the Sabine wives 
on the battlefield as a positive exemplum, despite Livy seeming to prize it as such. Stevenson argues that such 
interference of women with public policy, including Hersilia’s intercession to Romulus, may have seemed 
improper, disturbing and negative to the Roman viewer. However, the reasons for the absence of this scene in 
the visual arts could have also been artistic as well – the closest visual paradigm portraying women on the 
battlefield is the Amazonomachy where the active female figures present damnable opponents, i.e. just the 
opposite of the Sabine women. The fact that it was the passive role of helpless victims of a rape that was 
accentuated and presented as a glaring example of a correct moral behaviour in the Roman visual arts, not the 
active and more glorious act of Sabine wives as peacemakers, is certainly interesting from the gender point of 
view. 
134 Kampen 1988:15.  
135 Strong 1988:78; Holliday 2005:110; Ertel – Freyberger 2016:77.  
136 More convincing – if the intention was to flatter or content the Princeps – would probably be the choice of 
themes connected with the origins of gens Iulia. But Aeneas does not seem to occur on the Basilica Aemilia 
frieze, at least on the preserved fragments. 
137 Their future actions however, are not passive at all, suggested perhaps at least by the Gathering of women 
preparing their intervention on the Tarpeia slab.  
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earlier depiction of this type. Thus, in my opinion, the presence of the Rape and the 

Punishment on the Basilica Aemilia frieze is quite a weak argument to date the frieze to 14 

BC.  

Not even Octavian’s financial support of the reconstruction of the building proves 

that the Basilica Aemilia frieze is the work of the early Imperial period. The fact that its 

decoration presented just the right scenes that fit his political programme could well have 

been the very reason why Princeps endowed the renovations.138  

At all events, the legendary history of Rome was a matter of the Augustan policy as 

well as of the personal aristocratic propaganda during the Late Republic. The coin images of 

that time are exceedingly rich in very such motifs – Aeneas carrying Anchises from Troy,139 

Faustulus finding Romulus and Remus being suckled by the She-wolf,140 the Prodigy of 

Founding Lanuvium,141 Numa Pompilius sacrificing a goat,142 the She-wolf,143 Mars144 – 

confirm it quite unambiguously and there is no reason to assume that these coin images 

were the first and the only visualisations of the events from the glorious Roman 

mythological past of that time. As the denarii of Titurius demonstrate and as shall be 

discussed in more detail elsewhere, the iconographic scheme for the Rape of the Sabine 

women and the Punishment of Tarpeia must have been established at the beginning of the 

1st century BC at the latest, and much more probably even earlier – during the 2nd century 

BC, Evans suggests an even earlier date – the 3rd century BC. 145 Thus, it is not easy to see in 

the reliefs of the Basilica Aemilia a violation of genre convention.146 They clearly represent a 

sculptural tradition which was devoted to the celebration of great deeds rendered to the 

state by the citizens.147 

                                                           
138 At all events P. Holliday regards the refurbishment of the Basilica Aemilia frieze in 14 BC as an occasion for 
Augustus to announce his political reformist doctrines (Holliday 2005:109). 
139 RRC 308/1. 
140 Sextus Pompeius; RRC 235/1. 
141 RRC 472/1,2. Böhm 1997:92–93. 
142 Pomponius Molo, 97 BC; RRC 334/1. 
143 P. Satrienus, 77 BC; RRC 388/1b. 
144 Valerius Flaccus, 108 BC; RRC 306/1. Cf. the coin image with the figure of Mars on the honorific base from 
the atrium of the Cathedral in Civitá Castellana cited and reproduced by Holliday 2005:97.  
145 Evans proposes even the 3rd century BC (Evans 1992:134). The visual inspiration (as well as input of 
craftsmen) must have been definitely intensified during the 2nd half of the 2nd century BC after the capture of 
Greece; however, the Greek cities of Italy offered many opportunities long ago, as well as alliances with 
Pergamum and other territories adopting Greek culture.  
146 Kampen 1991:451.  
147 Brilliant 1963:37. 
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The creation of iconographic schemes should not be considered just as ‘secondary to 

the affective purpose of the imagery’ as P. Holliday argues.148 It can be relevant supporting 

evidence for the dating of some monuments at least.  

Thus, the Late Republic is no less a plausible date for the Basilica Aemilia frieze than 

the time of the Early Principate; moreover, it is far more likely given the presence of both 

the themes in question on the Titurius denarii and given the presumption that they were not 

the first visualisation of those mythical events.  

 

1.2.2. The Denarii of L. Titurius Sabinus – 89 BC 

As a triumvir monetalis, L. Titurius Sabinus issued three types of denarii besides their 

bronze denominations during his office in 89 BC (Pl. IX). The obverses of all three types of 

denarii149 bear a head of the Sabine king Titus Tatius. The reverses of the first type present 

the scene of the Rape of the Sabine women, on the second type the execution of the 

treacherous Tarpeia is shown and on the third one, Victory in a biga is depicted.150  

The fashion of portraying the gods and mythical heroes as alleged ancestors of a 

particular family in order to witness its long history and noble descent is a common feature 

in the last hundred years of Roman Republican coinage. In this aspect the iconography of the 

denarii of Titurius present a typical product of that time. The character of the legendary 

Sabine king as well as the events connected with the Sabine origins of Rome were 

undoubtedly chosen as an allusion to the moneyer´s cognomen and perhaps also as a 

reminder of his alleged Sabine origin following thus the contemporary practice.151 What 

makes the Titurius denarii exceptional is their remarkable thematic complexity. We are 

presented with a short sequence of mythological narrative connected not only mutually to 

each other, but also linked with the obverse image, combining the motif of personal identity, 

family self-promotion and tradition on the obverse with the most current events and public 

themes on the reverses, opposing and linking past/present and private/public through the 

same unifying mythological theme. Of course, this does not contradict the idea that there is 

                                                           
148 Holliday 2005:124. 
149 RRC 344/1–3.  
150 RRC 344/3. 
151 Alföldi 1956:80. For discussion on the alleged Sabine origin of Titurius see e.g. Evans 1992:120; Welch 
2015:82–84.  
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also an actual possible political message, allusion or commentary on more current events 

encoded. This possibility will be discussed in the final chapter.  

As for the iconography, on the much more limited space of the Titurius coins, the 

scene of the Punishment consists of three figures only: two identical mirror-arranged 

warriors with raised oval shields are attacking Tarpeia who is kneeling between them in the 

centre amid the heap of another four oval shields. Her hair is ragged, but her breasts remain 

draped, and her arms are stretched strictly symmetrically towards the executioners, very 

probably even touching them somewhere about their waists. Above the scene, a star in a 

crescent is depicted.  

 

1. 2. 3. The Denarii of Petronius Turpilianus – 19 BC  

On the denarii of Petronius Turpilianus, the scene of the Punishment is reduced to 

the single character of Tarpeia herself (Pl. X.1), placed in the centre of the coin image amid 

the high pile of two types of shields – four round and six oval – with both hands stretched 

symmetrically, slightly bent at the elbow, as if surrendering. Her head seems to be clothed 

on some specimens (for more on this feature see the next part of the thesis); the eyes and 

mouths are wide opened. Whether she is standing or kneeling it is not possible to 

determine.  

A. Küter pays particular attention to the shields – their number makes ten on all the 

types of the surviving variants of this coin type and the composition of the pile is also 

constant.152 However, there are two perhaps more important analogies between the 

Turpilianus coinage and the broader iconography of Tarpeia on the Basilica Aemilia frieze 

and Titurius denarii – it is the coin of the RIC 297 type with the Pegasus on the reverse (Pl. 

XI.1) and the presence of the winged horse on the shield in the hands of one of Tarpeia’s 

attackers on the Basilica Aemilia frieze; the second analogy which is hardly a coincidence 

being the coin of the RIC 300 type, minted also by Turpilianus and bearing the symbol of a 

star in a crescent – the same symbols that appear also above the head of Tarpeia on the 

Titurius denarii (Pl. X.2). While the latter analogy has long been examined by many scholars 

with more or less convincing results, it was Marcattili who drew attention to the Pegasus 

symbol most recently.153 The meaning of both symbols has to be discussed briefly in more 

                                                           
152 Küter 2014:92. She also mentions one specimen with five round shields.  
153 Marcattili 2011:15–17.  
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detail since they affect considerably some interpretations of the origin of the mythological 

figure of Tarpeia.  

 

Crescent and Star – The Denarii of RIC Augustus nos. 299 and 300 Types 

Despite the motif of a crescent with a star above definitely not seeming to be part of 

the general iconography of Tarpeia, it is worth mentioning because it appears on the issues 

minted by both moneyers in question and it apparently had something to do with the scene 

of the Punishment of Tarpeia, however uncertain and puzzling this relation seems to be. It 

has been interpreted variously since Babelon with quite different results, most of these 

theories have been summarized and presented elsewhere,154 thus, a just brief survey should 

suffice here. Babelon himself connected it to the Parthian symbolism referring to Augustus’ 

defeat of the Parthians – Sassanid kings were reported by Ammian to act as fratres Soli et 

Lunae. Mommsen supposed a reminder of the cult of Diana brought to Rome by the Sabines. 

Morel considered the crescent and star to be the Sabine symbols of power and immortality. 

The connections with the capture of the East as an advent of the Golden Age were proposed 

also by Simon; a similar meaning – the hopes and promise of the saeculum aureum 

connected with Augustus – was offered by Krumme. Mattingly and Damsky associated it 

with the Death of Virgil in 19 BC (which does not explain the symbol on the coins of Titurius), 

Cardone prefers the solar eclipse in 21 BC or in 63 BC – the year Augustus was born – a 

cosmic meaning. A whole bunch of other scholars favoured just an indication that the action 

takes place during night time. The moon as a symbol of the Phoenician Tanit has been also 

suggested. Recently, Welch thinks of the relation to Diana and her introduction to Rome by 

Tatius,155 Ercolani Cocchi of the future unity of the Roman and the Sabine peoples, Marcattili 

has proposed Tarpeia to be herself originally a chthonic and lunar deity.156  

None of these explanations seems to be convincing enough, though the fact that 

both motifs – the Punishment of Tarpeia and the star in crescent – appear together on one 

Titurius coin type and independently as two different coin images of another moneyer 

indicates that they originally must have been connected in some way.  

                                                           
154 Evans 1992:123; for a quite extensive and detailed survey of the possible meanings of the symbol, including 
the references to relevant literature see Küter 2014:93–98.  
155 Welch 2015:101–102.  
156 Marcattili 2014 and 2015. 
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The most probable explanation seems to me the symbol of the eternity of Rome.157 If 

so, it would make perfect sense also on the Titurius denarii – it could have been read as a 

declaration that despite Tarpeia’s crime her city will survive and will last forever – in contrast 

to the traitress whose malicious existence is just being extinguished. Further interpretations 

of the individual scenes of the Punishment of Tarpeia in a broader historical and ideological 

context will be the subject of the last part of this thesis aimed at the exploitation of the 

theme as a means of political allegory and propaganda.  

From the iconographic point of view, all the surviving depictions of the Punishment of 

Tarpeia consistently show a frontal figure of a kneeling or standing young woman covered 

with shields up to her hips and forming the focal point and main vertical axis of the scene.  

The possibility that one depiction could have influenced the others has already been 

mentioned. It is, naturally, very likely in the case of the Turpilianus denarii since they are 

with the highest probability the latest ones and, being used on the same medium and 

probably with a similar intention, they seem to recall, repeat or react to the earlier issues of 

Titurius Sabinus.  

However, despite the very coins of Titurius Sabinus being at the same time very 

probably the earliest surviving renderings of the Punishment of Tarpeia, they can hardly be 

considered an inspiration for the same scene on the Basilica Aemilia frieze. Not only the 

particular depictions differ in details (dress, hairstyle, gesture), not to mention the number 

and arrangement of the other figures. The possibility that a work of minor art would have 

influenced the major one is highly improbable and quite unusual. The coin images usually 

reflect the famous works of major art, not vice versa.158  

Before we turn to this problem presenting a focal subject of this thesis, an essential 

question affecting fundamentally any possible interpretation of the image has to be dealt 

with at first since the iconography of immortals differs from that of mortals. Who was 

Tarpeia? Despite the surviving literary sources agreeing that she was a mortal woman 

punished harshly for a real or reputed treason, the very origin of the figure seems to be 

more complicated. Was she always considered to be a damnable traitress and did her 

punishment serve as an archetype and exemplum of a well-deserved end of a renegade? Or 

                                                           
157 Küter 2014:98.  
158 Toynbee 1956:222–223.  
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was she perceived in quite the opposite way – as a kind of misunderstood martyred heroine 

or even a former deity? What was the genesis of the myth and of her character itself?  

 

1.3. A Traitress, a Heroine or a Goddess? Considering the Origin of Tarpeia  

 

1. 3. 1. A Cult of Tarpeia?  

According to some sources, Tarpeia died and was buried right on the Capitolium, 

giving the name to the whole hill (mons) before it was renamed159 and to the saxum that still 

bore her name in the historical time.  

The mere setting of her grave in the most eminent location on the Capitolium – on 

the place of the future temple of Jupiter160 seems to reflect the notion of some heroic or 

supernatural quality at least. Moreover, she was allegedly worshiped and the annual 

libations were poured on her grave.161  

The note Virgo Vestalis Parentat162 in the 4th century codex Calendar of Philocalus, a 

reference to the sacrifice held on Ides of February (13th), i.e. on the first day of the festival of 

the Parentalia, dies parentales163 honouring the ancestors, was identified by Mommsen with 

the alleged ritual on Tarpeia’s grave.164 It has even been suggested that it was the Vestals 

who performed sacrifices on Tarpeia’s tomb.165 However, such a connection remains a pure 

construct.166  

However, the suspicion of an existence of a cult of Tarpeia has been shifted from the 

literary evidence into the interpretation of her iconography. Carettoni167 considered her 

depiction on the Basilica Aemilia frieze as well as on both types of denarii not as that of a 

traitress but of a Roman heroine, 168  in accordance with Piso’s version of the story.  

                                                           
159 Varro, De Ling. Lat. 5.41. 
160 Plut. Rom. 18.1; Prop. 4.4 begins the poem just with the allusion – and pun – on the ‘turpe sepulchrum’ of 
Tarpeia.  
161 Dion. Hal., Ant. Rom. 2.40.3. 
162 CIL 1 (2) 258.   
163 See Rykwert 1976.  
164 See Frazer, commentary on Ovid’s Fasti, p. 435.  
165 Staples 1998:144.   
166 On the interpretation of the sacrifice opening the Parentalia see e.g. Salzman 1990:160–161; DiLuzio 
2016:214.  
167 Carettoni 1961:31.  
168 Reinach 1908:65. 
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Some have taken it one step further. For Reinach, Tarpeia est la divinité locale de la 

roche Tarpeia, protectress of the Capitolium.169 Dumézil, on the other hand, was interested 

with Tarpeia’s greedy of gold in the frame of his supposed prehistoric tripartite 

differentiation of the Roman society, comparing her with Gullveig.170  Morel and others171 

connected the frontal arrangement of Tarpeia’s figure, her outstretched arms and the 

swelling mantle over her head – une pose hieratique – with an epiphany of a deity. Picard172 

comparing this posture with the Aegean idols even supposed Tarpeia to be originally an 

ancient astral protective deity of the Roman Citadel Iuno, inspired by the cult of Hera 

Tropaia, this hypothesis is most recently supported by Mazzei.173 Simon174 considers the 

figure of Tarpeia on the Basilica Aemilia frieze to resemble Aura and links her to the 

traitress’s future role of an alleged numen; Welch and Mazzei also remind us of the 

velificatio and epiphanic qualities175 of facing a goddess in the relief sculpture; most recently, 

Mazzei speaks of una figura divina and figura mitica come una divinita amazonica e lunare or 

an appearance of a chthonian goddess176  

 

1. 3. 2. The Tropaeum Theory 

It was also Reinach177 who proposed that the figure of Tarpeia in the visual arts 

reflects the practice of erecting the victorious trophies containing the shields and weapons 

of the defeated enemy. This idea has been developed extensively by Gansiniec178 on 

linguistic and iconographic arguments but also on purely hypothetical or almost absurd 

deductions.179 She argued that the myth of a treacherous virgin being seduced by the gold of 

                                                           
169 Reinach 1908:69–70. This hypothesis is supported by Marcattili 2011. He emphasizes that according to 
Propertius the offerings to Tarpeia were allegedly brought on the same day as the feast of Parilia (Prop. 4.4.73–
84) – the foundation of Rome – was celebrated. This, however, may be a mere poet’s licence. Making Tarpeia 
betray and threaten the future existence of her city on such a memorable day linked with its foundation seems 
to be quite an elegant and impressive improvement of the story.  
170 Dumézil 1949.  
171 Morel 1962:34. 
172 Picard 1957a:184.  
173 Mazzei 2005.  
174 Simon 1966:840.  
175 Welch 2015:133. 
176 Mazzei 2005:29.  
177 Reinach 1908:69. 
178 Gansiniec 1949.  
179 Such as that Palladion was originally an anthropomorphic tropaeum (Gansiniec 1949:30); the neighbourhood 
of the shrines of Apollo at Klaros and Artemis at Ephesos caused the Helenes to assume that they were brother 
and sister (Gansiniec 1949:34); she doubts the existence of the Sabines during the royal age of Rome (Gansiniec 
1949:34); the tropaeum, i.e. a heap of weapons and armour of the defeated enemy, is supposed to last longer 
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an enemy to betray her own city and killed by the enemy’s shields was artificially 

constructed to explain the pile of protective weapons placed on the Capitolium to 

commemorate a long forgotten victory over the Sabines or the Gauls. The mythical figure of 

Tarpeia herself is believed to be created aetiologically as a personification of this venerable 

tropaeum after its connection with that particular victory had been long forgotten.  

Although some parallels may seem striking at first glance, the method as well as the 

evidence appeared quite spurious and the theory as a whole was considered highly 

problematic. Moreover, Gansiniec was forced to make some unbearable presumptions to 

support her theory.180  

On the other hand, the counterarguments offered by Weinstock in his laconic review 

of Gansiniec’s work are quite cogent,181 especially his remark that Tarpeia cannot be 

separated from the gens Tarpeia, mons Tarpeius, saxum Tarpeium or from other legendary 

figures..., pointing to the deep roots of the mythical figure within the history and topography 

of Rome.182  

Interestingly enough, Varro, despite his obsession with the origins of the words and 

especially the names connected with Tarpeia, does not imply nor speculate about any 

connection between the traitress’ name and tropaeum. If there ever was any, it must have 

been long forgotten. A trophy is a memorial of a military victory and dedication to a god, the 

figure of Tarpeia presents its very opposite – she is the highest menace to her city, coming, 

moreover, from the inside, not from the enemy.  

Despite the Citadel being taken by the Sabines, at least in the legend, it was hardly in 

a fight deserving of any trophy being erected by the Sabines either. And it is hard to imagine 

the Romans not being aware of this difference.  

Thus, tropaeum and Tarpeia being a mere accidental verbal conjunction or not, the 

visual resemblance of the tropaeum and the image of Tarpeia, her striking associations with 

the Capitolium and with shields as well as the theme concerned with the preservation of the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
than the collective memory and the awareness of the associated victory itself, which is expected to be 
forgotten soon etc.  
180 E.g. she concludes that the birth of the toponym of the Saxum Tarpeium is a matter only of the 1 st century 
BC (Gansiniec 1949:35).  
181 Weinstock 1955:239–240. 
182 On the discussion on the topography of Saxum Tarpeium see Wiseman 1979. 
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City remain so remarkable that the theory has been reconsidered by some scholars 

recently.183  

It seems that some rituals associated with the shields and concerning the safety of 

Rome were – quite naturally – connected to the Capitolium. Marcatilli points to the 

consecration of a shield to the Genius Urbis Romae sive mas sive femina and he tries to link 

Tarpeia more closely to Mars and to celebrations of the triumphal return of an army.184 He 

suggests the frieze does not illustrate a myth, but an archaic ritual185 practised by the 

victorious Roman soldiers returning home with shields taken from a beaten enemy and 

offering them to Mars.  

The role of Mars in the story of Tarpeia, or more precisely the connection between 

the Capitolium as a place of sanctuary of Mars and of a crime scene, is stressed by 

Marcattili.186However, there is no explicit connection between Tarpeia and Mars in the 

ancient literary sources.  

Neither was the story of Tarpeia connected with any reditus of the Roman army nor 

with any victory at all – thus, I find it hard to see in the depiction of the Punishment from the 

Basilica Aemilia frieze a reminder of the victorious M. Aemilius Lepidus celebrating his 

victory over Liguri as Marcattili suggests.187  

It was the Romans who were besieged by the Sabines and betrayed by Tarpeia and 

the conflict ended with appeasement thanks to the famous intervention of the Sabine 

women. This basic situation – besieged Rome under a serious threat, a foe at the gates – is 

present in the story since its very beginning as far as the preserved literary evidence informs 

us.  

 

  

                                                           
183 For more literature see Marcattili 2011:11.  
184 Marcattili 2011:12. 
185 Marcattili 2011:13. 
186 Marcattili 2011:10–12. 
187 Marcattili 2011:20.  
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1. 3. .3. Apotheosis of Tarpeia?  

Marcattili also connects the symbols of Medusa and Pegasus placed on the Sabine 

shields on the Basilica Aemilia frieze (Pl. XI.2–3) with e.g. reconciliation or purification or 

even with the apotheosis of Tarpeia.188  

The reason for placing gorgoneia on shields and other pieces of defensive armour is 

definitely apotropaic and quite in accord with their protective function. However, the 

symbol appears so many times in this context that it is hard to believe that its presence in 

the scene of Tarpeia’s punishments indicates anything special.  

As for Pegasus, his apotropaic power seems to be quite naturally derived from his 

mother Medusa. It is very probable that Pegasi on the Attic black figure eye-cups do have 

such a protective quality,189 the same is probably true in the case of the Pegasi placed on the 

shields of warriors depicted on the vases and elsewhere.190 Thus, Pegasus seems to have the 

protective qualities, especially in a battle – perhaps, a reminiscence of Bellerophon fighting 

Chimaera on its back could be also echoed.191 In the Roman art, however, the winged horse 

seems to be connected more with the funeral sphere.192 

Even if we accepted the hypothesis that Bellerophon riding Pegasus presents a 

symbol of apotheosis193 – i.e. quite against the original meaning of the myth – it could hardly 

allow us to suppose together with Marcatilli that Tarpeia on the Basilica Aemilia frieze is 

expecting her divination.194 She is not even riding the winged horse. Nor does the argument 

that Pegasus appears also on another type of the denarii issued by Turpilianus195 seem to 

justify any presumption of the divinization of Tarpeia.  

A need of protection from the evil embodied in the figure of the tortured traitress 

may seem to be no less probable an explanation, however, the winged horse and 

                                                           
188 Marcattili 2011:15–16.  
189 Hildburgh 1946:178 
190 For Pegasus as a common apotropaic shield emblem see also Boulter 1969:136 
191 See also e.g. Pegasi on the helmet of a terracotta head of a warrior from the Athenian Agora from the last 
quarter of the 5th century BC (Thompson 1954:61–62).  
192 See Lochin 1994: 230. 
193 Hiller 1970:36. He supports his interpretation with the depiction of Germanicus riding on Pegasus to heaven 
and godly Augustus on the Grand Cameo of France (LIMC Pegasos no. 92a). On the meaning of Bellerophon on 
Pegasus on Roman mosaics and in the sepulchral and Christian art see e.g. Brandenburg 1971:14; Peschlow 
1972:302; Raeck 1992:99–104.  
194 Marcattili 2011:16. 
195 Marcattili 2011:16.  
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gorgoneion appear too often on the shields as well as on the coins196 to be connected with 

anything more special than the usual symbols of protection, triumph or good luck197 – for 

the benefit of the soldiers, not Tarpeia – in the case of the Basilica Aemilia frieze.198  

 

1. 3. 4. Lunar or Chtonic Deity? 

The assumed connection between Tarpeia and Luna and Proserpina based on the 

swelling veil of Tarpeia199 as well as her alleged ‘amazonic’200 appearance will be discussed in 

the next chapter where I will try to explain them in another way. For now, it is to be 

observed that – as far as I know – there is no connection between Luna nor Proserpina with 

arms or armour attested, neither of these goddesses even had a tomb. Their perpetual 

wandering, disappearing and rebirth explained usually by their journey through the 

Underworld points to definitely different qualities and way of existence than those of 

Tarpeia. Neither the literary evidence nor even – as I argue – the iconographic material give 

us any reason to connect the Roman traitress with any deity connected with the lunar cycle 

or with a periodic renewal of nature.201  

Thus, despite some similarities seeming to be striking and interesting, all the 

conclusions based on them have to be considered purely hypothetical.  

Piso/Dionysius is the only – and quite early – ancient source mentioning the sacrifices 

to Tarpeia on her tomb. Thus, his authority should not have been extenuated. Nevertheless, 

despite him reporting Tarpeia to be a heroine and not a traitress, there is not the slightest 

indication of any divine quality of hers. She is mortal, she is attacked by an enemy and she 

dies. 

 

  

                                                           
196 The type begins in the 7th century BC on the archaic vases; it enters the Greek coinage especially with the 
issues of Corinth as the place connected with the Belerophon and Perseus sagas and all her colonies plus many 
others without such a connection as well and continues even during the Roman Empire on the local bronze 
issues. On the Roman Republican coins, the image of Pegasus is following the Greek tradition, beginning with 
aes grave and denarii of RRC 395/1 type portraying Bellerophon on its horseback and denarii of Q. Titius RRC 
341/1–3 depicting Pegasus alone.  
197 E. g. Bastet 1973:326.   
198 Hiller 1970:40. 
199 Marcattili 2011:17–18. The bronze statue of Luna in Berlin Marcattili compares with Tarpeia199 has both 
breasts covered and she is apparently descending, also the gesture of her hands is different.  
200 Marcattili 2011:19 abito amazzonico, Welch 2015:132. 
201 On the importance of Luna in the Roman pantheon see e.g. Rabinowitz 1997.  
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1. 3. 5. Iuno Moneta  

Most recently, P. Mazzei202 tries to find a link between Iuno Moneta, the patroness of 

the Roman mint on the Capitolium in the historical era, originally divinita poliadica...feminile 

armata...destinataria di offerte consistenti in armi...e metalli pregiati, tali a poter costituere 

riserve di valore,203 her Greek analogues and counterpart being Hera Tropaia. Mazzei 

considers Iuno Moneta to be an original protective goddess of the Roman citadel. The 

original role of Hera as a guardian of the Capitolium seems quite possible and, considering 

her protective power over the aerarium and the mint in the historical time, makes perfect 

sense. However, her connection with Tarpeia seems much more debatable. The protective 

arms turn into deadly weapons, they are no votive offerings in the case of Tarpeia.  

Moreover, Tarpeia is always completely unarmed (except when killing the watch dogs 

in Propertius’ poem) nor is she wearing any protective armour in the story either as well as 

in the depictions. Thus, it is quite hard to imagine any deeper association of her as an armed 

guardian goddess of the Citadel. Moreover, the death of a protective deity would mean the 

destruction of the city – both are linked closely in the same way as the bodies of the mortal 

Vestal Virgins are with Rome. The mere loss of palladium – an image of the divine 

protectress of Ilium – was enough to destroy Troy.  

The resemblance of the gesture of Tarpeia and the Aegean idols has been advocated 

by Picard already. We are missing any former depiction of the Punishment of Tarpeia prior to 

the 1st century BC. She is always depicted in a narrative context of a quite unique particular 

story and in a framework of fixed and apparently long-established iconographic composition. 

As such, Tarpeia is always portrayed as a passive unarmed victim under attack with shields – 

whatever its reasons are – and, with regard to literary evidence, there is absolutely no 

reason to suppose that she will not succumb and will not die under the weight of those 

weapons.  

The Aegean idols do not seem to form part of any narrative. Their purpose – as a 

purpose of any cult statue – was simply to be worshiped so as to help and to protect the 

worshippers. And above all – they lack any connection with shields. The way of death of 

Tarpeia is quite special, different even – perhaps surprisingly – from the way the later 

traitors were thrown from the rock that was still bearing her name. It is so specific that the 

                                                           
202 Mazzei 2005:29.  
203 Mazzei 2005:24.  
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closest iconographic parallels in the figurative art of Italy are two Volterran sarcophagi from 

the 2nd century BC (which will be discussed in more detail a little later). The central figure of 

the victim is always under an attack by shields and other pieces of armour, but its sex is not 

clearly distinguishable, though a male one seems definitely more probable; his/her gesture is 

quite different from that of Tarpeia.  

Thus, the presumption that the prehistoric tradition beginning with Minoan and 

Mycenaean idols could have influenced the iconography or even the genesis of Tarpeia 

seems quite problematic to me and raises too many questions that are not easily answered.  

Did Tarpeia’s figure originate as a protective Indo-European goddess, where and how 

did it become a part of such a particular narrative? Where did the attackers appear from so 

suddenly? Who are they and why do they attack their victim? And most importantly – when 

and why would a protective goddess become an absolute opposite to herself, a traitor of a 

city she is supposed to protect and a mortal victim of a violent attack? Such a process 

reminds us of the role of Vestal Virgins, as mentioned above, but – debating the possible 

divine status – despite the martyred gods not being unprecedented in the Mediterranean 

religions they hardly belong to the category of protective urban deities.  

 

1. 3. 6. Pharmakos 

The explanation presented by Burkert seems to be rather more persuasive.  He finds 

a reversed scapegoat-pattern in the story of Tarpeia.204 The girl is recognized as a type of an 

alluring kind of a femme fatal endangering even the enemy by offering him help. The 

enemy’s leader has to overcome the doom she is to bring on him by repudiating her.  

It is quite an acceptable presumption that some Greek analogies of the general 

model could have contained a reminiscence of the pharmakos ritual, echoing a mechanism 

of saving the endangered a community through a human sacrifice. Especially Tarpeia’s 

intention to deceive the enemy and save the city reported by Piso raises such suspicion,205 so 

                                                           
204 Hetzner 1963:62–67; Burkert 1982:76–77. 
205 From a strategic point of view the clearing of the Capitolium and permitting the Sabines in – even if deprived 
of their shields – hardly makes any sense in Piso’s ‘no-traitress’ version. I guess the only reasonable explanation 
would be an omen linking the presence of the Sabines on the Capitolium with the final victory of the Romans – 
however, neither Piso or Dionysius indicate such a possibility, not even scholars seem to be troubled much by 
Tarpeia’s conduct – though some admit the girl was obfuscated or misguided (Welch 2015:249).  
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much the more since her felix culpa contributes to the final reconciliation of the Sabines and 

the Romans and to the birth of the Roman nation.206  

However, I guess it has to be kept in mind in this respect that the death of Tarpeia 

does not save her city directly and – above all – unlike Polycrite, she is not killed by her own 

people.  

 

1. 3. 7. The Tomb of Tarpeia 

The alleged assertion – an apparent misinterpretation – that Tarpeia was in charge of 

the Citadel implied by Ovid207 and Plutarch and immediately refuted by the latter,208 more 

likely reflects her role of the guardian of the Capitolium after her death.  

It seems that there was a place considered to be the tomb of Tarpeia in the historical 

time on the Capitolium. However, none of the authors reporting its annual worship seems to 

be an eye-witness of even the place itself. According to Plutarch, the tomb of Tarpeia was 

moved from the Capitolium by Tarquinius Superbus,209 i.e. it did not exist in Plutarch’s time. 

Dionysius just quotes Piso – λέγω δὲ ἃ Πείσων γράφει210 – nevertheless, he believes it 

supports Piso’s version presenting her as a patriotic heroine, not a traitress. However, 

Dionysius’ arguments – if she had died in betraying her country to the enemy, it is not to be 

supposed that she would have received any of these honours, either from those whom she 

had betrayed or from those who had slain her, but, if there had been any remains of her 

body, they would in the course of time have been dug up and cast out of the city, in order to 

warn and deter others from committing the like crimes211 – are not entirely relevant. Still, 

there was a category of virgins considered traitors whose deaths resembled that of Tarpeia 

and whose graves were located inside the pomerium being considered to be a blessing, not a 

                                                           
206 Janan 2001:75.  
207 Ov. Fast. 1.261: levis custos. 
208 Plut. Rom. 17.2: ... φρουρὰ καθειστήκει καὶ Ταρπήιος ἡγεμὼν αὐτῆς, οὐχὶ Ταρπηία παρθένος, ὡς ἔνιοι 
λέγουσιν... ἀλλὰ θυγάτηρ ἡ Ταρπηία τοῦ ἄρχοντος οὖσα προὔδωκε τοῖς Σαβίνοις (...it was Tarpeius who was in 
charge, not the virgin Tarpeia, as some say, who was daughter of the commander and rendered it to the 
Sabines...).   
209 Plut. Rom. 18.1: Ταρπηίας ἐκεῖ ταφείσης... ἄχρι οὗ Ταρκυνίου βασιλέως Διὶ τὸν τόπον καθιεροῦντος ἅμα τά 
τε λείψανα μετηνέχθη... 
210 Dion. Hal., Ant. Rom. 2.40.3 Τάφου τε γὰρ ἔνθα ἔπεσεν ἠξίωται τὸν ἱερώτατον τῆς πόλεως κατέχουσα 
λόφον, καὶ χοὰς αὐτῇ Ῥωμαῖοι καθ´ ἕκαστον ἐνιαυτὸν ἐπιτελοῦσι... 
211 Dion. Hal., Ant. Rom. 2.40.3 ...ὧν οὐδενὸς εἰκὸς αὐτήν, εἰ προδιδοῦσα τὴν πατρίδα τοῖς πολεμίοις 
ἀπέθανεν, οὔτε παρὰ τῶν προδοθέντων οὔτε παρὰ τῶν ἀποκτεινάντων τυχεῖν, ἀλλὰ καὶ εἴ τι λείψανον αὐτῆς 
ἦν τοῦ σώματος ἀνασκαφὲν ἔξω ῥιφῆναι σὺν χρόνῳ φόβου τε καὶ ἀποτροπῆς ἕνεκα τῶν μελλόντων τὰ ὅμοια 
δρᾶν. 
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miasma to the City despite the crime of treason being involved. These victims were, of 

course, the Vestals found guilty and buried alive.  

 

1. 3. 7. Punishment of a Vestal Virgin  

It has long been recognized that the sexual purity of the Vestal Virgins was crucial not 

only for their participation in the cult, but for the very existence of Rome herself: the 

untouched bodies of the Vestals symbolized the integrity of the whole community and 

represented an incarnation of the state212 – hence the unconditional need of their 

permanent virginity and hence – quite naturally – the terrible death punishments if this strict 

imperative was broken.  

Indeed, the accusations of Vestals were most frequently based on a violation of their 

physical chastity that was understood on a symbolic level as penetration of an external 

threat and endangering of the integrity and safety of the state and also the destabilization of 

the cosmic balance – the pax deorum. Since such a crime supposedly involved consent and 

even the active participation of a Vestal it was considered an extreme act of disloyalty.213 

Thus, an accusation of betrayal214 was just a logical consequence of a Vestal’s violation of the 

sacred law, being followed in most cases with the death sentence.  

As it is notoriously known, the Vestals – chaste or guilty and thus dead or alive – were 

buried inside the pomerium215 near the Colline Gate.216 This practice of inhumation within 

the sacred boundaries of the City was more than a privilege217 – it confirms the symbolic 

identification of the Vestal’s bodies with the community and it also implies that this 

identification was permanent and that even the bodies of condemned Vestals remained 

sacred – guilty Vestals do not seem to undergo any rite of desecration, though they were 

probably deprived of their headbands at least218 – and thus keeping them inside the City 

they betrayed but still embodied remained crucial.  

                                                           
212 Staples 1998:129, 135; Parker 2004:564; Kroppenberg 2010:428.  
213 This is, of course, the same and broadened concept connecting and identifying the honour and unity of a 
family with the controlled sexuality of its female members. For more details on this subject including 
references on more literature see Parker 2004:569.   
214 Kroppenberg 2010:429;  
215 Plut. Num. 10.4: ἐντὸς τῆς πόλεως; Serv. A. 11.206: denique etiam nocentes virgines Vestae, quia legibus non 
tenentur, licet vivae, tamen intra urbem in campo scelerato obruebantur. Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 8.89.5: ...ἐντὸς 
τείχους ζῶσαν κατώρυξαν. 
216 Plut. Num. 10.4; Liv. 22.57.2. 
217 Staples 1998:134.  
218 Dion. Hal., Ant. Rom. 8.89.5: ...αὐτὴν μὲν τῆς κορυφῆς ἀφελόμενοι τὰ στέμματα... See Gallia 2014:234.  
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It is peculiar that the trials against Vestals followed by their ritual executions were 

noticeably tied with critical points in the history of Rome threatening the very existence of 

the state.219 In these crucial moments of emergency, often announced and accompanied by 

prodigia,220 the Vestals were the first to be held responsible and impeached of 

transgressions against the sacred law until the end of the 4th century AD.221 Through their 

following condemnation and ritual killing the community was purified and the imminent 

danger was warded off. The mechanism is the same as in a case of a pharmakos.222  

It still remains debatable whether the killing of a Vestal is to be interpreted as a 

sacrifice or a punishment.223 Despite the murder of a Vestal showing features of a precise 

form of sanctioned human sacrifice,224 the death of a Vestal is never referred to in the 

terminology of sacrifice in the ancient sources,225 especially in contrast to the contemporary 

live burials of Gaul and Greek couples performed in the critical years of 228, 216 and 

114/113 BC on the Forum Boarium that are described in the language of a sacrificial rite.226 

In this respect I agree with Schultz that these differences227 imply that a punishment still 

seems to be a more appropriate term for killing a Vestal228 – having committed disloyalty she 

willingly did harm to the whole community which means treason and thus she deserves to 

be punished.229 Even the presence of a carnifex during the execution of Cornelia mentioned 

by Pliny the Younger230 stresses the character of the act as a punishment.231 Indeed, it is the 

priest or priestess who has to perform a sacrifice, not to be sacrificed. A sinning Vestal 

                                                           
219 E.g. divine anger expressed as plague or miscarriages or war failures (esp. the battle of Cannae). Staples 
1998:134–135–137; Parker 2004.   
220 For the basic differences between treating the prodigia and convict Vestals see e.g. Staples 1998:133; 
Wildfang 2006:56; Kroppenberg 2010:430. Most significantly, the prodigia were not buried within pomerium.   
221 For a survey of those and related processes see Parker 2004:593—595.  
222 See Burkert 1982. 
223 For a sacrifice e.g. Parker 2004:576; Kroppenberg 2010:431; contra Schultz 2010; Staples 1998:152 even 
argues – not very convincingly – that condemned Vestals were not put to death but that it was brought on 
spontaneously.   
224 Parker 2004:576; Kroppenberg 2010:431. In fact, Parker argues the Vestals functioned simultaneously as a 
prodigium, pharmakos and devotio (see 586–588) and he considers their trials as a punishment on a legal level 
and a religious purification act at once (Parker 2004:585).  
225 Schultz 2010:531–536.  
226 Schultz 2010. Liv. 22.57.2–6; Plut. Fab. 18.3. 
227 For more details see Schultz 2010:531–536.  
228 Plutarch uses κολάζειν (Plut. Num. 10.7; Plut. Ques. Rom. 286f) – to chastise, to punish.  
229 What were, on the other hand, the actual reasons for the sacrificing of the Gaul and Greek couples – besides 
their burials being commanded by the Sybylline books – remain uncertain. For a broader discussion and more 
sources and literature on this topic see Várhelyi 2007 who interprets these live burials as purification rites 
intended to placate the revengeful spirits of former enemies of Rome.  
230 Plin. Ep. 4.11.  
231 Wildfang 2006:61.  
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became at the same time also a miasma that had to be removed, cast off to ensure the 

safety and purity of the whole community.232 At any rate, a death of a Vestal presents an 

ultimate separation of a source of pollution and a purification of the community by the 

radical removal of the very source of this pollution. The permanent role of a potential 

scapegoat made the priestesses of Vesta a kind of female farmakoi to undertake the 

responsibility and sins of the whole community and to die for its keeps and welfare when 

needed.233  

However, the live burials of Vestals were occasional, not periodic. It is also important 

to remember that not all prosecuted Virgins were sentenced to death – some were 

apparently able to defend themselves and were acquitted.234 Thus, despite the processes 

against the Vestals occurring during serious external or internal crises of the state, they did 

not automatically mean a ‘sacrifice’ of an accused or were not necessarily solved in this way.  

Condemned Vestals were buried alive in a subterranean chamber235 supplied with a 

small portion of bread, water, milk and oil and a light.236 The general absence of bloodshed 

in the case of live burials seems to be crucial.237 This type of bloodless dispatch implies the 

executioners did not have to be polluted with the death of a priestess.238  Avoiding the 

vengeance of the Vestal´s family239 seems less possible.240 That the body of any Vestal 

remained sacred despite her offence has been mentioned above. The purpose of choosing 

such a horrible way of death seems to be explained quite openly by Sophocles’ Creon241– no 

one in the community is tainted with the blood of the victim; no one bears the blame for the 

                                                           
232 Beard 1980:16;  
233 Parker 2004:587.  
234 Kroppenberg 2010:430–431.  
235 Dion. Hal., Ant. Rom. 2.67.3–5 
236 Plut. Num. 10.5: ἄρτος, ὕδωρ ἐν ἀγγείῳ, γάλα, ἔλαιον; Plut. Quaes. Rom. 286f/Ques. Rom. 96: ...λύχνος 
ἔκειτο καιόμενος καὶ ἄρτος καὶ γάλακτός τι καὶ ὕδατος. On detailed discussion on the furnishing of a Vestal’s 
burial chamber and its interpretations see Wildfang 2006:55–62.  
237 Staples 1998:133.  
238 Plut. Num. 10.5: ὥσπερ ἀφοσιουμένων τὸ μὴ λιμῷ διαφθείρειν σῶμα ταῖς μεγίσταις καθιερωμένον 
ἁγιστείαις. (...as though they would thereby absolve themselves from the charge of destroying by hunger a life 
which had been consecrated to the highest services of religion.) Plut. Quaes. Rom. 96/ Plut. Quaes. Rom. 286f. 
239 Parker 2004:576.  
240 The bonds between the Vestal Virgin and her family were cut by the rite of captio releasing her from the 
patria potestas under the power of the Pontifex Maximus.  
241 Ant. 774–775: ἄγων ἔρημος ἔνθ᾽ ἂν ᾖ βροτῶν στίβος/κρύψω πετρώδει ζῶσαν ἐν κατώρυχι,/φορβῆς 
τοσοῦτον ὡς ἄγος μόνον προθείς,/ὅπως μίασμα πᾶσ᾽ ὑπεκφύγῃ πόλις. (I will take her where the path is 
deserted, unvisited by men, and entomb her alive in a rocky vault, setting out a ration of food, but only as much 
as piety requires so that all the city may escape defilement.) Stuttard 2018:103.Besides the Vestals, Antigone is 
the only ancient example of a virgin buried alive in an underground chamber provided with food.  
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death except the victim herself. The final decision is clearly left to the deity, not to the 

judges or executioners.  

Nevertheless, the supplies given to the Vestal as well as the annual sacrifices for the 

dead242 might imply the notion that the victim may – or may not – continue some 

supernatural kind of existence. Even some notorious demonstrations of the innocence of the 

Vestals remind one of an ordeal.243  

The paradoxical mechanism making the previous perpetrator a benefactor of the city 

seems to be similar to the case of Tarpeia. The executed Vestals became guardians and 

protectoresses of the city whose safety they initially endangered, their graves even being 

honoured with annual sacrifices.244   

Thus, the parallels of the death of guilty Vestals with Tarpeia are obvious – they 

commit treason and they are punished with death. The execution takes place inside the 

pomerium. Their graves are periodically worshiped.  

Some authors imply or explicitly assert that Tarpeia was a Vestal.245 However, she 

might have been assumed to be a Vestal just because of these analogies. Making her a 

Vestal – an embodiment of the safety of the City – is a paradox stressing the horror and 

damnability of her treason.246  

At any rate, there are also substantial differences between the punishment of Vestals 

and the execution of Tarpeia. Tarpeia, despite her motives for the betrayal being by some 

authors described as erotic, does not commit adultery in any of the versions of the story. 

Thus, despite a crime of passion corresponding well with the alleged offences of the Vestals, 

in this very count Tarpeia remains blameless.  

Hutchinson considers her death to be a symbolic burying alive of a Vestal Virgin.247  

However, the way of Tarpeia’s death recalls the ritual of burying of the sentenced Vestals 

                                                           
242 Plut. Quaes. Rom. 287a: ...καὶ οὐδὲ τοῦτον τὸν τρόπον ἀφοσιωσάμενοι τὴν δεισιδαιμονίαν ἐκπεφεύγασιν, 
ἀλλὰ μέχρι νῦν ἐναγίζουσιν οἱ ἱερεῖς ἐπεῖ βαδίζοντες ἐπὶ τὸν τόπον.(Plut. Quaes. Rom. 96: And yet not even by 
this manner of avoiding the guilt have they escaped their superstitious fear, but even to this day the priests 
proceed to this place and make offerings to the dead.) 
243 Wildfang 2006; Kroppenberg 2010:430. 
244 On the mechanism of a devotio see Parker 2004:587.  
245 Varro, De Ling. Lat. 5.41; Prop. 4.4; Plut. Num. 10.1 
246 However, was Tarpeia originally a Vestal, i.e. placed outside the family bonds and patria potestas, would her 
father have been mentioned explicitly by Livy? Tarpeius as a commander of the citadel seems to be present to 
explain Tarpeia’s access to the city gate and her knowledge of the fortifications, whereas the Vestal version 
tries to give reasons for Tarpeia moving outside the gates – carrying water for sacred rituals – and for meeting 
the Sabines.  
247 Hutchinson 2006:117.  
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alive quite loosely. The Vestals died in an underground chamber without any apparent active 

human assistance.248 In contrast, Tarpeia is crushed – or suffocates – by the weight of 

shields, i.e. her executioners are quite active in hurling them on her and their violence is 

quite direct. And above all, she is murdered by an enemy and not by her people, this 

important detail being present from the very beginnings of the story.  

Despite strong parallel to stoning the human sacrifices249 the way of Tarpeia’s 

destruction is quite unique – it even opposes the pattern of throwing the traitors down her 

rock in historical times.  

Some loose visual connections of Tarpeia with Vestals have been already mentioned 

above. I argue elsewhere that even on some specimens of the Turpilianus denarii – 

apparently unnoticed or not evaluated as such – she was even portrayed as a Vestal Virgin.  

However, some resemblances on the Vestal role are striking, the tomb of Tarpeia 

with offerings resembles also that of Polycrite of Naxus, her connection with the place of 

execution of the traitors by hurling from a cliff as well as the ambiguity of honour and 

expulsion seems to reflect the scapegoat myth.250 Nevertheless, I consider the differences to 

be more important.  

The modern explanations of the myth of Tarpeia, focused on separate identical 

details, seem to be substantially aetiological – as well as those of the ancient authors – trying 

to explain the rock, the tomb, the libations, the betrayal, the death, the Sabines, even the 

Vestals. When trying to explain it as a whole – e.g. as Z. Gansyniecz did – the result is hardly 

brighter. The original native traditions are blended with foreign elements, however, even in 

comparison with the specifics of Roman culture or – on the contrary – quite wide-spread 

general socio-religious and mythological parallels (scapegoat, perfidious women) Tarpeia still 

remains quite special.  

At any rate, all the surviving literary evidence presents Tarpeia as being embedded 

firmly not only on her rock, but also in a broader (hi)story of the Sabine women and 

beginnings of Rome that is hardly imaginable without her. A more distant past – if there had 

been any – was apparently long forgotten as early as in the 3rd century BC when the Roman 

                                                           
248 Parker 2004:586. 
249 Hetzner 1963:63–64.  
250 Burkert 1982:77.  
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historians – Pictor, Cincius and Piso – rationalising the myth reduced it into a history without 

any apparent sacrificial or religious overlap.251  

Whatever the origin and core of her figure, perhaps there still was a choice for 

Tarpeia in the 3rd century BC, though not in her hands this time. It would be apparently quite 

easy to make her a martyred patriot instead of its absolute opposite. But it did not happen. 

That place had been occupied already by other figures – paradigms of loyalty and virtue. On 

the other hand, a damnable deterrent and obvious example of treason and its miserable end 

was definitely useful and needed – and created in the literary sources and the visual arts as 

well.  

 

  

                                                           
251 That it was felt as missing attest the later implementation of Tarpeia’s vestality.  
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2. THE ICONOGRAPHIC SCHEME OF THE SCENES OF PUNISHMENT  

 

2. 1. Visualization of Tarpeia  

Given the common basic iconographic scheme, the scene of the Punishment of 

Tarpeia was definitely nothing new in the 1st century BC. The image of her execution was so 

easily understandable that it could have been used as a symbol without any inscriptions, 

even without any other figures in the case of Turpilianus’ denarii that make do just with the 

female and the pile of shields.252 Moreover, given the similarities between the surviving 

depictions, the basic iconographic scheme must have been accomplished long before.253 

Do they show Tarpeia as a traitor or a heroine? In the literary sources, both 

possibilities are implied in the 1st century BC. What version does the iconographic evidence 

follow? The visual scenes of Tarpeia’s punishment do not seem to give a clear unambiguous 

clue and both variants seem to be possible. Thus, some scholars argue that Tarpeia’s 

position, especially on the Basilica Aemilia frieze, reflect her heroic or even divine 

qualities.254  

Her appearance on the Basilica Aemilia frieze looks quite heroic indeed (Pl. XII.1). 

Moreover, she is still standing and so not diminished in relation to the other figures. 

However, I guess, she is lacking the dramatic expression and pathos of the Hellenistic 

sculpture the rendering of the Basilica Aemilia frieze is generally supposed to be influenced 

by. Moreover, Tarpeia’s dignified proud countenance on the frieze is in full accordance with 

the tradition of Greek Classical art, the blank faces of the Lapith women attacked by 

Centaurs in Olympia and elsewhere, indifferent and not corresponding with the imminent 

fatal danger being quite adequate parallels.  

On both types of the denarii the ragged figure of Tarpeia with drifty hair looks 

considerably less heroic (Pl. XII.2). Evans classifies her look even as surprised on the 

Turpilianus denarii,255 in fact, her eyes and even her mouth are wide open as if crying on 

some specimens – features typical for the dramatic exaggerated style of the Hellenistic 

Baroque especially keen in psychology and passionate emotions of the figures. Thus, two 

                                                           
252 This reduction of the composition could have had specific reasons, as shall be argued later in the last 
chapter.  
253 Carettoni 1961:27; Evans 1992:122; Küter 2014:92.  
254 Carettoni 1961:31; Welch 2015:134, Marcattili 2011:19. 
255 Evans 1992:121. 
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types of the scene of the Punishment reflect different conventions without an obvious 

answer as to whether the girl is portrayed as a hero or its opposite.  

I believe the second option is right. In my opinion, the answer lies in the choice of 

the iconographic model for her imagery. Despite the fact that the issues of Titurius Sabinus 

are generally recognized to be older than the Basilica Aemilia frieze, it seems clear enough 

that this coin image could hardly have stood as a model for the relief. The minor art scenes 

are generally and quite logically considered to be derivations of larger scale images.256 

Indeed, the scene from the Basilica Aemilia frieze is considerably more complicated and 

populated with other figures, also due to the substantially wider space. There are also 

serious differences in details including the hairstyle, dress and gesture of Tarpeia in all three 

types of the depictions suggesting the scheme was ‘domesticated’ in the Roman visual 

culture for a substantial while. So, where did it come from?  

The existence of a common denominator is implied also by literary evidence. 

Festus257 refers to an alleged image of Tarpeia in the temple of Jupiter Stator, the first 

temple in Rome built in marble and dedicated in 146 BC by Q. Caecilius Metellus 

Macedonicus after his triumph258 inside the Porticus Metelli.259 Designed by Hermodorus of 

Salamis, the place was rich in famous works of art including the equestrian statues brought 

by Metellus from Macedonia.260Unfortunately, we have no more detailed information about 

the image of Tarpeia. It is not even clear what kind of monument Festus is speaking about – 

a wall painting or a sculpture,261 though the second possibility seems to be more meaningful. 

At all events, not even Festus himself is sure about its identification – he just cites someone 

else’s opinion – Tarpeiae esse effigiem ita appellari putant quidam in æde Jovis 

Mettellina....262 Thus, we may just guess what ‘his’ Tarpeia could have looked like. Was she 

portrayed in the noble idealized style of the Basilica Aemilia or did she have a more 

expressive look as that of the Turpilianus denarii? And especially – was she alone and was 

the same moment of her story chosen, just like on the surviving depictions? As T. Welch 

rightfully reminds us, was the Festus image rendered in a similar way, there would be no 

                                                           
256 Toynbee 1956:222–223. 
257 Fest. 496L.  
258 Plin., NH 36.40; CIL VI.8708 
259 Vitr. 3.2.5.  
260 Fest. 363; Plin., NH 34. 24, 34, 40. For more details see Platner – Ashby 1929: Jupiter Stator Aedes. 
261 Mazzei 2005:28. 
262 Richardson 1992:221.  

http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/L/Roman/Texts/Pliny_the_Elder/36*.html#40
http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/L/Roman/Texts/Pliny_the_Elder/36*.html#24
http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/L/Roman/Texts/Pliny_the_Elder/36*.html#34
http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/L/Roman/Texts/Pliny_the_Elder/36*.html#40
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uncertainty or hesitations about its meaning.263 However, Festus was apparently far from 

certain in this respect.  

Of course, we may think of another image of Tarpeia serving as a model for the 

surviving depictions of her – as Alföldi suggested, the prototypes of the scenes… must be 

sought in wall-paintings and reliefs decorating the atria of the nobles,264 though I would 

doubt a private setting in this case.  

Nevertheless, such a premise merely postpones a much more important and crucial 

question – what iconographic paradigm was originally used for creating the image of 

Tarpeia and her execution in Roman art? What was its original visual source of inspiration? 

The resemblances between the tropaeum and the rendering of the figure of Tarpeia 

have been discussed already including the counterarguments. Küter265 calls attention to the 

fact that the issues of Turpilianus portraying Tarpeia followed the denarii of P. Carisius 

coined for Augustus in 25–23 BC in Emerita and portraying a trophy (Pl. XIII.1),266 however, 

despite the visual resemblance remaining striking, I consider it quite superficial – there are 

forcible contentual differences the Romans of the Late Republic must have been aware of. 

The reminder of a victory is quite far from the killing of a traitor, it is almost the opposite.267 

Thus, I guess that the iconographic model for her could not have been taken from the 

monument of a victory.  

 

2. 1 .1. In Search of a Model 

The stylistic models for the scene of the Punishment of Tarpeia are obvious.  

Considering the Basilica Aemilia frieze as a whole, Pergamum has usually been looked at.268 

On the stylistic as well as thematic grounds the Basilica Aemilia frieze seems to be related 

especially to the Telephus frieze on the Pergamum altar.269 Vermeule characterizes its style 

as Postpergamene Hellenistic formed in Tarentum.270 However, a scene resembling the 

composition of the Punishment of Tarpeia is missing on the Telephus frieze and elsewhere. 

                                                           
263 Welch 2015:40–41.  
264 Alföldi 1956:80. 
265 Küter 2014:92–93. 
266 RIC I2 Augustus 4. 
267 Weinstock 1955:239.  
268 On a discussion concerning the style of the whole frieze see Kränzle 1991.  
269 Simon 1966:843; Furuhagen 1961:148;  
270 Vermeule 1979:65.  
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Thus, it is generally assumed that the scene of the Punishment of Tarpeia is lacking such an 

obvious visual parallel at all.271 

Thus, an artist facing the task to visually render a scene from the mythical history of 

Rome for the very first time was necessarily confronted with the lack of a proper model. A 

new image had to be created.  

Of course, he was not working in a vacuum or ex nihilo. On the contrary, he was 

working in a clearly defined system of features and patterns formulated by Greek tradition, 

following the usual way of communication with the viewer and using a long-established 

visual language.  

Nevertheless, the opportunities for the adoption and adaptation of Greek models 

were definitely quite abundant and plentiful – active as well as passive. From the time of the 

Late Republic Rome became a museum of Greek art272 full of statues and paintings as well as 

objects of minor arts brought from the conquered cities and displayed in public as well as in 

private collections, Greek antiquities were also commodities on a busy art market.273 

Moreover, the Greek myths and their visualisations, especially by means of Greek drama and 

Attic vases, reached Etruria and Central Italy through the Greek cities of Magna Graecia and 

Sicily long before Rome became the master of the mere Apennine Peninsula. The presence 

of Greek artists in Rome is also attested by the ancient authors explicitly in the case of 

creating triumphal paintings.274 Thus, the sources of visual inspiration were abundant and 

literally ubiquitous.  

As for the visual rendering of original Roman legendary scenes, the Rape of the 

Sabine women presents a good example of such a successful adaptation of the original 

Greek iconographic scheme both in the miniature arts and in sculpture.275 I mention this 

scene in particular not only because it presents a kind of prelude to Tarpeia’s story (with no 

Rape, no war and no betrayal of Tarpeia would occur). Both scenes are related closely not 

only from the chronological view of the narrative, they even appear (to some extent quite 

naturally) on the very same type of media – on the issues of Titurius Sabinus and on the 

                                                           
271 ‘Aus einem griechischen Bildrepertoire schöpfte man jedenfalls nicht.’ Böhm 1997:92. 
272 Pollitt 1978:157; Hallet 2015:15–16.   
273 On the influx of the Greek objects of art as spoils of wars and through the art market to Rome and on the 
official attitudes to the collecting and presentation of Greek masterpieces in general see e.g. Pollitt 1978, 
Kousser 2015. Of course, the list of Greek artworks displayed in Rome as counted by Pollit (1978:170–174) on 
the grounds of references of the ancient authors present just the tip of the iceberg.  
274 Holliday 1997:136; 141–142.  
275 For its iconographic models and parallels see e.g. Böhm (1997:86–89).  
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Basilica Aemilia friezes (Pl. VIII and IX.1).  Thus, I mention the Rape of the Sabine women in 

more detail despite it not being related to the primary subject of this thesis.  

The Greek models of the iconographic scheme of the Rape are – in contrast to that of 

the Punishment – easily identifiable in the visual arts. Thus, it is quite surprising that it did 

not attract more scholarly attention in this respect. The Sabine women are even lacking an 

individual entry in the Iconographic Lexicon of Classical Mythology (LIMC). The only works 

considering their iconography in particular seem to be A. Holden’s study276 and S. Böhm’s 

habilitation thesis on the iconography of the Roman Republican denarii.277 None of these 

works, however, is concerned with a more detailed detection of the possible Greek 

models.278  

Thematic parallels can be found also on Vollteran urns279 portraying the Abduction of 

the daughters of Leucippus (Pl. XIV.1); however, their iconography reminds us rather of that 

of Aeneas carrying Anchises or the Catanean brothers saving their parents (Pl. XIV.2–3),280 

not a rape of a woman. Thus, the scene of the Rape of the Sabine women does not seem to 

be inspired by Etruscan art. At any rate, it deserves much more attention and further study 

for the very same reasons that the Punishment of Tarpeia does – it represents the creative 

transformation and recreation of an original Greek iconographic scheme in the Roman visual 

culture. If the originality is that which – according to the critics of the Kopienkritik – has to be 

searched for in Roman visual culture, I guess these are the very scenes to be analysed, 

despite their visualisation in the round sculpture being lacking.  

However, since abduction was a far more frequent event than a punishment in the 

visual arts – in fact, a rape seems to be rather an obligatory form of proposal than an offence 

                                                           
276 Holden 2008:121–142. She is, however, primarily focused on the late Roman contorniati depicting the Rape, 
whose iconography is slightly different from that of the 1st century BC. The examples from the 1st century BC 
are mentioned just marginally.  
277 Böhm 1997:86–89.  
278 Böhm (1997:87), besides observing the derivations of the iconographic scheme of the Rape of the Sabine 
women in Roman visual culture, compares the scene with the Rape of Persephone in Greek art; however, there 
are many other scenes in Greek art to be taken into account. In the Roman art, the scheme closest to the 
Basilica Aemilia frieze appears on an early Imperial relief preserved in two copies (Zanker 1988:208 fig. 161) in 
the Louvre (inv. no. 8) portraying assumedly the Muse Klio leaning on a relief vessel portraying an abduction of 
a woman. The victim is carried horizontally, face up, with her head slightly leaning back and the free hand 
raised – in a way quite similar to the Sabine woman on the left on the reverses of the denarii of Titurius 
Sabinus, despite being mirror-inverted. The scheme was apparently well known and earlier than the 1st century 
BC.  
279 Cateni – Galleri – Gori 1986: cat. nos. 11–13, MG 266, 413, 265.  
280 Cf. late Hellenistic statue from Cos (Fuchs 1968:384–385), on coins see denarii of M. Herrenius 108/107 BC, 
RRC 308/1; denarii of Caesar 48–46 BC, RRC 458/1; on Etruscan sarcophagi see LIMC III Dioskouroi/Tinas Cliniar 
nos. 79–81.  
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in Greek myths281 – finding an iconographic inspiration for the visual creation of the 

enforced marriage of the Sabine women was not so complicated.282  

In the case of Tarpeia, the search for an appropriate model must have been more 

difficult for the artists as well as for us trying to trace their steps. Despite the Greek 

literature knowing a good deal of perfidious women, none of those treacherous colleagues 

of Tarpeia discussed at the beginning of this chapter seem to have been actually depicted in 

the visual arts.  

The only exception is Scylla. Unfortunately, she was portrayed in a quite different and 

very particular moment of their tragic story. On the fresco from Casa dei Dioscuri she is 

depicted during the very act of betrayal: delivering the lock of her father’s hair to Minos.283 

Of course, this model was hardly suitable for Tarpeia’s tale which lacks such a specific 

moment. On the other hand, it is possible to imagine Tarpeia depicted in a similar way to 

how Scylla was portrayed on the fresco from the Villa of Munatia in Tor Marancia284 – 

watching the enemy from the ramparts, performing classical teichoskopia,285 since such an 

activity does occur in Tarpeia’s story too. However, there is hardly anything symptomatic or 

characteristic enough of a woman looking at something.  

By contrast, the choice of a particular moment of the very act of the punishment 

embracing warning as well as catharsis corresponds with the rendering of the story as a 

negative exemplum.  

Having chosen such a crucial moment of the story – the very punishment of the 

trespasser, it was necessary to find less close models for its visualization – i.e. parallels 

associating the offence of Tarpeia and its fatal consequences more loosely, in a less direct 

way and on the basis of less complex and less obvious similarities, based on an analogous 

type of an offence and/or an analogous way of a violent death.  

Broadely speaking, Tarpeia is a type of double transgressor – not only does she 

commit treason; she also violates gender norms. Such women are the opposites of 

                                                           
281 The second one – less common – being some sort of contest, e.g. a race or another sport competition 
(Hippodameia, Helen). When emotions are involved, bad ends follow (Medeia, Deianeira, Iole, Helen).  
282 Pliny reports of a Greek painting of the Rape of Persephone by Nicomachus displayed in the Capitoline 
Temple (Plin. NH 35.108: Nicomachus, Aristidis filius ac discipulus. pinxit raptum Proserpinae, quae tabula fuit 
in Capitolio in Minervae delubro supra aediculam Iuventatis) and there were undoubtedly many more examples 
unmentioned by ancient authors given the popularity of the theme in general.  
283 LIMC VII Skylla II, no.1.  
284 For a broader context of the fresco see Bergmann 2017.  
285 Welch 2015:23–24; Bergmann 2017:206.  



58 
 

honourable honest faithful wives and mothers. Instead of bringing and mediating stability, 

they are destroyers – they crush the family bonds and even the lives of their own kin for 

passion or for possession. Their offences are so terrible that even those nearest are obliged 

to erase them, so abhorrent that even an enemy, though profiting from their offence, has an 

urge to kill them, not to pact or even mate with them. They are a miasma that has to be 

totally removed, destroyed, crushed.  

There are many such women in Greek mythology, refusing passive roles and breaking 

the limits and laws of people and gods as well, functioning as bad exempla, embodiments of 

female weakness, uncontrolled sexuality, passion and treachery. Some of them survive 

(Medeia, Helen), some of them do not – these latter trespassers and their eventual male 

colleagues paying for their crimes are those I will focus on while looking for a source of 

inspiration for the scene of the Punishment of Tarpeia.  

Selecting and analysing the scenes I assume to be the sources of inspiration for the 

visual rendering of the Punishment of Tarpeia in the following two chapters, at first the basic 

iconographic scheme, the general composition of the figures will be treated, then the minor 

but no less fundamental means of expression – pose, attributes, gestures, dress, hairstyle 

and other properties, inevitable for the further identification of the figures and their 

situation will be discussed.  
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2. 2. The Scenes of Punishment 

The presence of the works of art related directly to an act of a punishment in the 

public space of Rome has been attested by ancient authors, and there were undoubtedly 

many others unmentioned. In the temple of Apollo Sosianus, the statues of Niobids allegedly 

made by Skopas or Praxiteles were displayed,286 the painting of Hanging Marsyas by Zeuxis 

was located in the temple of Concordia,287 the group of the Punishment of Dirce was 

brought from Rhodes at the close of the Republic.  

The Roman private houses were no less abundant with such motifs – be it the 

physical destruction of the transgressors (Dirce, Ixion, Pentheus) or revenge on their children 

(Niobe, Agamemnon, Cassiopeia) – all show a remarkably high degree of popularity. The 

central motif for the decoration of the Theban Room and the Ixion Room in the House of 

Vettii in Pompei and elsewhere has been identified as punishment by Schefold.288 Also the 

rare depictions of treacherous Scylla come from the Roman frescoes, though the scene of 

her bitter end is missing.  

The theme apparently extremely well suited also the Etruscan taste or sense for 

justice, most probably reflecting certain expectations about the afterlife as the abundant 

presence of the motif in the funerary art suggests.  

Thus, the depictions of a punishment as sources of inspiration, giving guidelines as to 

what ‘a proper punishment’ should generally look like were almost omnipresent.  

As indicated above, the scenes dealing with the theme of a punishment may be 

divided into two subgroups. The first one encompasses negative characters, transgressors 

themselves, whose infamous deeds violate the social rules and endanger the whole 

community and whose executions come from the hands of mortal individuals (Dirce, 

Clytemnestra). The second group refers to indirect punishment – it is not the transgressors 

themselves who are physically attacked – it is innocent victims suffering for their parents´ 

sins. Thus, in this case, the transgressor pays the penalty for his/her impiety, usually hybris, 

(Niobe, Cassiopeia, Agamemnon) by the loss of their beloved offspring (that the death of the 

innocent victim is not necessarily accomplished is not relevant here). The case of Tarpeia 

                                                           
286 Plin., NH 36.28. 
287 Plin., NH 35.66.  
288 Brilliant 1984:78–82; Schefold 1952: 142. The same thematical associations are apparent also in the 
program of other rooms and houses.  
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naturally belongs to the first group; however, some general features are quite similar in both 

categories, as will be discussed later.  

 

The Composition  

R. Brilliant289 argues that the iconographic compositions on the Basilica Aemilia frieze 

recall the reliefs on the Etruscan cinerary urns. Despite Brilliant not trying to be more 

specific and to identify any parallels, the strong concern on a symmetrical central 

iconographic scheme of Etruscan funerary reliefs is remarkable indeed. The majority of the 

Etruscan funerary reliefs are, however, based on Greek models, especially on the South 

Italian painted vases290 but above all on the arts of Pergamum and Rhodes, Athens and even 

Alexandria.291 

A. Maggiani292 – following J. P. Small and F. Messerschmid who identified the Greek 

iconographic models for the depiction of some typically Etruscan stories293 – called attention 

to two Volterran cinerary urns in Museo Guarnacci294 and one Chiusian urn in 

Copenhagen,295 whose relief compositions resemble remarkably the iconographic scheme 

and even some details of the scene of the Punishment of Tarpeia at first glance.296  

Let us consider the Volterran urns first (Pl. XV). Both are dated to the 3rd quarter of 

the 3rd century BC297 and represent probably the same event. Two warriors, the one standing 

on the left throwing a shield, that on the right holding a cuirass, are attacking a person 

kneeling between them in the centre. In the recent edition of the catalogue of the 

Volterranean urns the central figure of the scenes on the urns in question is already 

described as Tarpeia.298 Nevertheless, the differences are no less significant. The sex of the 

person being attacked on both urns is indefinable, as Maggiani himself admits.299 The 

character is wearing a girdled chiton and a Phrygian cap – quite unusual headdress for a 

                                                           
289 Brilliant 1984:29, 40.  
290 Brilliant 1984:44.  
291 Van der Meer 1975:79. 
292 Maggiani 1992.  
293 Small 1982 identified the iconographic model for the story of Cacu and Artile in the group of Apollo and 
Marsyas; Messerschmid recognized the iconographic parallels for Liberation of Caile Vipinas in Tomba Francois 
in Greek Amazonomachies and Giantomachies of the 5th and 4th centuries BC. 
294 Inv. nos. MG 204 and 205 (Maggiani – Rampazzo – Vela 2012, cat. no. 101 and 102).  
295 Giglioli 1935: Pl. CCCCI: 2–4.  
296 Maggiani 1992:5–10.  
297 Maggiani 1992.  
298 Maggiani – Rampazzo – Vela 2012, see p. 94. 
299 Maggiani 1992:5.  
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woman even in the Etruscan art – resembling thus the figures of Paris or Myrtilus or female 

daemons or the Amazons.300 However, in this particular case nothing implies any femininity. 

Were it not for the presence of the defensive weapons used vice versa, we would hardly 

even strike upon the idea to question the masculinity of the central figures on these two 

urns. Especially the one being attacked on the MG 205 seems to definitely be a warrior as his 

chlamys indicates, moreover, he himself is wearing a shield on his raised left hand trying to 

shelter himself, i.e. he is no passive victim at all. The outline of his shield placed above his 

head resembles the billowing veil of Tarpeia from the Basilica Aemilia frieze;301 however, the 

difference is obvious.  

On the Chiusian urn in Copenhagen (Pl. XVI.1) examined by Maggiani, apparently 

another mythological scene is depicted – two warriors with shields in hands are facing each 

other ready to fight,302 between them in the centre, a pile of rocks is placed, above which a 

deity of Fate emerges. However, when looking closer the resemblance of the Punishment of 

Tarpeia is, again, quite loose. The figure of Vanth is oriented towards the warrior on her left, 

but she looks to the hero on her right. Neither one of her hands is stretched – her right arm 

is folded before her as if leaning on the pile, the left hand is missing and it seems to be 

originally oriented slightly forward – I guess in a similar way as on another Volterranean urn 

(Pl. XVI.2).303 The female winged demon manifesting between the combatants is quite 

common in the Etruscan funerary art (Pl. XVII–XVIII.1).304  However, the parallel is quite loose 

even if we admitted that the Basilica Aemilia frieze reflects some kind of Tarpeia’s epiphany. 

All above, the central figure is not attacked on the Copenhagen urn. The male daemon on 

the side panel reminiscent of the figure of onlooking Mars aka Titus Tatitus on the Basilica 

Aemilia frieze305 also has parallels elsewhere.306 

                                                           
300 Maggiani 1992:5. 
301 Maggiani 1992:7.  
302 The figures are identified as Eteocles and Polynices – the fratricidal combat was extremely popular on the 
Etruscan urns. However, considering the presence of the female figures – could it be Agamemnon with Briseis 
behind him (note bared breast) and Achilleus being calmed by Athena standing behind him and holding him 
back (note her gesture touching his head)?  
303 Cristofani 1975: cat. no. 51, MG 395. 
304 Cristofani – Martelli – Fiumi – Maggiani – Talocchini 1977: cat. no. 185 (MG 287); Maggiani 2012:72 (MG 
236); Maggiani 2012: cat. no. 93 (MG 507); Cristofani – Martelli – Fiumi – Maggiani 1975: cat. nos. 17, 48 and 
elsewhere. 
305 Maggiani 1992:7. 
306 E.g. MG 101 (Cristofani – Martelli – Fiumi – Maggiani – Talocchini 1977: cat no. 171)  
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Thus, besides the basic composition, it is just the shields and cuirass used as offensive 

weapons on the two Voterranean urns investigated by Maggiani that seem to resemble the 

death of Tarpeia in a particular way. Both urns apparently represent the same story 

featuring the defensive armour used as murder weapons. As such, the motif is quite rare and 

special, unfortunately – we do not know the unique myth behind it. Consequently, it is 

utterly unknown whether these scenes represent an execution, even less so a punishment 

for a betrayal. Since the victim of the attack on the MG 205 is holding a shield, I guess we are 

still watching a mortal combat – the figure is active and resisting and most importantly – it 

does not seem to be a female.  

As I will argue later, Tarpeia on the Basilica Aemilia frieze as well as on the coins is 

depicted in accordance with Greek visual conventions typical for very female offenders and 

victims of violence. Moreover, presence of Roman traitress on the Etruscan urn would be in 

my opinion problematic and puzzling as well as e.g. eventual depictions of Romulus or the 

Sabine women. Of course, the possibility cannot be excluded that a similar story of a greedy 

woman betraying her besieged city could have been known to the Etruscans.307 However, 

despite existing speculations about Etruscan origin of Tarpeia’s name,308 any closer 

contentual parallels between the two Volterran urns analysed by Maggiani and the 

Punishment of Tarpeia remain hypothetical.  

Nevertheless, there are other scenes resembling the iconographic scheme of the 

Punishment of Tarpeia on the Etruscan funerary reliefs, not considered by Maggiani309– 

apparently because no shields used as murderous weapons feature in them. However, the 

arrangement of the main figures is remarkably analogous, some gestures or other details are 

even more similar and, most of all, we do know their theme – and it is punishment.  

In the following analysis, I will focus on the basic iconographic scheme exclusively. 

Other partial features analogous to the imagery of Tarpeia will be discussed in the second 

part of this thesis.  

 

  

                                                           
307 Maggiani 1992:7.  
308 Her name seems to be related to Tarquinia, see La Penna 1957:121. Holleman 1984:505.  
309 Maggiani 1992.  
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2. 2. 1. The Blinding of Oedipus  

Starting with more distant parallels, an urn from Volterra310 presents the blinding of 

Oedipus by the servants of Laius (Pl. XX.1).311 In the very centre of the scene, a man depicted 

frontally is kneeling between two warriors with shields who are holding his arms 

outstretched symmetrically in the position resembling that of Tarpeia on the Turpilianus 

denarii. The third man standing behind Oedipus is thrusting a dagger into his eye. The scene 

is probably not an Etruscan innovation, though it is completely missing in the less explicit 

Greek visual art (as well as the blinding of Oedipus by his own hand) and in the surviving 

literary sources.  Thanks to a preserved fragment of the tragedy by Euripides,312 we are told 

that Oedipus was blinded by the servants of his father. Despite the details of this version of 

the myth not being known, blinding was a form of punishment for crimes violating social 

taboos and religious ones as well in Greek myths and history as well.313 A similar composition 

appears also on the terracotta pediment from Talamone314 in a later context of the same 

story – the kneeling Oedipus being supported by a slave is depicted in the centre of the 

composition performing quite a similar gesture of his extended hands between the dead 

bodies of his sons. Both Eteocles and Polynices are supported by another figure and both are 

arranged with the heads and bodies oriented from the centre of the composition and from 

the figure of their father. In the Greek visual arts this scene does not occur, thus, the 

rendering of both moments seems to be the work of the South Italian or Etruscan studios.  

The imagery of the Etruscan Hellenistic urns in general is considered to be largely 

dependent on the Greek tragedies or their Roman translations or adaptations.315 However, 

since the climaxes depicted on the Etruscan sarcophagi and elsewhere cannot be considered 

direct visual theatrical inspiration, at least not in the case of the original Greek plays,316 we 

can take for granted that it was the exuberant imagination of the sculptors and painters – 

though undoubtedly impassioned and excited by the narrative – that created the dramatic 

images in the visual arts.  

                                                           
310 Florence, inv. no. 44. Pairault 1972:66 and pl. no. 21; van der Meer 1978:56.  
311 See Vaio 1964:52 and 55 nt.60.  
312 Schol. Phoenissae  61.  
313 Barasch 2001:28 
314 LIMC Oidipus 96.  
315On the enormous popularity of the Classical Greek tragedies in the South Italy see Phillips 1968:14; Van der 
Meer 1975:79–80. 
316 The suicide of Sophocles’ Ajax and deaths of Euripides’ Alcestis and Hippolytus were probably the only 
exceptions being performed directly on the stage.  
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2. 2. 2. The Death of Actaeon  

Another scene recalling quite clearly the subject of a punishment on the Etruscan 

funerary reliefs is the death of Actaeon (Pl. XXI.1).317 The motif of the terrible consequences 

of an accidental encounter with what must not be seen was extremely popular in the 

Etruscan as well as later Roman art. However, the ill-fated hunter was not always an 

innocent victim of bad circumstances – in the earlier versions of the story Actaeon 

transgresses the paternal law318 or commits hybris arguing he is a better archer than 

Artemis.319 The scene of his death appears on vases, works of minor arts, wall paintings320 

and sculpture in the round as well. While the rendering of Actaeon´s death belongs to most 

changeable scenes on the Roman wall paintings, the Etruscan urns show him consistently in 

the centre of a triangular composition between two hounds attacking their master.321 The 

scheme is quite old and apparently inspired by the Greek depictions of the same story, 

surviving from the 6th century BC onward. There are basically two ways of portraying the 

death of Actaeon in the Greek art – he is depicted in profile being attacked from one side or 

in a frontal view being attacked from both sides – naturally, the latter is of greater interest 

here, no matter the degree of the hero’s metamorphosis. This symmetrical composition 

appears on the Attic vases from the Black figure on322 (Pl. XXII–XXIV), the Etruscan scenes are 

more dependent on the South Italian vases,323 and the famous Actaeon sarcophagus in the 

Louvre324 repeats in detail the relief panel on MG 356 remarkably faithfully (Pl. XXI.2). 

 

  

                                                           
317 MG 356, Maggiani – Rampazzo – Vela 2012: cat. no. 77.   
318 On the individual versions of the story and the complete summary of the scenes of the Death of Actaeon in 
the visual arts see Schlam 1984, on the scenes of Actaeon on the South Italian vases see Schauenburg 1969, on 
Actaeon of Roman frescoes and South Italian vases see Leach 1981.  
319 Eur. Bacch. 337–340.  
320 From the 21 preserved Pompeian frescoes, ten represent the hunter being attacked by his dogs. Leach 
1981:314. 
321 Maggiani – Rampazzo – Vela 2012: cat. nos. 77 and 78 (MG 356 and 357); BK II, pl. III. 1; both frontons of a 
sarcophagus lid in Museo Firenze (LIMC 19) 
322 LIMC I Aktaion nos. 2–6; 27 
323 LIMC I Aktaion nos. 44–49 and 81–88 
324 LIMC I Aktaion no. 106.  
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2. 2. 3. The Death of Myrtilus 

The scenes of the death of Myrtilus,325 so popular on the Etruscan relief urns and 

lacking Greek visual parallels, also show a similar composition. The treacherous charioteer is 

of particular interest here, when dealing with a betrayal for a bribe and death from the 

hands of a beneficiary. The myth concerning the race between Pelops and Oenomaus for 

Hippodamia has of course more variants – in all of them Pelops wins with someone’s help – 

Poseidon gives him winged horses, his dead friend gives him good advice or it is Oenomaus’ 

servant who helps him to beat the king.326 In the latter version, the most familiar and first 

mentioned by Pherecydes,327 Myrtilus being bribed by Pelops or Hippodamia betrays his 

master and causes his death by secretly manipulating his chariot before the fatal race. The 

reasons for the betrayal are no less interesting – Myrtilus is promised a half of Oenomaus’ 

kingdom or he is in love with Hippodamia.328 However, when he asks for the promised 

reward, Pelops refuses his claim and kills him. Offerings performed every year on the tomb 

of Myrtilus situated behind the temple of Hermes at Pheneus are even reported.329  

Whereas the Greek artists were primarily concerned with the race itself or with the 

preparations for it, as the east pediment of the Zeus’ temple in Olympia or the Chest of 

Cypselus330 or South Italian vase paintings attest,331 the Etruscans were apparently 

fascinated by the collision of Oenomaus’ chariot and the death of the perfidious Myrtilus. 

While according to the surviving versions, Myrtilus is thrown into the sea332 which has borne 

his name ever since, the Etruscan urns show him seeking refuge at the altar being attacked 

by Pelops and Hippodamia from both sides simultaneously (Pl. XXV–XXVI). Hippodamia being 

involved to such a degree does not seem to just help her fiancé – her activity is possibly 

referring to the version of the story where she presents part of the Myrtilus’ reward and is 

                                                           
325 Maggiani – Rampazzo – Vela 2012, cat. no 68 (inv. no. 215), 103 (inv. no. 216), 105–109 (inv. nos. 218–222); 
112–114 (MG 381, 418, 419) and 116 (inv. no. 433) 
326 For literary sources see Triantis 1992:693, for more discussion of these versions see Kakridis 1928; Hansen 
2000.  
327 Pher. FGH 3 F37a, b.  
328 Apollod. Epit. 2.7.   
329 Paus. 8.14.11–12. 
330 Paus. 5.17.7. 
331 See LIMC VI Myrtilos nos. 14–18.  
332 Paus. 8.14.11.  
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abused by him.333 At all events – the emphasis on the symmetry of the basic composition of 

the scene is obvious and typical for the Etruscan art.334 

The scene depicted on the urns so frequently335 has not survived in the literary 

sources and it was supposedly inspired by the lost Sophocles’ tragedy.336 At all events, its 

basic scheme – a figure of a culprit portrayed frontally and being attacked from both sides by 

two other characters, as well as the very theme of the scene – the punishment of a traitor by 

his beneficiaries instead of giving him a promised reward, remains a striking parallel to the 

Punishment of Tarpeia. Moreover – Myrtilus is not kneeling on the ground – his figure is 

leaning with one leg on the altar but still standing and thus no lower than his attackers – 

which is analogous to that of Tarpeia on the Basilica Aemilia frieze. Both Myrtilus´ arms are 

stretched symmetrically. Defending himself against Pelops with his right hand, he holds a 

wheel in his left hand trying to snatch it from resisting Hippodamia. Myrtilus half-kneeling on 

an altar resembles of Paris337 in the quite abundant scenes of his recognition in the house of 

Priam on the relief urns.338 However, since the Trojan prince usually has his divine protector 

alongside, he is attacked quite asymmetrically (Pl. XXVIII.1) and the meaning of the 

composition is thus absolutely different as I will argue later. When dealing with altars, 

however, Agamemnon is depicted in a very similar manner on the Volterran urn in the 

Louvre (Pl. XXVIII.2),339 half kneeling on the altar and being attacked from both sides by his 

wife and Aegisthus. The scheme itself, however, is hardly new – the relief from Gortyn 

portrays him sitting on the throne being attacked from both sides – despite the bodies of the 

figures being depicted in profile, their heads are turned to the viewer with quite impressive 

effect.340  

Nevertheless, the case of Myrtilus is more a story of a perfidious servant, not 

launched against one’s own kin. The death of his master is sometimes presented341 in a 

                                                           
333 According to some versions, Myrtilus kisses her (Schol. Soph. El. 504) or even tries to rape her (Apollod. 2.8 
and Schol. Eur. Orest. 990).   
334 Van der Meer 1975:80.  
335 It seems to be the most frequent scene  
336 Triantis 1992 VI/1:696.  
337 Cateni – Galleri – Gori 1986 cat. nos. 74– 98 (MG 361, 234, 223, 458, 240, 431, 466, 231, 225, 407, 237, 228, 
235, 230, 224...)  
338 Van der Meer 1978:56. 
339 Louvre, inv. no. AKG453013, https://www.akg-
images.de/CS.aspx?VP3=SearchResult&ITEMID=2UMDHU27HFXP&LANGSWI=1&LANG=English 
340 Cf. Shapiro 1994. 
341 The scenes using another type of iconographic scheme are not considered here.  
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similar way probably reflecting scenes from an unpreserved drama by Sophocles or Euripides 

– both wrote a tragedy named after Oenomaus. There are more variants of the iconographic 

scheme, just two are of concern here – apparently in neither of them did Oenomaus die 

during the collision. He is portrayed kneeling frontally, being attacked from both sides by 

Pelops and Myrtilus,342 or by Pelops and Hippodamia (Pl. XXVII.1)343 after his chariot had 

crashed. Elsewhere, the king is portrayed kneeling or crouching frontally on the ground in 

the centre of a more or less symmetrical composition formed by his rearing horses 

(Pl.XII.2),344 resembling thus an earlier depiction on the Campanian hydria by Cassandra 

Painter.345  

The death of Pentheus, punished by Dionysos for his hybris and lacerated by the 

maenads including his own mother, was quite surprisingly not of special interest in the 

Etruscan visual art – the only exception being the cist from Preneste.346 However, the 

depiction of the king’s end on the famous fresco from the House of Vettii347 is considered an 

authentic copy of a Greek wall painting (Pl. XXIX)348 He is depicted in the centre of a familiar 

symmetrical composition. However, the way he is depicted here is even more remarkable. 

Pentheus is kneeling frontally on his left knee, his right leg being stretched out. His mother 

standing on the left is fixing the victim by holding his hair in her left hand and standing on his 

stretched leg, in her right hand she is holding thyrsus as a weapon. The second maenad 

attacks Pentheus from the other side.  

The very same basic composition presenting the victim and the attacker was used in 

the case of Clytemnestra, another trespasser to be punished and eliminated on the Chiusian 

urn in the Museum in Siena (Pl. XXX.1) and elsewhere, anticipating much later Roman 

sarcophagus in the Hermitage Museum (XXXI.1). Clytemnestra kneeling before her son is 

touching his knee supplicating with one hand and trying to release the grip with the other 

hand. Orestes towering above her is striking with his right hand and holding his mother´s 

hair with the left hand and standing on her stretched right leg.  

                                                           
342 Maggiani – Rampazzo – Vela 2012 cat. no. 81 (MG 362). 
343 Maggiani – Rampazzo – Vela 2012 cat. no. 88 (MG 450). 
344 BK II pl. 41/2, 44/8–9. 
345 Van der Meer 1978:59; Trendall 1960:fig. 7.  
346 LIMC VII Pentheus no. 19.  
347 LIMC VII Pentheus no. 28.  
348 Schefold 1952:142.  
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On the fragment of the MG 345 urn (Pl. XXX.2), a narrative scene is depicted349  – 

Orestes and Pylades are portrayed murdering the trespassers and then seeking for shelter 

on the altar. In this scene, Clytemnestra is attacked from the front, not from behind as 

usually; however, postures and gestures of both protagonists are the same. It is usually the 

murder of another trespasser Aegisthus by Pylades that is depicted right beside in the more 

usual manner described above, while Clytemnestra is seeking for shelter at the altar on 

other Volterran urns.350  

Similar scheme is also used in the case of Eriphyle on the fresco in Pompei,351 her 

death is depicted in almost the same way as that of Clytemnestra – she is kneeling frontally 

and supplicating with her right arm to the son who stands above her with drawn sword in his 

hand (Pl. XXXI.2). In the Etruscan funerary art, however, she is not presented in this way – I 

guess the possible explanation may be that the crime scene was described in a specific way 

in the tragedies – three Latin plays on this very theme are reported.352  

Other scenes related to a punishment, but portraying the deadly threatened innocent 

victim instead of the trespasser him/herself also appear in the Etruscan art using a similar 

scheme. Polyxena on the sarcophagus from Torre San Severo (Pl. XXXII.1)353 dated to ca 300 

BC being sacrificed by Neoptolemus is depicted in the very same way as Pentheus and 

Clytemnestra discussed above354 – she is kneeling frontally with her leg and head (and thus 

the whole body) being fixed by the aggressor holding a sword.355 The axial symmetry of the 

composition is in her case accomplished by the adding of the figure of another warrior or 

perhaps the ghost of Achilleus standing from the other side of the victim. Even the much 

earlier scene of the death of Polyxena on the famous Tyrrhenian amphora (Pl. XXXII.2) keeps 

the basic scheme consisting of the victim between two aggressors, the girl and the altar 

presenting the focal point and the main axis of the whole composition.  

Speaking of a girl being sacrificed, no less apparent is the axial symmetry of the 

scenes of Iphigenia in Aulis – in this case, the core of the composition is formed by an altar 

and the figure of the girl, considerably lesser than the other characters on the Etruscan urns. 

                                                           
349 Van der Meer 1978:38; 104, fig. 19.  
350 BK Rilievi 1,  
351 VII.1.25 Pompeii. Exedra 33. LIMC I Alkmaion no. 15.  
352 Van der Meer 1978:42.  
353 LIMC VII Polyxene p. 434/no. 32. Ca 300 BC.  
354 See also Ajax sacrificing a Trojan prisoner on the crater from Vulci in the Bibliothéque Nationale in Paris 
(Giglioli 1935:pl. CCLXXIX, no. 2) 
355 Mangieri 2018.  
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The figures of the sacrificing man and the man holding the victim above the altar complete 

the basic scheme (Pl. XXXIII.2).   

Less frequent and less relevant, but still guilty and punished are Prometheus on the 

Apulian red figure krater (Pl. XXXIV.1)356 or Amycus on the Early Lucanian hydria (Pl. 

XXXV),357 both also centred in a three figure composition.  in the case of the kneeling 

Amycus the parallel with other punished figures is apparent.  

The substantially happier fate of Andromeda on the Volterran urns358 is another good 

example of the symmetrical composition linked to the theme of punishment (Pl. XXXIV.2) – 

and liberation. Despite not being depicted between figures attacking her, her posture is 

strictly symmetrical as in the case of Prometheus mentioned above.359  

A symmetrical composition consisting of a kneeling figure seeking for shelter under a 

shield appears also on the ground between Theseus attacking the Minotaur on another 

Volterran urn (Pl. XXXVI).360 This case is special since the central figure is not attacked from 

both sides, but is being defended by Athenian hero.  

Thus, the symmetrical composition portraying the lowered figure in the centre being 

attacked from both sides does not seem to have a shallow connection to the theme of a 

punishment on the Etruscan urns and elsewhere. However, as we have seen, the scheme 

originated in the Greek visual arts already. It is quite common in the scenes of 

Amazonomachies and Centauromachies and other scenes of fights of the 5th century BC. 

Though these scenes present more or less a symmetric composition, there is one particular 

part of the Centauromachy regularly presented in this manner that occurs also in the 

Etruscan art and is even substantially earlier than the 5th century BC. This is the death of 

Caeneus.  

 
  

                                                           
356 Apulian red figure krater, Trendall 1970:168–174. 
357 LIMC I Amykos no. 11.  
358 Cateni – Galleri – Gori 1986: cat. nos. 14–15 (MG 329–330); urn in Palazzo Antinori, Firenze (Cristofani – 
Martelli – Fiumi – Maggiani 1975: cat. nos. 11 and 128);  
359 Cateni – Galleri – Gori 1986: cat. nos. 329–330; Cristofani – Martelli – Fiumi – Maggiani 1975: cat. no. 11 and 
128.  
360 Maggiani – Rampazzo – Vela 2012, cat. no. 40; (MG 300). 
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2. 2 .4 .The Death of Caeneus  

Despite Centauromachies occurring on the Etruscan urns, the Caeneus fight is 

surprisingly missing. However, it appears on the Etruscan vases – moreover, the Etruscan 

black figure stamnos,361 dated to ca 500 BC (Pl. XXXVII.1), is portraying Caeneus fully 

frontally being attacked from both sides – the symmetry of the scene is almost mirrored, 

including gestures of Caeneus as well as of the Centaurs.362  

The ill-fated Lapith – or originally a Lapith woman, to be more specific – deserves 

particular attention here since the way of his death shows very strong parallels with that of 

Tarpeia – both are killed indirectly – suffocating under a pile of more or less sophisticated 

weapons –shields or boulders and trees. Despite Caeneus being a warrior and even an 

invulnerable one, the basic iconographic schemes of both scenes are also remarkably close.  

Caeneus does not appear to be a negative nor perfidious character to be counted 

among the trespassers deserving a punishment at first glance. On the contrary – he seems to 

be more a victim – of a similar kind to Europa, Cassandra and other mortal women who 

aroused the lust of the immortals. Nevertheless, his deliberate change of sex is in my opinion 

the very reason to take him into account here. The change of gender being made on 

Caenis/Caeneus own request by Poseidon as compensation for the rape goes strictly against 

the natural order. Thus, despite not offending against his kin, Caeneus transgresses the 

human limits and natural boundaries in a very similar way as the Amazons do. The fact that 

the dead body of Caeneus found under a pile of stones or trees after the battle is a female 

one, I consider quite remarkable.363 By his death the natural order is restored.  

It is no less interesting that Caeneus, similarly to Tarpeia, was also thought to be a 

kind of a forgotten former deity transformed into mortal hero endowed with some form of a 

posthumous worship.364  

Moreover, Caeneus seems to also be a trespasser guilty of hybris – having become 

invulnerable and the strongest of the people he exhibits his javelin on the agora and 

demands it to be worshipped as a god by his people.365  

                                                           
361 Etruscan black figure stamnos, KHM Wien no. 406 IV 1477, see Laufer1985: taf. 8, Abb. 22.  
362 Laufer 1985:14.  
363 Ziogas (2013:186) points out that Caeneus is killed by the fir trees that in Greek bear the name reminding of 
his father Elatus.  
364 Beginning with Rohde and Berthold, contra see Kakridis 1947:78.  
365 Acus. 40a.  
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Caeneus is first mentioned by Homer among other Lapith heroes366 without reporting 

on his invulnerability or change of sex; the Hesiodic Shield367 presents him also as such 

without further details. However, already Hesiod was apparently aware that the hero had 

been born as a woman.368 The invulnerability and death of Caeneus is first mentioned by 

Acusilaus of Argus in literary sources, i.e. in the beginning of the 5th century BC;369 in the 

visual arts, however, his mortal combat belongs to the earliest identifiable mythological 

depictions at all. The earliest surviving one appears on the bronze sheet from Olympia dated 

to the 3rd quarter of the 7th century BC (Pl. XXXVIII).370 Since its very beginning through the 

Attic Archaic (Pl. XXXIX) and Classic (Pl. XL) as well as South Italian (Pl. XLI) vase painting,371 

and in the Classic relief sculpture (XLII)372 including that of the Asia Minor (Pl. XLIII)373 the 

composition of this scene shows strong axial symmetry, though there are exceptions, of 

course,374 and sometimes a third Centaur is added.375.  

On the other hand, the scenes of Caeneus’ deathly combat are missing in the Roman 

visual arts,376 including the sarcophagi where the Centauromachies do occur and where his 

fatal fight would definitely fit quite well. I guess it might have been the very transsexuality of 

Caeneus, his hidden femininity that puzzled the Romans. This very theme of the change of 

the Lapith’s sex was quite exhaustively developed by Ovid.377 Hero´s masculinity is definitely 

dubious and furthermore temporary – Aeneas meets Caenis, not Caeneus in the 

                                                           
366 Hom. Il.1.262–268.  
367 Hes. Sh. 178–183. 
368 Ziogas 2013:185.  
369 Apol. Rhod. 1.59–64: Καινέα γὰρ ζῶόν περ ἔτι κλείουσιν ἀοιδοὶ Κενταύροισιν ὀλέσθαι, ὅτε σφέας οἶος ἀπ᾽ 
ἄλλων ἤλασ᾽ ἀριστήων: οἱ δ᾽ ἔμπαλιν ὁρμηθέντες οὔτε μιν ἐγκλῖναι προτέρω σθένον, οὔτε δαΐξαι: ἀλλ᾽ 
ἄρρηκτος ἄκαμπτος ἐδύσετο νειόθι γαίης, θεινόμενος στιβαρῇσι καταΐγδην ἐλάτῃσιν. 
370 Laufer 1985:3.  
371 For South Italian and Etruscan vases, see LIMC Kaineus nos. 50–53, 63–64. On some of the South Italian 
vases the posture of Caeneus resembles remarkably that of Actaeon (cf. XLI.2).  
372 The antithetic composition of the fight of two on one suited especially well the architectural metopes and 
friezes (Hephaestus temple in Athens, Poseidon’s temple on Sounion, Bassae) as well as vases.  
373 Laufer 1985:55, 56, 58 (Trysa), 59.    
374 Laufer 1985:ill. no. 6, 8, 26, 31.  
375 Laufer 1985:ill. no. 37.  
376 The only and very early exception being the arula from Rome, dated to the 3rd or 2nd century BC (Museo 
Capitolino A 9143; Laufer 1985:ill. no. 65; LIMC Kentauroi et Kentaurides no. 402), its scheme differs 
substantially portraying him fighting just one Centaur. The hero was also portrayed on one of the Antonine 
reliefs from the area of the Agora Gate at Aphorodisias (LIMC suppl. Kentauroi et Kentaurides add. II.II). The 
Death of Kaineus had apparently a long tradition in Asia Minor, as the Trysa-Gjoelbaschi frieze or Lycian 
sarcophagi attest.  
377 Ov. Met. 12, 168–535.  
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Underworld.378 This fact – quite acceptable for the Greek mind379 – might have presented a 

serious problem for the Romans. No matter the hero’s bravery, he is a woman in his essence 

and even worse – a mortal woman that has been raped. At any rate, Caeneus is definitely a 

hero that challenges boundaries transgressing the gender norms in a quite original way.  

On the other hand, the very features of trespasser and the way of death resembling 

that of Tarpeia might have affected to some extent the iconography of the Roman traitress 

to some extent.  

The absence of Caeneus on the Etruscan urns is also elusive since Centauromachies 

occur on them.380 However, their themes seem to be inspired by contemporary theatrical 

performances381 and there are many other mythological scenes that do not appear on them. 

That he was known to the Etruscans, besides the stamnos cited above also an attachment of 

an Etruscan helmet from Orvieto attest.382  

As for the way of the death, both Caeneus and Tarpeia die under a pile of tools (in 

the case of Caeneus a pile of stones or logs) mounded by the attackers above their still living 

bodies. None of these tools is primarily an offensive weapon at all.  

In the visual arts, the symmetrical composition of the scene is crucial, portraying the 

victim on/in the ground in the centre of the scene between the two attackers. The gesture of 

Tarpeia on the Titurius denarii raising both hands and touching both Sabine soldiers recalls 

the gesture of a suppliant, but it also strikingly recalls the motion of Caeneus thrusting the 

swords or spears with his both hands symmetrically into his opponents´ bodies on the 

above-mentioned vase and elsewhere.383  

No less remarkable is also the motif of the shields in scenes of the Punishment of 

Tarpeia and the Death of Caeneus despite being used as an offensive lethal weapon in the 

case of Tarpeia and in the Caeneus fight as a defensive one.  

In my opinion, given these circumstances and similarities it might have seemed 

appropriate to use the iconographic scheme of Caeneus’ death for creating the imagery of 
                                                           
378 Verg. A. 6.448–449: et iuvenis quondam, nunc femina, Caeneus, rursus et in veterem fato revoluta figuram. 
(Caeneus, a woman once, and once a man, but ending in the sex she first began. Trans. J. Dryden).  
379 Cf. the need to compensate for the exuberant virility of great heroes like Heracles or Achilleus by their 
feminization and transvestitism, though just external.  
380 Especially considering his relative popularity on the Lycian funerary reliefs (Laufer 1985:ill. nos. 57–59 and 
64). 
381 Van der Meer 1975:9–80.  
382Laufer 1985: taf. 14, Abb. 44. 
383 E.g. Etruscan black figure stamnos, KHM Wien no. 406 IV 1477, see Laufer1985: taf. 8, Abb. 22; relief lid of 
the sarcophagus from Limyra, Laufer, 1985: taf. 18, Abb. 59. 
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Tarpeia. The Death of Caeneus is quite an old scene known from the Archaic period onward 

and it was familiar enough, as well as the story itself, in all relevant parts of the ancient 

world.  

If so, the eventual choice of this model for the scene of the Punishment of Tarpeia 

would have been based on a quite loose association based on the similar way of death of 

both protagonists and their characters being that of an offender.  

 

2. 2. 5. The Death of Dolon  

Even closer male counterpart to Tarpeia – Dolon – cannot be omitted. Not only is his 

crime and its consequences almost the same and fatal, also their motivations seem to be 

similar – and so does their imagery to a great extent.  

From the very beginning of the story, Dolon’s main motivation, despite being 

wealthy, is his greed.384 As the only volunteer among the Trojans he accepts Hector’s 

challenge to spy on the enemy on condition that he is to be given the divine horses of 

Achilleus. When captured while scouting by Ulysses and Diomedes, he reveals quite 

voluntarily the vital information about his city, gives the positions of its allies camping 

nearby and he even recommends to the enemy whom to easily attack, which leads to the 

imminent death of the Thracian ally of Troy king Rhesus and his people (i.e. Troy is deprived 

of one of her defenders). Thus, Dolon’s manoeuvring can hardly be defined in other terms 

than treason. The death he meets almost immediately from Diomedes’ hands thus comes 

(sic!) as in the case of Tarpeia from the enemy who profits fundamentally from the traitor’s 

action.  

The adventure of Dolon was well known from Homer, occupying the whole tenth – 

thus eponymous – book of the Iliad, his episode was later dramatized in the Euripides´ 

Rhesus and very probably also in the Latin tragedy by Accius.  

The very name of Dolon suggests he does not play fair,385 and his imagery confirms 

he is hardly a heroic figure. On the Corinthian cup in Brussels386 he is depicted heroically 

naked, but crouching in the space under one of the ears of the vase. More usually he is 

                                                           
384 Hom. Il. 10.314–317. 
385 Elderkin 1935:349.  
386 Lissarrague 1980:7, no. 3. 

https://www.jstor.org/action/doBasicSearch?si=1&Query=au%3A%22F.+Lissarrague%22&group=none&acc=on&fc=off&wc=on
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portrayed wearing a wolf skin387 that becomes his attribute in a similar manner as the lion 

skin of Hercules.388  

Given the fixed number of three characters as well as the other circumstances in the 

pivotal scene of Doloneia, the usual symmetrical scheme used for the scenes of a 

punishment of trespassers was easy to be adopted – Dolon is portrayed almost invariably 

between his captors, being hopelessly trapped from both sides, trying to escape or captured 

already on the vases (Pl. XLIV).389  

The moment of his death is portrayed on two Campanian vases and on several 

Hellenistic gems. The composition closest to the scene of the Punishment of Tarpeia is 

depicted on the bell crater by the Caivano Painter390 portraying Dolon frontally with hands 

behind his back kneeling between both Greek warriors whose movements as well as the 

whole rendering, mirror each other save Diomedes’ gesture thrusting the sword into the 

traitor’s chest (Pl. XLV). Three Hellenistic gems391 show Dolon kneeling between Ulysses and 

Diomedes supplicating with his right hand extended to Ulysses’ chin in full agreement with 

Homer’s description.392 No less interesting is the fragment of a bronze shield-band from 

Dodona393 depicting the spy presumably on his knees with outspread arms and dishevelled 

hair.  

 

2. 2. 6. The Punishment of Dirce  

There is also one motif on the Etruscan cinerary urns and elsewhere whose 

iconographic scheme does not follow exactly the Punishment of Tarpeia and other 

trespassing colleagues as a whole, however, its theme as well as the rendering of the main 

figure are related quite closely to the subject of this thesis.  

Dirce is a classical female double trespasser usurping an active masculine role of a 

head of a family394 and fatally menacing her kin – or technically her husband’s niece – 

                                                           
387 Hom. Il. 10.334 
388 Elderkin 1935:349.  
389 The depictions on the vases are examined by Lissarrague 1980 or more recently by Steiner 2015.  
390 Trendall 1989: no. 282. LIMC Dolon no. 18.  
391 Two gems in the British Museum (nos. BM 1867 and 1896) and one sardonyx in the Museum of Fine Arts in 
Boston (MFA 27.740), LIMC Dolon no. 19–21.  
392 Hom. Il. 10.315–455.  
393 LIMC Dolon no. 22.  
394 Dirce is not entitled to pursue nor persecute Antiope even if her intercourse with Zeus and its consequences 
have been seen as dishonouring the family – it should be Lycus as the actual head of the family who is 

https://www.jstor.org/action/doBasicSearch?si=1&Query=au%3A%22F.+Lissarrague%22&group=none&acc=on&fc=off&wc=on
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Antiope395  and plots her death at the hands of Antiope´s – and Zeus’s – own sons (who are 

not aware who their mother is, having been taken from her and exposed right after their 

birth). Only by happy chance and thanks to the intervention of a herdsman who brought the 

boys up do Amphion and Zethus not commit matricide.396 Thus, Dirce’s form of a just 

revenge is the same as she had planned for their mother – she is tied to a bull and dragged 

by it to death.  

The story became an extremely popular motif thanks to Euripides´ drama Antiope397 

especially in South Italy and Rome, having even been translated into Latin by Pacuvius in the 

middle of the 2nd century BC. According to Cicero,398 Pacuvius´ Antiope was played so often 

during the Late Republic that the audience was able to recognize the drama after the first 

tones.399 The depictions of the story are found generally in all forms of visual media from 

vase paintings and frescoes, sculpture in the round and relief to mosaics and the minor 

arts,400 being easily recognizable thanks to the presence of the bull, but especially to the trio 

consisting of the culprit and her two executioners.  

The very final phase of the story portraying Dirce’s inert body being dragged by the 

bull has been chosen by the painters of the three surviving – all three South Italian – 

vases.401 The arrangements of those scenes considerably differ, however, despite the main 

character being already dead, the group consisting of Dirce´s husband Lycus kneeling 

between the twins that are ready to kill him on the crater by the eponymous Dirce Painter402 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
authorized to do so. Interestingly enough, Lycus survives, in contrast to his wife, despite him pursuing Antiope 
too.  
395 Antiope is, on the other hand, a mythical paradigm of an indoor abuse repeatedly escaping and being 
pursued by her own family. Lycus reportedly even has sexual intercourse that is considered the reason for 
Dirce’s jealousy.  On the mythical examples of the imprisonment of young women in order to assure their 
virginity or punish them for not allowed sexual intercourse see Seaford 1990.  
396 See also Heger 1986:642. 
397 The play apparently involved a famous dialogue of the twins discussing the superiority of music favoured by 
Amphion over sports presented by Zethus and consequently a dispute of artistic contemplative and active 
practical ways of life. It was discussed in Plato’s Gorgias and other authors (Ad Her. 2.43; Hor. Ep. 1.18.41–44). 
On the dispute of the twins see Borthwick 1967:41–47; Nightingale 1992:122; on the reconstruction of the 
Euripides play most recently Berman 2007:30.  
398 Cic. Off. 1.114: Illi enim non optimas, sed sibi accommodatissimas fabulas eligunt; qui voce freti sunt, 
Epigonos Medumque, qui gestu, Melanippam, Clytemnestram, semper Rupilius, quem ego memini, Antiopam, 
non saepe Aesopus Aiacem. Cic. N.D. 3.54.  
399 Boyle 2006:95, 98; Cic. Ac. 2.20; 2.86. 
400 For the most detailed study of the mural painting see Leach 1986, on the vase painting see Taplin 1998.  
401 On the examination of the vases especially in relation to the theatre see Joyce 2001.  
402 Made in Sicily before 370 BC. Taplin 1998:35.  
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(Pl. XLVI.1) presents quite a fine example of a symmetrical triangle composition of punishing 

an offender. The group is even framed by a grotto.403  

The Apulian cylix crater by the Underworld Painter404 (Pl. XLVI.2) even shows two 

examples of this very composition in relation to a punishment – on the scene in the main 

register the bull dragging the inert body of Dirce fastened right below it is surrounded on 

both sides by the figures of Erinys and a personification of Frenzy.405 The other actors of the 

story are set above in the upper register creating another triangular composition with Lycus 

supplicating on an altar between his angry nephews; the figure of an intervening Hermes is 

set between the victim and one of the twins.406  

Rather later, probably during the 3rd or at the beginning of the 2nd century BC, there 

appears a new iconographic scheme of the punishment of Dirce focusing on another, much 

more dramatic moment of the myth – the capture of Dirce and preparations of the 

execution. It seems to appear on quite different visual media and in quite different parts of 

the ancient Mediterranean almost simultaneously,407 its most notorious rendering being the 

monumental monolithic408 marble group of Zethus et Amphion ac Dirce et taurus409 made by 

Apollonius and Tauriscus.410  

Despite being brought to Rome relatively lately from Rhodes411 or elsewhere,412 its 

existence was undoubtedly well known and influential. Unfortunately, its surviving copy, the 

famous Farnese Bull (Pl. XLVIII–XLIX),413 is lacking many substantial parts of the three main 

                                                           
403 On the meaning of the presence of a grotto in the South Italian and Roman painting see Phillips 1968; Leach 
1981.  
404 Ca 320 BC. 
405 Taplin 1998:36. 
406 For typical theatrical elements in the whole scene as well as details see Taplin, 1998:36. 
407 For an almost complete catalogue of all related depictions of the Punishment of Dirce see Heger 1986 or 
more recently Kunze 1998:43–46. 
408  Pliny’s statement ex eodem lapide has been confirmed during the last restorations, see Kunze 1998:23.  
409 Plin., NH 36.33–34 
410 On the identity and origin of the sculptors and abundant related bibliography see most lately Farmakidi 
2010. On the existence of the Rhodian school see Pollitt 2000:92–110.  
411 By Asinius Pollio (Plin., NH 36.33–34) or less probably by Marc Anthony (see Pollitt 2000:98). 
412 Some suggest a Pergamene origin on the basis of the Attalid dedication at Cyzicus, see Pollitt 2000:98. 
413 The Farnese Bull is considered to be a Roman replica, most probably of the Severian date given the 
rendering of the bull´s hair between its horns and Dirce´s drapery  (Marvin 1983:368), not the Rhodian original 
mentioned by Pliny by most of the scholarship. However, Heger 1986:641 believes the Farnese group to be 
Hellenistic work arguing with parallels from Hellenistic and even Classical art – his hypothesis has been strictly 
rejected – for arguments see Andreae 1993:108–109. Most lately, Kunze 1998 has offered a compromise but 
no less spurious solution taking the Farnese group for the Hellenistic original overworked during the Antonine 
period for the Baths of Caracalla where it was found.  
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characters.414 The reconstruction of the figure of Amphion is confirmed by the surviving 

fragments as well as that of Zethus, except the action of his right hand.415 However, 

desperately unknown are the movements as well as other details of the crucial figure of the 

trespasser, needed also for further discussion in the next part of this thesis. The whole upper 

part of Dirce’s body from her belly up remains a pure matter of completion (Pl. L). Her legs 

are also restored, but their position is indicated by the hints on the plinth. All that seems 

clear from the extant remains of her figure is the intense torsion of the upper part of the 

body. The positions of her arms as well as that of her head are quite uncertain and the other 

ancient depictions of the scene discussed in the note below do not help much since they 

cannot confirm the present look nor offer one clear alternative – they show all possible 

arrangements and subsequent combinations of Dirce´s arms and Zethus´s hand.416  

                                                           
414 Recently the group was thoroughly examined during the restoration works in 1990, the results published by 
Prisco, Gabriella: Il Toro Farnese, “La Montagna di Marmo” tra Roma e Napoli. Napoli 1991.  
415 Kunze 1998:18–20.  
416 While the left hand of Dirce seems to have touched in some way Amphion´s leg in a gesture of plea for 
mercy, her right hand is either supposed to complete this gesture being also outstretched to Amphion, or – less 
plausibly – it could have been oriented on the contrary towards Zethus in a motion of defence (Kunze 1998:61–
62). This possibility is related to an assumption that Zethus´s left hand was gripping Dirce´s hair, as also 
attested on another Naples cameo (Cameo, Naples Museum, see LIMC Dirce 27) or the bronze figure of Zethus 
in British Museum (LIMC Dirce no. 41) and also a literary fragment. Thus, the gesture of Dirce´s hand would 
probably resemble the Giant opponents of Athena and Doris from the frieze from the Great Altar in Pergamum. 
However, I guess there is also a third possibility, as plausible as the previous, but quite surprisingly not 
considered by Kunze or others as far as I know – that Zethus was originally holding not the hair, but the right 
wrist or forearm of Dirce with the intention to bind it to the bull. Such a solution would above all erase the 
problem with the shading of Dirce´s face with her outspread right forearm (Kunze 1998:54). Such a composition 
is also attested by other depictions of the story (the fresco from Casa dei Vettii, the mosaic from Aquincum) 
and it would be quite logical and definitely fully corresponding with Zethus´s action – his right hand is already 
occupied with the rope tightening it on the bull´s horns – fastening Dirce´s hand would be quite consistent and 
a purposeful continuation of his plan. It is also possible that the right hand of Dirce was already trapped in the 
loop – if the rope was not over the upper part of the body, as is implied by the marble fragment from Monte 
Giove (LIMC no. 39 – Lauter-Bufe considers the fragment to be a falsum.) – i.e. the rope was fixed first to her 
and only then to the bull´s horns, as on the gem from the Cornell Collection of Antiquities. Last but not least – 
considering the distance between Zethus and the supposed location of Dirce´s head as restored, the youth 
seems to still be too far from his victim to touch her (Kunze 1998:53–54). Kunze finds the distance between the 
two figures problematic in some depictions and considers them to be a result of the translation of the three-
dimensional scheme into a flat plane; however, the same problem seems to be present in the case of the 
Farnese Bull already. That its restorer could have been troubled with this feature seems to be evident – he 
spanned the space between Zethus´s hand and Dirce´s head with a part of the rope looped around Dirce´s head 
– a rather senseless solution with no parallel in the visual arts of course.  
The direct physical contact between Zethus and Dirce seems possible only if the head of Dirce was violently 
backswept. Such a move is, of course, also possible and attested on the Naples cameo (LIMC 27), the 
Muenchen glass paste (Muenzsammlung Muenchen, LIMC 29) or the Bardo Museum lamp (LIMC no. 34) and 
perhaps also in the bronze group in London portraying a preserved Zethus with a knot of Dirce´s hair preserved 
in his left hand (LIMC no. 41). Nevertheless, if the head or the whole upper part of Dirce´s body bend backward 
in the direction Zethus was dragging her, her protruding body would disturb the three-dimensional 
composition where all the lines point upwards to meet at the bull´s right horn which represents the top of the 
pyramid.  
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Nevertheless, the basic iconographic scheme is quite obvious. Quite a noticeable and 

surprising point is the fact that the composition is apparently pyramidal just from the frontal 

point of view (Pl. XLVII).  The back of the group must have been intended to stand against a 

wall. (Pl. XLVIII.3; XLIX.1–2)417 Already Studniczka418 assumed the main point for observation 

being that from which Dirce and the bull form a diagonal axis of the whole composition (Pl. 

XLVIII.1). Seen from this angle, Dirce is placed literally below the feet of the bull and right 

between her attackers as on some other depictions. 

However, she does hardly seem to be visually accentuated as a crucial character 

within the group. In all respects, the main dramatic struggle is that between the twins and 

the bull towering above all the figures and winning all the viewer´s attention at first sight.  

Given its striking frontality, the Farnese Bull seems to be rightly considered a 

translation of a two-dimensional image into the round sculpture.419 Not surprisingly, the 

Etruscan funerary reliefs depicting the Punishment of Dirce also try to follow the usual basic 

symmetry of such scenes in general. However, it was apparently the very presence of the 

fourth, even quite atypical figure of the bull that troubled the artists and complicated their 

work, preventing them from accomplishing a more conventional symmetrical triangle 

composition in the real two-dimensional array.  

Van der Meer420 distinguished three different types of the Punishment of Dirce on 

the Volterran urns. The first one, comprising of urn MG 359 (Pl. LI.2)421and fragment of MG 

468 (Pl. LII.1)422 shows Dirce on the ground right in the centre of the whole scene under the 

hooves of the towering bull. The animal is led symmetrically by two male figures – 

undoubtedly Zethus or Amphion from the left, however, the second brother seems to be 

substituted by the familiar winged daemon. Thus, the culprit and the bull together make the 

main vertical axis of the scene as in the case of the Farnese group. One of the twins standing 

on the left is going to tie Dirce´s hand to the rearing bull; the winged figure is enticing the 

bull with a stick.  

                                                           
417 Marvin 1983:367; Kunze 1998:5.  
418 Studniczka 1903:173.  
419 Farmakidi 2010:157. 
420 Van der Meer 1978:35–41. 
421 Maggiani – Rampazzo – Vela 2012, cat. no 80. 
422 BK Rilievi 2:1, taf. IV, no.2. 
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The second, less symmetric depiction of the punishment of Dirce on the tufa urn MG 

505 (Pl. LIII.2)423and on the alabaster urn in Berlin (LIII.1)424 portrays the trespasser and the 

bull separately – in the left part of the relief, Dirce is half-kneeling – or if hovering – 

extending her left hand to the group placed in the second part of the frieze consisting of the 

triangular composition of the bull being led from both sides by the twins. Under the hooves 

of the bull, a dog (MG 505) or a lying corpse of a man (Berlin specimen) are depicted, on the 

sides other figures are watching.  

The last scheme MG 358 (Pl. LII.2)425 shows even a larger composition consisting of 

three groups. From the left corner, two male naked figures are leading the bull; in the 

centre, a nude man is standing between two quarrelling men in long robes; in the right part, 

a terrified woman is standing behind an altar and a man with an outstretched right arm is 

sitting on another altar.426 The iconography of the last example is so different from any 

known depictions of the story that the urn has been doubted to portray the Punishment of 

Dirce.427 Despite not knowing the course of the Euripides play, a scene of supplication at an 

altar must have featured in it, as the scenes on two of the South Italian vases also seem to 

imply. Van der Meer assumes the relief is a narrative and merges two parts of the story – the 

punishment of Dirce together with the threatening of Lycus, known from the craters by Dirce 

Painter and the Underworld Painter as well as from some frescoes.428 On the other hand, 

there is no other depiction of Dirce portraying her not exposed to the imminent punishment. 

Thus, I guess, still another interpretation might be possible – the bull featured also in the 

play Alexandros that inspired so many urns portraying Paris taking refuge at the altar. In fact, 

three tragedies of this title are attested – by Sophocles, Euripides and Ennius.429 I suggest 

this scene might belong to the same thematic circle presenting a prelude to the much more 

frequent ‘Recognition of Paris’ scene and depict two moments from this play – given the 

number of figures it seems clear we are watching more than one and similarly, more than 

one scene appear e.g. on the fragmentary urn with the murder of Clytemnestra mentioned 
                                                           
423 Maggiani – Rampazzo – Vela 2012, cat. no. 91.  
424 Altes Museum, inv. no. Sk 1278.  
425 Maggiani – Rampazzo – Vela 2012, cat. no. 79.  
426 On the identification of this figure see Van der Meer 1978:38–39. 
427 Heger 1986:640, no. 45. In Maggiani – Rampazzo – Vela 2012, cat. no. 79. still held to be Dirce (see).  
428 Van der Meer 1978:37. Van der Meer´s description of the scene is a little confusing – she seems to mention 
one man extra – she mentions a man with a sceptre in front of the bull identifying him as a shepherd, but she 
counts him or the supposed Lycus into the central group of three figures – the assumed twins are quarrelling 
with Hermes. Thus, the relief seems to be actually one man short according to her description.  
429 On these plays see van der Meer 1978:65—66. 
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above. The woman at the altar thus could be identified with Cassandra or Hecuba, the marks 

of alarm favour the first possibility.  

According to Heger, there are traces of a double axe surviving on rim of the urn, 

originally being held by the priest – thus, he interprets the scene as sacrifice of the Pasifae´s 

bull to Poseidon.430 Since axe also appears in the scenes of the recognition of Paris, its 

presence is no contradiction.431 Youthful Paris wearing chlamys might occur twice – leading a 

bull together with other herdsman and as the very central figure standing on the main axis 

of the whole frieze standing between the old herdsman that raised him and the real father 

Priam. However, van der Meer considers the figure holding a sceptre,432 not an axe. The 

presence of the altars fits with the continuation of the story of Paris. It definitely implies a 

sacrificial scene and does not occur in any depiction of Dirce.  

The most recently found and most exactly datable433 image of the Punishment of 

Dirce was found in the Dionysus sanctuary on Naxos in 1986 on an armoured torso of a 

statue of Marc Antony.434 The scene occupies the main plane of the breastplate and it was 

obviously modelled after the Farnese group or its prototype.435  

As for the surviving Roman wall paintings, the symmetric composition of three figures 

appears on the narrative fresco from the Casa di Giulio Polibio (Pl. LIV)436 – portraying the 

capture of Dirce – her standing figure is being seized from both sides by Amphion and 

Zethus.437 The exactly same composition seems to appear on the very poorly preserved 

fresco from Casa del Marinaio considered to be an obvious copy of the latter.438  

On the frescoes showing the binding of Dirce to the bull, the woman and the animal 

are always placed in the centre, Amphion and Zethus standing on both sides. The 

composition from the Casa del Granduca (LVI) depicts a very static moment – the culprit 

being already bound to the bull in the centre is almost ostentatiously ignored by the other 

characters turning away from her – a resigned Dirce is awaiting her fate quietly and alone. 

This contemplative atmosphere of the picture is even more impressive than the Farnese 

                                                           
430 Heger 1986:640, no. 45.  
431 Van der Meer 1978:61.  
432 Van der Meer 1978:36.  
433 40–31 BC, see Lambrinoudakis – Gruben 1987, 613.  
434 On the identification of the torso as such see Lambrinoudakis – Gruben 1987:612–614.  
435 Lambrinoudakis – Gruben 1987:610.  
436 Leach 1986:158–159. 
437 Leach 1986:160. 
438 In this house, the Punishment of Actaeon was also present. 
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group – or more precisely – it is the perfect opposite of its excited dynamics in all respects. 

On the contrary, the fresco from the Casa dei Vettii (LV.2) shows the twins tying Dirce to a 

roaring bull forming a very similar composition to the Farnese Bull. In the Casa d´Argo and 

the Casa del Menandro (LV.1) the arrangement of the figures is the same but the awaiting 

bull is depicted on the same level as the other figures. The miniature decorative band from 

Columbarium of the Villa Pamphili shows the protagonists quite isolated from each other, 

however, Dirce is kneeling in the centre.  

 

2. 3. Discussion  

Lauter-Buffe´s classification of the frescoes portraying the punishment of Dirce was 

based on the state of bull primarily – depending on whether it is still being held by the twins 

or released free with its victim – and on the assumed relation of these wall-paintings to the 

Farnese Bull or to another model.439  

However, virtually all depictions in question are anxious to maintain the symmetry of 

the scene with Dirce and the bull being its focus and with the figures of two avengers 

framing the composition. The basic triangular scheme consisting of two punishers and the 

culprit between them appears even on the vases where the bull is running free and Dirce is 

dead already.  

In the minor arts the tendency to axial symmetry is most apparent. On the contrary, 

the composition on two Etruscan urns (Berlin and MG 505) is disintegrated into two 

individual parts presenting Dirce and the youths with the bull individually.  

These latter specimens deserve even more attention. Here, Dirce is not kneeling nor 

crouching – her torso is depicted frontally as if hovering above the ground without any 

visible support and both legs extended in the opposite direction. Such a strange posture 

must have seemed unnatural even to the sculptor of the marble relief from Villa Patrizzi in 

Rome440 who depicted Dirce in the same way, but leaning on her arm. Without such support, 

the pose may be explained only as a result of dragging.441 Since she does not seem to be tied 

                                                           
439 Lauter-Bufe 155; Leach1986:164 questions her classification and especially the attribution to the reputed 
models.  
440 LIMC Dirke no. 39 
441 Van der Meer 1978:53 describes her posture as ‘falling’, which seems hardly probable given the context – 
The veil waving above Dirce´s head could support this opinion. Nevertheless – why is she falling? The twins are 
fully occupied with the bull on the right side. Could the man standing behind Dirce at the far left have pushed 
her? It is not impossible, but quite implausible. The aggression always comes from Amphion and Zethus; it is 
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to the bull yet, the figures of ‘levitating’ Dirce must have been inspired by anatomically more 

successful models – i.e. by scenes where Dirce is being pulled by one of the brothers, as in 

the case of the later frescoes. Most plausible explanation, however, seems to be a 

translation of three-dimensional model into a two-dimensional plane.442 Whether this model 

was the original Rhodian group remains unresolved.443 However, given its chronological 

closeness to the urns, an earlier model is sometimes assumed, despite its existence still 

being hypothetical.444 Perhaps, we should not underestimate the speed the fame of 

renowned works as well as their sketches needed to spread within culturally so closely 

related territories.  

Surprisingly, the two Etruscan urns in question, despite Dirce not being the central 

focus of the scene, show the most similarities with the scenes of the Punishment of Tarpeia 

on the Basilica Aemilia frieze in quite significant details – gesture of both hands, exposure of 

a breast and the billowing veil above victim’s head – that will be discussed in more detail in 

the next part of this thesis.  

 

2. 4. Conclusion  

The basic iconographic scheme related to the motif of a punishment of a mortal 

trespasser by the mortals – her/his own kin or beneficiaries – usually consists of three main 

characters. The object of a violent attack is depicted more or less frontally and often lowered 

in the centre of the scene; two punishers are attacking her/him from both sides.  

Thus, a symmetric, even triangular composition is created and eventually completed 

by other additional characters of on-lookers that usually do not intervene in the action. It is 

noticeable that these examples clearly show that the frontality of a central figure is not 

unusual for mortals and thus it does not necessarily represent any kind epiphany.  

The iconographic scheme is quite old and it seems to originally belong to a battlefield 

where many kneeling figures being attacked by one or two aggressors occur. Despite the 

imagery of myths being full of violence, the differentiation between the combat and non-

                                                                                                                                                                                     
they who are concerned and authorized to avenge their mother. On the other depictions, Dirce is attacked 
directly by her nephews or is, already on her knees, awaiting her fate while the twins manage the bull.  
442 Kunze 1998:73.  
443 For discussion Kunze 1998:72–73.  
444 Kunze doubts its existence entirely (1998:57) – he argues that if there was a common iconographic source of 
the Punishment of Dirce, the specific motifs would occur more frequently.  
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warlike scenes seems to be also crucial – while the violence inevitably belongs to warfare, in 

the ‘normal’ world it is disturbing and troubling signal that something is going wrong.  

In this respect, it is important to keep in mind that despite Tarpeia interferes actively 

with the war, she is no fighter – neither are the Sabine women who enter the battlefield. The 

scene of Tarpeia’s punishment, although there are warriors involved, is definitely not a 

combat – the woman is not actively resisting. Thus, the inspiration by battle scenes is too 

loose and this is hardly the way the artist was thinking of the topic.  

 In a quite widespread variant involving closer physical contact between the 

aggressor and the victim, the core of the scheme is formed by a figure attacking from the left 

and fixing the victim by holding her/his hair and standing on her/his leg. In these cases, the 

victim is resisting more actively, usually trying to push the attacker away and to loosen the 

grasp, while the figure on the right is less active and its identity as well as movements vary – 

it seems to be added for the symmetry of the composition especially (Pl. LIX). The two-figure 

core of this scheme definitely originated in the battle scenes of the Classical art.  

Thus, just a pair consisting of a kneeling defeated figure and the left attacker might 

seem to be a clear predecessor to the more symmetric three figure composition.445 

However, the three figured composition originates quite early with the scenes of combat at 

the end of the 7th century BC already, as the case of Caeneus attests. Its relation to the 

theme of a punishment is also quite early.  

Not only the composition of the discussed scenes is analogous, they are also related 

contentually – the object of the attack is usually no innocent wretch, but a trespasser that 

deserves a bitter end, or the action against her/him is a consequence of some kind of an 

offence, usually of a hybris.  

The analogical composition of the scenes of the punishment of Dirce is less apparent 

due to the presence of the bull related to the quite specific way of the woman’s death. The 

animal did not help the artist and the desired symmetry is sometimes loosened, however, 

the Farnese Bull as well as the objects of minor art confirm clearly that the arrangement of 

the human figures into the fateful triangle composition was originally present also in the 

case of Dirce and just stressed by the bull towering above.  

Nevertheless, the iconographical scheme of a young man taming a bull appears on 

the drachms of Larissa portraying the hero Thessalos restraining the bull using a band held 
                                                           
445 See e.g. LIMC VII Pentheus no. 15,  
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around its head446 that had already also originated in the 5th century BC (Pl. LI.1) at the 

latest, very probably with a bigger scale model. Thus, I guess, the punishment of Dirce might 

be considered a junction of this scheme and of a familiar two-figured group consisting of an 

aggressor and his lowered victim creating the usual triangle, though less symmetrical 

composition.  

Considering the gender of the offender and the similar kind of transgression, 

launched not against the gods primarily (despite Tarpeia insulting Vesta in the Propertius’ 

version), but presenting a supreme act of disloyalty directly against trespasser’s own kin, 

Tarpeia is most close to Dirce and Clytemnestra and the clear visual parallels with their 

depictions support my presumption of their possible exploitation as the iconographic models 

for the punishment of Tarpeia.  

No less interesting are the contentual and visual parallels of Tarpeia with Dolon – 

traitor of his maternal city – and with the death of Caenis—Caeneus.  

The general composition discussed above is usually completed with relevant gestures 

of the figures, requisites and attributes and other details – such as the state of dress and hair 

or facial expressions – to enable the identification of the characters as well as to stress and 

intensify the dramatic effect of the narrative. These will be analysed in the following part of 

this thesis with my intention being to show that the mere rendering of the figure of Tarpeia 

is deeply rooted in the conventions of the Greek art in no less substantial details.  

  

                                                           
446 SNG Cop. 107.  
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3. THE ANATOMY OF PUNISHMENT SCENES  

 

τί δὲ στέρνα δεῖ καλύπτειν πέπλοις; δῆλα καὶ ἀμφιφανῆ καὶ ἄκρυπτα δεδράκαμεν... 

What use to cover my breasts with my robe? Bare, clear to the eye and never to be 

hid are the deeds I have done...447 

 

 

There are three surviving types of depiction of the Punishment of Tarpeia, all of them 

presenting the identical iconographic scheme – a frontally portrayed woman with 

outstretched arms amid a pile of shields. The eventual presence of other hostile figures 

makes her the focus of a more or less symmetric triangular composition. Thus, the 

assumption of a common iconographic model for all the three types of the scene seems to 

be fully justified. However, in minor details all these representations vary considerably, 

especially as for the arrangement of dress and veil and their partial or total absence, the 

styling of hair or even the facial expressions. These minor but no less important and crucial 

features will be examined in the current part of this thesis.  

Besides the scenes considered to be possible visual inspirations for the scene of the 

Punishment of Tarpeia, already brought in and discussed in the previous chapter, now I will 

analyse also more distant and less remarkable iconographic analogies found in Greek and 

Etruscan art and contentually related to the basic theme to support my assumption that the 

iconographic scheme of the Punishment of Tarpeia is deeply rooted in the visual Greek 

traditions and conventional imagery even in lesser details.  

 

  

                                                           
447 Eur. Andr. 833–835. 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ti%2F&la=greek&can=ti%2F0&prior=*(ermio/nh
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=de%5C&la=greek&can=de%5C0&prior=ti/
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ste%2Frna&la=greek&can=ste%2Frna0&prior=de/
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=dei%3D&la=greek&can=dei%3D0&prior=ste/rna
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=kalu%2Fptein&la=greek&can=kalu%2Fptein0&prior=dei=
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=pe%2Fplois&la=greek&can=pe%2Fplois0&prior=kalu/ptein
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=dh%3Dla&la=greek&can=dh%3Dla0&prior=pe/plois
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=kai%5C&la=greek&can=kai%5C0&prior=dh=la
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29mfifanh%3D&la=greek&can=a%29mfifanh%3D0&prior=kai/
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=kai%5C&la=greek&can=kai%5C1&prior=a)mfifanh=
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29%2Fkrupta&la=greek&can=a%29%2Fkrupta0&prior=kai/
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=de-&la=greek&can=de-0&prior=a)/krupta
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=dra%2Fkamen&la=greek&can=dra%2Fkamen0&prior=de-
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3. 1. The Dress 

 

The dialectic of cloth and body is the secret of Greek art, as it may have been the key 

to Greek gesture and manners; and in those works of art where no drapery appears, its 

absence is expressive.448 

 

In the scenes of a punishment analysed above, the bared breast of a female 

trespasser seems to primarily catch the eye of the viewer being the most striking and – given 

the context – rather unexpected feature. The modern civilisation is used to perceiving the 

female nudity automatically as primarily erotic in the visual media and elsewhere.449 

However, in the scenes portraying a suspicious character about to die, such an effect hardly 

seems appropriate. It is a good reason for a more general consideration of what the actual 

meaning of exposing female bosom was in the Greek art and what its original intention was 

in a broader context.  

 

3. 1. 1. Nudity and Nakedness  

First, the terminology has to be clarified briefly in the beginning of this chapter 

dealing with categories of nakedness and nudity. According to K. Clark’s influential 

definition, nakedness is related to deprivation of clothes and it is supposed to imply 

weakness and vulnerability. On the contrary, nudity as a more artistic category is considered 

a higher level of nakedness,450 purposeful revelation of a prosperous and balanced 

‘reformed’ body of representation,451 its elevation to an ideal, nakedness clothed in art.452 

Nakedness is a personal state, nudity an objectivised ideal lacking any individuality. Thus, 

strictly speaking, the term nakedness should not be used related to art which primarily is 

intended to be seen, especially in the case of women as a passive object to be looked at by a 

male viewer.453  

                                                           
448 Hollander 1975:420. 
449 Whether the particular culture embraces it or condemns it matters not here.  
450 Contra see Berger 1972:46: The nude is condemned to never being naked.  
451 Clark 1956:23. On other reworkings of the terms associated with the absence of a dress see Stonard 
2010:320; Nead 2002:16.  
452 Nead 2002:14. 
453 Mulvey 1975:837. Mulvey’s theory is based on contemporary visual film art, Berger’s on painting from the 
Renaissance on. As Mangieri (2018) notes, Mulvey´s theory dealing with man´s gaze on woman´s body in film is 
fully applicable to the role the women play in the Greek vase painting.  
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However, this thesis deals with female figures that are not depicted as sexual objects 

– they are part of a narrative and, given the circumstances, any erotic effect of their divested 

bodies seems at least unintended, even spurious. Moreover, their exposure is linked 

predominantly with negative notions of embarrassment, weakness, shame, vulnerability, 

humiliation and even death, thus, the term nakedness as a state of deprivation of clothes454 

might seem to be more appropriate, in contrast to a more artistic category of nudity that 

refers to a less violent and more neutral or even designed display of a human body.455  

Nevertheless, the mere fact that the distinction between those two terms is actually 

a matter of English language implies that we are facing more a kind of a play on words456 

than a serious terminological problem or even opposites.457 At all events, the dualism 

between nudity and nakedness has been induced quite lately by art historians458 and it was 

apparently not reflected on by the ancients themselves.459 The Greeks managed with the 

word γυμνός460 that is, however, always translated as ‘naked’, not ‘nude’. In the following 

text the terms naked/ness and nud-e/ity are used as synonyms.  

 

3. 1. 2. Eroticism and Sexuality 

Despite this thesis not being primarily concerned with scenes considered generally 

erotic, a more or less bared female body occurs in many discussed depictions.  

The subject of female nudity, related so closely to human sexuality, obscures all 

modern interpretations of the visual arts;461 Of course, it is not a reason to suppose the 

ancients perceived the naked body in visual arts in the very same way the modern cultures 

do.  

The primeval occupancy with nudity and its association with erotic and sexual 

response of the viewer in modern society are eloquently illustrated by Clark’s premise that a 

physical reaction to nudity demonstrated as a work of art is natural and inseparable from the 

process of experiencing a nude subject in visual art.462 Contrary to his namesake, J. R. 

                                                           
454 Clark 1956:23.  
455 Stewart 1997:25. 
456 Stonard 2010:317.  
457 E. g. Berger 1972:54: A naked body has to be seen as an object in order to become nude.  
458 Spivey 2013:133–134.  
459 Against see Lee 2015:173.  
460 See γυμνός in LSJ. The standard English translation is always ‘naked’. 
461 Hollander 1978:87. 
462 Clark 1956. On discussion see Ettlinger 1957:349; for a more critical approach see Nead 2002:13–16. 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=gumno%2Fs&la=greek&can=gumno%2Fs0
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=gumno%2Fs&la=greek&can=gumno%2Fs0
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Clarke463 postulates that the reception of an image and its understanding as erotic is closely 

tied to social status or even to the sex of the recipient-viewer. The erotic scene may be more 

or less explicit, i.e. its eroticism may be disguised as a sophisticated allusion understandable 

and thus limited only to an informed or educated person. However, a sensual response to a 

visually stimulating subject is on the one hand quite natural and reflexive, on the other hand 

completely individual, depending on his/her taste or preferences. Despite the traditional 

categories of sexual orientation (i.e. heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual) being disputed and 

even doubted by part of modern scholarship464 and despite being totally anachronistic in 

terms of the ancient societies,465 we can at least suppose that an Athenian matron was not 

sexually aroused by an image of Zeus abducting Ganymede and that an Athenian pederast 

was hardly captivated looking at a wet drapery of Aphrodite’s statue.  

However, this is not the point. Set into a system of specific signs and expressions of 

the artistic visual language of the Greek narrative art, the female nudity acquires particular 

dimensions and meanings. My question is – were the divested parts of a female body 

considered erotic also in the scenes that are apparently lacking any purposeful erotic 

connotation, or did they form an integral and inseparable component of a narrative that was 

not observed and did not function separately?  

 

3. 1. 3. To Cover and to Protect – Functions of (Absenting) Dress  

Besides recognizing many functions of dress – protective, social, aesthetic, political, 

religious, ritual, magic, economic – modern scholarship accentuates the importance in 

understanding and investigating the dress together with the body underneath and considers 

the clothing as a means of non-verbal communication negotiating one´s identity, value and 

even mood and attitude.466  

In the Greek art, the clothes – as well as its very arrangement – is a considerably 

substantial and extremely eloquent means of expression and its relation to the body is quite 

complex, even when the dress is absent.467 Providing that nakedness is not natural nor a 

common state within the borders of human society, we may define it – in accordance with 

                                                           
463 Clarke 1998:9.  
464 Savin-Williams 2014. 
465 Halperin 1996:720.  
466 Lee 2015:27. 
467 Hollander 1975:419; Bonfante 1989:558–561. 
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Clark468 – as a partial or entire absence of clothing, the very opposite of a fully and 

appropriately dressed figure.  

Berger defines nudity in art even as a form of dress.469 Despite his observations – 

based on the Renaissance paintings – hardly being valid for the ancient art, Bonfante, 

dealing with the Classical Greek art, comes to a similar conclusion, finding nudity a form of 

costume.470 Quite ironically – given the different period they are dealing with – Berger is 

concerned principally with female nudity, while Bonfante examines the nudity of Greek 

males.  

The male nudity has been usually recognized as an expression of heroic status in the 

Greek art. Of course, it is not just the figures claiming the heroic status that appear exposed 

in Greek visual arts. The male nudity had various meanings and purposes without any 

necessary sexual connotations.471 Besides the basic functions mentioned above, there are 

many other good specific Greek forms of nudity including the athletic and ‘realistic’, 

sympotic, democratic, pathetic, uncivilized, nudity of occupation, status or class, nudity of 

differentiation, many of them often combined,472 with boundaries blurred. Sometimes, the 

functions are even opposed (e.g. general associations of nudity with poverty and shame 

contrast with the nudity as an attribute of divine dignity and power)473 or multifunctional 

(e.g. athletic nudity is also a religious one). Basically, there is no nudity per se and the 

context was always crucial in the Greek culture. Within a society where the male nudity 

became omnipresent not only as a part of a visual culture, but to a great extent of everyday 

life, being omnipresent to such a degree that, as Hurwit points out, it would then be the 

clothed, not the nude male that needed explanation,474 it is probably appropriate to ask, 

whether the human nudity in general could not have been deprived of its primary erotic 

connotations to some degree in the Greek culture. I suggest it is just the very literality and 

detailed pornographic imagery of the erotic scenes linked to symposia that implies that mere 

                                                           
468 Clark 1956:23. On other reworking of the terms associated with the absence of a dress see Stonard 
2010:320; Nead 2002:16.  
469 Berger 2016:46.  
470 Bonfante 1989:544; Spivey 2013:134–136; Lee 2015:172.  
471 The literature on the origin and interpretations of male nudity in Greek art is abundant; see esp. e.g.; 
Mouratidis 1985; Bonfante 1989; McDonnel 1991:182–193; Stewart 1997; Hurwitt 2007; Spivey 2013:133–135. 
On female nudity and literature see esp. Bonfante 1989; Havelock 1995; Spivey 2013:201–213; Lee 2015.  
472 Hurwit 2007:45–55.  
473 Bonfante 1989:546.  
474 Hurwit 2007:46.  
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nudity was in general quite a neutral state in the Greek art dependent fundamentally on the 

context.  

Since the male nudity is not of crucial concern in this thesis, there is no need to 

examine all its categories and connotations, so different to that of female ones in the visual 

arts as well as in real life. What is important for the subject of this study, however, is that the 

male nudity was not always primarily intended to be erotic in the Greek art – except 

explicitly erotic scenes – it had many various and special functions.475  

While the function of a dress is not culturally specific and it covers quite a wide 

spectrum of practical needs and social functions mentioned above, the meaning of its 

absence in the visual arts does not seem to be so universal. Our way of seeing, however, still 

seems to be affected fundamentally by the modern attitudes to nudity. Thus, Polyxena and 

Iphigenia in the scenes depicting their sacrifices may be interpreted as fetishized victims and 

the scenes of their sacrifice as showing fetishistic scopophilia and sadistic voyeurism.476 The 

automatic erotic associations thus obscure considerably the more essential purpose of a 

dress – to cover and protect,477 not to expose them.  

The dress is always missing for a particular reason, which forms an integral part of 

the narrative in the Greek art, and some forms of partial nudity may be considered even 

attributes not only in the case of Aphrodite.  

Before we turn to the meaning of a partial female divestment in particular scenes of 

a punishment, we have to briefly summarize what its opposite means. The function of a 

properly arranged dress in the Greek visual arts may help a deeper understanding of the 

situations when it is absent.  

 

Protection  

In a broad sense, the primary and essential function of a dress was protection – on a 

practical level, it provided shelter against the weather, on a more metaphysical one, it 

protected also from curious eyes as well as from evil ones. Consequently, its absence then 

implies principally a loss of the protection of the wearer. The notorious fact that the Greek 

gods and heroes are usually portrayed naked corresponds very well with this concept – they 

                                                           
475 Hurwit 2007:57.  
476 Mangieri 2018.  
477 On various theories on the function of dress in antiquity including more literature see Bonfante 1989; Lee 
2015.  
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are perfectly capable of defending themselves with their supernatural powers and they 

simply do not need any external means of protection at all.478 The same interpretation 

concerns also the epiphanies of some goddesses (Aphrodite, Nike) willingly exposing their 

divine bodies.  

On the other hand, mortal women – mythical as well as real ones – usually did not 

expose their bodies so freely and without a reason. In real life, we may take for granted that, 

in contrast to males, the female body had to be safely covered from top to toe – save some 

special ritual activities including athletics.479 Clothing is the index of the socialized, 

acculturated woman, the woman brought back under control.480 The only exceptions were 

prostitutes and hetairai.481 This is, however, true when speaking of Athenian women. The 

dress code of the Spartan women was totally different and much less prudish and female 

public nudity was hardly shocking not only in the athletic context. The affinity to female 

nudity was definitely not entirely negative or unambiguous even in Athens herself – Plato 

apparently considered the Laconian attitude to be worthy of emulating in his Republic.482 

The need to keep women covered was undoubtedly prevailing in the Greek culture, as well 

as in Rome. However, it is good to keep in mind the exceptions to any rule.  

 

3. 1. 4. Aἰδώς 

The dress is a second skin. In its very essence it creates boundaries between the 

human body and the outer world and as such it has much to do not only with its protection, 

but also with its integrity, modesty and chastity objectified as αἰδώς. This quite complex and 

ambivalent social construct of proper behaviour comprises of subjective affection of an 

individual as well as his objective value in the eyes of public opinion. A virtuous and properly 

dressed woman endowed with sophrosyne has to be dressed in αἰδώς – her moral integrity 

is identified with her proper clothing.483 Since woman’s honour is at the same time a matter 

of all male members of her family, decent dress is a manifestation of her modesty as well as 
                                                           
478 Bonfante 1989:556.  
479 See e.g. Serwint 1993.  
480 Stewart 1997:41. More on the covering of a female body see esp. Llewelyn-Jones 2003; Cairns 2001. 
481 Pollitt 1972, 157–159; Shapiro 1994:57.  
482 Plat. Rep. 458d: ὁμοῦ δὴ ἔσονται, ὁμοῦ δὲ ἀναμεμειγμένων καὶ ἐν γυμνασίοις καὶ ἐν τῇ ἄλλῃ τροφῇ ὑπ᾽ 
ἀνάγκης οἶμαι τῆς ἐμφύτου ἄξονται πρὸς τὴν ἀλλήλων μεῖξιν (they will dwell together, and being co-mingled in 
gymnastics and in all their life and education will be conducted by innate necessity to sexual union. Trans. P. 
Shorey).  
483 On the concept of αἰδώς see most recently Cairns; Llewellyn-Jones 2003:156; Konstan 2003 with references 
to other literature.  
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an expression of loyalty to her husband and other kin. Thus the highest discretion was 

required from women in public; its most extreme and insufficiently attested form presents 

Llewellyn-Jones’ controversial assumption that the Greek women were obliged to cover 

even their faces when in public.484 At any rate, the female dress, especially the veil was to a 

large extent directly identified with αἰδώς.  

 

3. 2. The Veil  

Given its identification with αἰδώς the veil was not only a means of protection, but 

also its very symbol – as such it presented also a marker of higher social rank and dignified 

status, an opposite of the scantily clad lower social classes. It displayed and confirmed the 

chastity, modesty and purity of a respectable sexually matured woman.485 As a display of 

honour and virtue it was worn by men alike.486  However, covering and guarding what must 

be protected and what should not to be seen by strangers quite naturally aroused curiosity 

and endowed the veil with erotic expectations.487 As a virtual as well as a symbolic barrier 

between the wearer and the potential threat, the veil played an important role in the mystic 

initiations and the rites of passage, especially the bridal ones.488  

The protective function of the veil was reflected in the language itself. Llewellyn-

Jones points to interesting semantic and symbolic parallels between the veil and housing in 

Greek.489 The female veil and defensive walls are systematically analogous in the literary 

sources. Analogically, the unveiling is paralleled with a conquest of a city as well as with a 

loss of someone’s chastity and integrity.490  

The metaphorical extension of a dress is even more profound. Easy to be worn and to 

be manipulated in an extraordinary number of ways, the veil was invested with an enormous 

wealth of various meanings, especially when combined with gestures, and became a 

                                                           
484 This controversial assumption, based on exceptional iconographic evidence explainable otherwise, is not 
widely accepted.  
485 Carson 1990:160.  
486 Cairns 1996b:1.  
487 Llewellyn-Jones 2003:317; Ferrari 1990.  
488 Cairns 1196b:5.  
489 Llewellyn-Jones 2003, 2007.  
490 Llewellyn-Jones 2007:252. Carson 1990:160–161 calls attention also to its meaning as a bottle-stopper in 
Od. 3.392 and elsewhere, which is also consistent with the protective function of kredemnon.  
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metaphor for many emotions. In consequence, its interpretation is often polyvalent even in 

terms of a single scene.491  

Thus, the scene showing Andromache throwing down her veil when watching her 

husband’s end from the ramparts492 is not a mere expression of grief.493 It also symbolically 

replicates the fall of Hector – the embodiment of the ramparts of Troy – and adumbrates the 

end of the city as well as of her own inglorious fate. A similar significance is given by the 

gesture of Tecmessa finding the dead body of Ajax and covering it with her own veil.494 She 

demonstrates her grief and manifests her respect for her husband and at the same time she 

symbolically refers to the loss of his protection and her sudden powerlessness and 

vulnerability.495  

Some scenes of abduction – and that of dying – seem to illustrate the very process of 

loosening and losing, portraying the veil and dress slipping and leaving the wearer 

unprotected and deprived of protection and eventually his/her life. Both types of scenes, of 

course, belong to the transitive sphere of a passage and violent separation.  

However, the unveiling is not always necessarily negative – it refers to quite positive 

features as well – facial exposure and the introduction of a visual contact are signals of 

favour and goodwill.496 The wedding ceremony of anakalypsis – the unveiling of a bride is 

definitely positive and it includes a display of modesty and chastity as well as content and 

availability. Also, the gods show their goodwill by unveiling - Demeter feeling afflicted by the 

abduction of her daughter veils herself and separates herself from the gods and mankind 

until she finally unveils when her wrath is appeased.497  

Besides the metaphors of covering, protecting and concealment, the veiling was also 

related to a large scale of many emotions, spontaneous as well as ritualized, but usually 

hardly positive ones, i.e. affections that should stay hidden since they might discredit the 

wearer being inconsistent with – not surprisingly – the concept of sophrosyne, most of them 

                                                           
491 On the terminology of the various types of Greek head-dresses see Llewellyn-Jones 2003:24–36.  
492 Il. 22.468.  
493 Segal 1971:49.  
494 Soph. Aj. 915–919. On a detailed discussion of this passage see Finglass 2009.  
495 Finglass 2009:278.  
496 Oakley – Sinos 1993:30. 
497 Cairns 2001:20–21. 
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respond to an offence and injury to the αἰδώς of the wearer. Thus, the veiling may be an 

expression of grief, anger, shame, despair, anxiety, embarrassment, horror, fear or alarm.498 

Given this, veiling might be considered also a demonstration of self-control,499 

opposite to unveiling signalling a lack of sophrosyne, constraint and αἰδώς. Many other 

examples are abundant in the literary sources, quite naturally mainly in the Attic drama, 

especially in Euripides.500 Despite the context usually being clear, due to the ambiguity of 

dress there are usually more equally plausible options of interpretation.501  

In the visual arts, deprived of the nuances of words, the unveiling of an actual 

meaning of a gesture is not so easy. The presentation of just one sequence of the action 

makes it hard to distinguish the veiling from the unveiling. As usual, the context is always 

crucial.  

Nevertheless, the notorious protective function of a dress is apparently echoed in the 

scenes where a part of clothing is used as a means of protection against physical attack502 – 

despite hardly being effective in the real world. E.g. many Niobids (LX–LXIV) including their 

mother (LXIII) use their clothes as a shelter against arrows. Their figures, despite belonging 

to different groups, aptly illustrate the whole process of the gradual divesting of bodies until 

the tot al loss of dress symbolizing the utmost result of a loss of protection – the loss of life: 

the running girl (the Fleeing Niobid, Pl. LX)503 is still fully dressed using the lifted skirt of her 

peplos as a shelter from the arrows. On the other hand, her wounded siblings are portrayed 

with their robes slipping and bodies partially exposed – e.g. the Stumbling Niobid (LXI),504 hit 

in her back, but still alive, is kneeling and almost fully dismantled. The dead lying Niobids are 

usually completely naked – however, they are boys and the difference is not so apparent. 

 

  

                                                           
498 Hedreen 1996:169; Cairns 2001; Llewellyn-Jones 2003:298–324.  
499 Cairns 2001.  
500 e.g. Phaedra sick with love is hiding inside the house with fine-spun clothes covering her blond head ( Eur. 
Hipp. 133–134: λεπτὰ δὲ φάρη ξανθὰν κεφαλὰν σκιάζειν);  Electra is covering her head when crying (Eur. 
Orest. 280: τί κλαίεις κρᾶτα θεῖσ᾽ ἔσω πέπλων); and Heracles, having killed his children, veils his head being 
abashed by his terrible deed (Eur. Her. 1198: τί γὰρ πέπλοισιν ἄθλιον κρύπτει κάρα...αἰδόμενος...).  
501 For examples see e.g. Cairns 2001:2.  
502 See also Pemberton 1976:116. However, the examples she suggests – Achilleus in his tent, defeated Aias – 
hardly follow this function.  
503 Ny Carslberg Coppenhagen 398. 
504 Museo delle Terme 72274. 
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3. 3. The Exposure of the Female Breast 

 

The Baring of the Female Breast in Greek culture 

According to ancient literary sources, female breasts were generally considered 

erotic.505 Greek erotic literature praised their smallness, firmness and roundness; however, 

there were other parts of the female body prized and admired more than breasts – eyes and 

hair, but especially the buttocks.506  

The Greek visual arts seem to be consistent with this conclusion, at least on the point 

that the female body was apparently credited for particular masculine qualities and that it 

was not because of a lack of skills or an absence of opportunities of the artist to find an 

appropriate model. While the fixation on the rear parts seems to be derived from the 

masculine ideal of beauty and eventual homoerotic context of the Archaic and early Classical 

periods,507 there are also other possible or less reasonable psychological attempts to explain 

such a preference.508  

Nevertheless, it is true that the most notorious passages divesting female breasts in 

the Greek literature are adherent to motherhood and maternal love.509 Thus, with one of her 

breasts exposed, Hecuba is pushing Hector to retreat510 and Clytemnestra is begging Orestes 

for mercy.511 Even the case of Hera being wounded in her right breast by Heracles’ arrow512 

has been convincingly interpreted as an attack on the maternity of the goddess by N. 

Loraux.513 It is hardly surprising that none of the above begging mothers attains success, 

                                                           
505 Stafford 2005:104. 
506 Gerber 1978:208–209. 
507 Gerber 1978:208. Cohen 1993:39.  
508 Gerber 1978:208 cites the interesting though curious explanation of Professor Littlewood that the Greeks 
were afraid of female sexuality because their too protective mothers tended to lavish an unhealthy affection 
upon them which resulted in men´s narcissism and preference for man-like bodies in their adult age.  
509 Loraux 1190:45–46.  
510 Hom. Il. 22.79–80: ... κόλπον ἀνιεμένη, ἑτέρηφι δὲ μαζὸν ἀνέσχε:καί μιν δάκρυ χέουσ᾽ ἔπεα πτερόεντα 
προσηύδα: Ἕκτορ τέκνον ἐμὸν τάδε τ᾽ αἴδεο καί μ᾽ ἐλέησοναὐτήν, εἴ ποτέ τοι λαθικηδέα μαζὸν ἐπέσχον τῶν 
μνῆσαι φίλε τέκνον... (...loosening the folds of her robe, while with the other hand she showed her breast, and 
amid shedding of tears she spoke unto him winged words: “Hector, my child, have thou respect unto this and 
pity me, if ever I gave thee the breast to lull thy pain. Trans. A. T. Murray) 
511 Aesch. Lib. 896–8: ἐπίσχες, ὦ παῖ, τόνδε δ᾽ αἴδεσαι, τέκνον, μαστόν, πρὸς ᾧ σὺ πολλὰ δὴ βρίζων ἅμα 
οὔλοισιν ἐξήμελξας εὐτραφὲς γάλα. (Have pity, child, upon this breast at which many times while you slept you 
sucked with toothless gums the milk that nourished you. Trans. H. W. Smyth) Eur. El.1206–7: …κατεῖδες, οἷον ἁ 
τάλαιν᾽ ἔξω πέπλων ἔβαλεν, ἔδειξε μαστὸν ἐν φοναῖσιν... (Did you see how the unhappy one threw off her 
robe and showed her bosom in the slaughter, alas, hurling to the ground the limbs that gave me birth? Trans. E. 
P. Coleridge) 
512 Hom. Il. 5.392–394.  
513 Loraux 1990:46–48.  
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however, it is interesting that the Greeks  - in contrast to the Etruscans and the Romans – do 

not seem to celebrate the physical aspects of motherhood much either in the visual arts – 

the depictions of nursing women are considerably rare and they seem to belong to the 

funerary sphere, not that of fertility.514  To what extent do the Greek visual arts reflect these 

attitudes?  

 

The Baring of the Female Breast in the Greek Visual Arts 

The baring of a female breast, especially a mortal one, is never purposeless in the 

Greek visual arts. It occurs quite frequently long before Praxiteles’ Cnidia from the Early 

Classical period on, however, besides the scenes freely portraying sympotic sexual orgies or 

domestic or ritual scenes of female washing, the context is apparently not erotic515 and in 

many scenes including those of a punishment such connotations would even be puzzling.  

On the other hand, there are many erotic scenes lacking exposed female body parts – 

the desirability of a woman is expressed by entirely different means – usually by the 

presence of Erotes, Peitho or Aphrodite. Thus, given that many kinds of male nudity were 

certainly not primarily expected to induce pleasure and sexual arousal in the viewer, it 

seems quite plausible that not even bared female breasts were always expected to provoke 

sensual pleasure.  

Examining this phenomenon, B. Cohen discerns four categories dealing with this 

particular feature.516 The first type deals with a dress designed to expose the breast on 

purpose; the second one with a voluntary divestment of clothes by women themselves;517 

the third one with an accidental exposure by loosened garment or action of the wearer;518 

and the final one with a female breast exposed by garments violently ripped or loosened on 

account of violent interaction with others.519  

The scenes of a punishment clearly belong to the latter group, together with those of 

erotic pursuits and rapes or even fights. It has been long recognized that the female victims 

exposed to physical threat are portrayed with an exposed breast to indicate their weakness 

                                                           
514 Bonfante 1997.  
515 Cohen 1997:66, 79.  
516 Which one of the breasts remains covered seems to be just a matter of choice (Cohen 1997:79).  
517 Cohen 1997:68.  
518 Cohen 1997:70.  
519 Cohen 1997:77.  
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and vulnerability in these scenes – Lapith women, Cassandra or Polyxena being the most 

notorious examples (Pl. LXV).520  

The meaning of their partial divestment remarkably corresponds with the basic 

function of dress. Providing that the female clothes represent an extension of private 

domestic space,521 any disrobing or just a partial baring of the body underneath presents its 

perfect opposite – a deprival of protection of the woman’s family, helplessness and exposure 

to the mercy of an enemy, the highest danger where not only the chastity, but the very 

existence of a victim itself are at stake. As C. Havelock concisely notes – the nudity of these 

women (sc. Lapith women from the Bassae frieze, Polyxena, Stumbling Niobid) implies 

vulnerability and defeat – as if they were warriors stripped of their armour on the 

battlefield.522 The Greek term γυμνός is in accordance with both – it means not only to be 

naked, but also to be stripped of something, taken out of something and – even more 

importantly – unarmed, which, again, implies a lack of defence.523  

Before I will turn to discuss the iconography of the latter group in more detail, I 

believe a little reconsideration of Cohen’s interesting observations is needed.  

As stated above, two basic associations are linked with the absence of dress: the loss 

of protection and the tight relation between dress and αἰδώς.   

I guess it is the woman’s attitude to her divesting that should be considered crucial, 

i.e. whether the woman is consenting or at least indifferent to her exposure or not. It might 

be argued to what extent such criteria were valid for the ancient artist or viewer. Still, since 

there is a whole bunch of scenes where divested female breasts appear in the context of a 

violent and often fatal threat, I do not find the volitive aspect totally irrelevant.524 Actually, 

given the polysemy of many gestures and attributes in the Greek art, it is the very 

circumstances that matter, in the case of the bared female breast as well as considering the 

abundant possibilities of the meaning of manipulation with a veil. The context is always 

crucial for a correct interpretation.  

Thus, the category of ‘non-violent’ circumstances comprises of intentional exposures 

performed consciously by a woman herself (most usually seduction, consent to intercourse, 

                                                           
520 Bonfante 1989:560; Bonfante 1997:175; Havelock 1995:32; Stewart 1997:26. 
521 Llewellyn-Jones 2007:257. 
522 Havelock 1995:32.  
523 LSJ http://artflsrv02.uchicago.edu/cgi-bin/perseus/getobject.pl?c.14:1:987.LSJ 
524 Moreover, it solves the problem of the categorization of Amazons as well as Clytemnestra.  

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=gumno%2Fs&la=greek&can=gumno%2Fs0
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nursing, or ritual activities including athletics525) as well as of ‘neutral’ cases, i.e. 

spontaneous and unwitting divestments resulting from a woman’s own physical activity 

(sacred trance, dance).  

The category of ‘violent’ or ‘under threat’ circumstances – less pleasant and more 

numerous526 consists of two basic and quite opposite groups. The first includes usually 

quoted scenes of forced erotic circumstances including pursuit, abduction or intended rape, 

often performed with the design of a marriage. The purpose of these scenes is clear, as well 

as the intentions of the pursuer or abductor. The divestment is a part of erotic imagery in 

these cases, the nudity is a ‘nudity of erotic pursuit’ in the following text to distinguish it 

from another category – the ‘nudity of death’ – consisting of the violent scenes with more 

fatal consequences for the divested women. These are the scenes depicting murders, human 

sacrifices, suicides, punishments or combats. The circumstances are deadly and the partial 

nudity of the victims is definitely lacking any positive overtones.  

The difference between the two is obvious – in the scenes of violent erotic 

circumstances, the woman is presented as a prey. The purpose of the chase/rape is coitus 

and the pursued/abducted woman is perceived as a more or less permanent sexual partner 

and eventual mother of a god’s or hero’s children. On the contrary – in the scenes heading 

towards death the divested female figure is treated as an enemy that has to be destroyed or 

a victim that is to be sacrificed, but definitely not mated with. The juxtaposition of life and 

death between those two groups is apparent and it is not confined just to the very life of the 

victim herself, the antithesis reproduction – death is also clearly present.527 Thus, despite in 

both cases the fact that we are facing female victims of physical violence, the reasons of the 

attack as well as its result are absolutely opposite.  

Moreover – quite surprisingly - while the condition of a dress does not matter much 

and the nudity seems to be more a matter of choice in the scenes of erotic pursuits,528 the 

depictions of a punishment seem to be more adherent to the divestment of the victim.  

                                                           
525 As N. Serwint (Serwint 1993:403–422) argues, the baring of a breast of young female contestants 
participating in Heraia and elsewhere was not accidental, thus, the practice apparently did not involve only the 
Dorian women. Pomeroy doubts it (Pomeroy 2002:26), at least as for the girls who reached puberty.  
526 Cohen 1997:79.  
527 Even the scenes of transformations of reluctant victims end in a creation of something new (Daphne and 
other nymphs).  
528 Jackson 1996:60.  
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Having finally reached the scenes of a punishment, there are still two subgroups to 

be discerned in this category. The first one comprises of transgressors discussed partially in 

the previous chapter, whose infamous deeds violate the social rules and natural order and 

endanger the whole community. These trespassers are exposed to execution which comes 

from the hands of mortal individuals and this is where Dirce, Clytemnestra, Eriphyle and also 

Tarpeia belong.  

In the second subgroup, the trespasser is punished indirectly and not physically – i.e. 

the straight target of the violence is not the trespasser her/himself, but his/her kin, usually 

children suffering for their parents’ deeds (that the death of the victim is not necessarily 

accomplished is not relevant here) usually impiety and hybris launched against the gods. In 

consequence, it is usually the gods themselves who do the dispensation of justice, not the 

mortals.  

Since all those scenes are full of action, emotions and violence, the exposed breasts 

of the victims might be easily explained as the results of the swift movement or abuse. 

However, the feature seems to be much more complex and has apparently more specific 

meaning linked to the function of a garment discussed above.  

Some exposed breasts featuring in the scenes of a punishment have been discussed 

already in the previous chapter. In the following text, I will examine the iconography of other 

female characters belonging to the group of women facing a deadly threat despite the basic 

iconographic scheme of these scenes differing from that of the Punishment of Tarpeia. 

Tarpeia is also explicitly associated with other perfidious women including Ariadne and 

Medea,529 however, since neither of them suffered a violent death, they are not considered 

in this survey.  

 

  

                                                           
529 Prop. 4.4. 
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The Trespassers 

 

Dirce  

Dirce appears regularly disrobed even in scenes preceding the very act her 

punishment – i.e. during her confrontation with the sons of Antiope.  

On the Volterran urns in Berlin and MG 505 only one breast is divested, as well as on 

the fragment of the marble group in Vatican530 and marble fragment from Monte Giove.531 

 In other cases the whole chest seems to be bared. As for the Farnese Bull, according 

to the surviving drapery, the whole upper torso was probably also originally bared. To what 

extent this feature reflects existence of two different original models for surviving depiction 

remains question. In the Etruscan art the relation to the female nudity is apparently looser 

than in the Greek art even in the case of the trespassers as the scenes of the murder of 

Clytemnestra also attest.  

Since Dirce’s exposure definitely cannot be associated with maternal arguments as in 

the case of Clytemnestra or Hecuba,532 and since any erotic motive is also quite improbable, 

we might ascribe it to the violent treatment she is subjected to. At any rate, given the 

protective functions of the dress in the visual arts discussed above, Dirce’s divestment seems 

to be a perfect metaphor for losing status, safety, protection and finally her life.  

 

Clytemnestra  

Clytemnestra is another punished trespasser that pays with her life for transgressing 

the social norms and for the crimes against her family. Besides more distant similarities in 

the compositional scheme discussed in the previous chapter, she shares also the most 

crucial iconographic feature with Tarpeia – the bared breast. The problem is that 

Clytemnestra’s gesture of self-exposure to remind Orestes of her maternal merits and 

placate him, was undoubtedly a notorious and important part of the narrative – it appears in 

Aeschylus as well as in Euripides. The most faithful illustration seems to be the Campanian 

red figure neck amphora from Paestum533 and the already mentioned Roman sarcophagi in 

                                                           
530 LIMC no. 40.  
531 LIMC no. 39. 
532 Cohen assigns Hecuba’s bared breast to supplication; unfortunately, the scene does not survive in the visual 
arts if ever rendered.  
533 LIMC VI Klytaimnestra no.31, ca 340 BC, Getty Museum.  
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the Hermitage Museum,534 on the Etruscan cinerary urns both breasts are bared.535 The 

Queen’s breast is bared also on a gem portraying her sitting on an altar.536 Her semi-nudity 

might also refer to her adultery with Aegisthus, but I doubt this interpretation.   

As stated above, her detailed iconography dealing with nudity in the Etruscan art is 

quite inconsistent. On the urns, Clytemnestra appears fully exposed (Pl. XXX.1), but also fully 

dressed (Pl. XXX.2).  

Anyway, the divested breast is an important part of the imagery of the scene, 

attested also by the literary sources.  

 

Eriphyle  

Eriphyle is a similar – though less notorious – case to Clytemnestra. Being bribed by 

Polynices with the necklace of Harmonia she convinces her husband Amphiaraos to go into 

the war against the Thebes despite, according to the oracle, being destined to meet his 

death there. Many scenes portray Eriphyle parting with her husband537 or, more frequently, 

she is depicted accepting the bribe.538 Sitting on a throne and receiving the jewels she 

resembles the popular intimate scenes of women’s cosmetic preparations but also the 

women on the grave stelai. Some versions of the story consider her also as an adulteress 

betraying Amphiaraos not for the necklace but because of her love for Polynices – definitely 

a serious aggravating circumstance and another parallel to Clytemnestra, as well as her 

death by the hand of her son Alcmaeon, who is later also pursued by Erinyes until he is 

purified.539 The moment of his matricide is portrayed on the fresco from Pompeii540 with 

iconography almost identical to the death of her colleague Clytemnestra – Eriphyle is 

kneeling frontally with one breast bared and supplicating with her right arm to the son who 

stands above her with drawn sword in his hand. 

 

  

                                                           
534 LIMC VI, Klytaimnestra nos. 26–28. 
535 LIMC VI Klytaimnestra 24b 
536 LIMC VI Klytaimnestra no. 32. 
537 On the visual, intellectual and emotional complexity of these scenes see Hanfmann 1957:75–76; Bonfante 
1997:174–175.  
538 LIMCIII Eriphyle I nos. 2–11.   
539 Apollod. 3.6.2; Paus 9.41.2.  
540 Casa dei Principi. LIMC I Alkmaion no. 15 
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Procris  

Procris is placed in the Underworld side by side with Eriphyle and Phaedra – 

perfidious women who betrayed their husbands.541 If the distrust and suspiciousness may be 

considered also a kind of a serious trespass, we might add her onto the list of damnable 

women too. She is punished for a female curiosity and jealousy, being killed by her husband 

Cephalus who mistakes her for an animal when she spies on him while hunting. At all events, 

on the Red-figure Attic vase,542 the only surviving example, her death is portrayed in a quite 

familiar way: she is kneeling – or falling – frontally on the ground with one breast bared, 

being hurt in her hip with a spear.  

 

Helen Recovered  

Despite, technically, Helen being considered a traitress, her iconography does not 

confirm that presumption much – quite surprisingly at first sight.  

It is the very scenes of meeting her dishonoured husband during the plundering of 

Troy where we would expect Helen to be portrayed as a mortally threatened trespasser 

about to be killed. That was Menelaos’ original plan at least.543 However, she is hardly 

portrayed like that, in comparison – and a striking contrast – to the other Trojan women. 

Actually, her reunion with Menelaos is generally presented in two basic types of scenes 

corresponding with themes of an erotic pursuit and even with a wedding ceremony, both 

having originated already in the Archaic period or perhaps even earlier.544  

In the former type of scene, Menelaos is chasing Helen running,545 the latter type 

(escort scenes) resembles the usual scheme of wedding or abduction (or both)546 portraying 

veiled Helen being led by Menelaos holding her wrist.547 In both types of scenes often a 

drawn sword appears as a reminder of Menelaos’ initial intention to kill his adulterous wife; 

sometimes it is still in his hand, sometimes already dropped indicating the anger had been 

                                                           
541 Hom. Od. 11.326–327; Verg. A. 6.445–446.  
542 LIMC VII Kephalos no. 26 
543 Eur. Tro. 876–879.  
544 On the development of these schemes in relation to Helen see Khalil 1955; cf. Clement 1958; on the 
development of the iconographic scheme see e.g. Langdon 2006; 205–215.  
545 On the scenes of erotic pursuits using the same scheme see Sourvinou-Inwood 1987. On various 
interpretations of the pursuit scenes see NcNiven 2000b:126–127. 
546 Sutton 1997:29.  
547 On a detailed analysis of the thorough iconography of Helen see Kahlil 1955 and LIMC IV Helene, Clement 
1958 or more recently Hedreen 1996; Masters 2012 is concerned exclusively with Attic vases.  
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overwhelmed and appeased by her beauty.548 Helen’s standard response to his actions in 

most of these scenes is manipulation with her veil resembling the traditional gesture of a 

bride, less frequently she supplicates or expresses panic or alarm.  

Quite remarkably, it is always just her face she is revealing, nothing more549 – in 

agreement with bridal iconography and in contrast to literary tradition asserting the 

seduction of Menelaos by her breasts.550 Some painters seem to imply the eroticism of 

Helen551 showing her in a transparent chiton with clearly visible contours of the female body 

underneath, but they never let her divest herself on purpose – any partial exposure of her 

body is always just a result of swift movement.552  

Masters is at pains to find implicit erotic connotations of those scenes553 and stresses 

the erotic and feminine values of Helen’s breasts – an incarnation of female sexuality par 

excellence.554 Still, Helen remains hopelessly covered and her imagery thus seems to be 

hardly in accord with the proverbial beauty and irresistible and destructive power of a 

femme fatale – at least to modern eyes. Fully or partially nude Helen appears quite later in 

the visual arts – in the Etruscan and South Italian art during the 4th century BC in the scenes 

of her abduction by Paris,555 not her reunion with Menelaus (Pl. LXVII.2).556  

Of course, both types of scenes portraying the reunion of Helen and Menelaus do 

seem to show apparent erotic connotations that the character of the story naturally 

                                                           
548 Technically, the dropping of a sword is hardly an act worthy of a hero – it is a sign of surrender which makes 
those scenes particularly ironic – a surrendering pursuer is chasing his victim/conqueror. It is usually a person 
ready to supplicate who throws the sword off (cf. Lycaon, Hom. Il. 21.65). That the drawn sword – invested also 
with obvious phallic associations – is dropped could also imply several connotations.  
549 Her bared(?) breast on the Tarqunia cup LIMC IV Helene no. 244 is not exposed to seduce Menelaos but 
apparently a consequence of swift movement since she is running away from him, as well as e.g. on red figure 
scyphos ibig. no. 274 where the loosened peplos reveals the right part of her body (but not the breast nor the 
private parts).  
550 Eur. Andr. 629–630: ὡς ἐσεῖδες μαστόν, ἐκβαλὼν ξίφος φίλημ᾽ ἐδέξω (seeing her breast you threw away 
your sword and let her kiss you...); Aristoph. Lys. 155–156: ὁ γῶν Μενέλαος τᾶς Ἑλένας τὰ μᾶλά πᾳ γυμνᾶς 
παραϊδὼν ἐξέβαλ᾽, οἰῶ, τὸ ξίφος (At least Menelaos having seen Helen’s naked breasts (apples) he threw away 
the sword).  
551 E.g. scyphos by Makron in Boston LIMC 243; volute crater by Niobids Painter in Bologna LIMC 250; RF crater 
by the Persephone Painter LIMC 274.  
552 Clement 1958:57.  
553 Masters 2012:235.  
554 Masters 2012:85–86.  
555 Here, her bared chest might be also mark of her reluctance to follow Paris and violence that is to be used, 
attested also by the presence of Paris’ attendants. 
556 Clement 1958:58. LIMC IV Helene nos. 362, 367, 368. The movement is indicated by the rendering of the 
whole figure rushing forward. On the contrary, Tarpeia’s figure is completely static – as logically any kneeling 
figure would be.  
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demands.557 Besides the notorious phallic associations of the naked sword itself,558 they use 

– rather surprisingly – traditional bridal iconography with definitely erotic connotations: 

Helen unveiling her head resembles the ceremony of anakalypsis of a bride;559 Menelaos 

seizing her wrist makes a typical bridegroom’s cheir epi karpo gesture.560 The eye contact 

between both protagonists561 as well as the occasional and self-explanatory presence of 

Aphrodite, Erotes or Peitho, also belong to the repertoire of wedding scenes.  

The seizure by the wrist has also another connotation – when accompanied by the 

threatening of the victim with a sword or other weapon, it is usually linked to a more serious 

attack with a less obvious erotic design.562 These scenes of pursuit portraying a young man 

with spears  or sword chasing a running woman present quite an extensive group examined 

in detail by Sourvinou-Inwood563 – the closer identification of the figures and  the intentions 

of the pursuer are generally uncertain, as well as their relation to the encounter of Helen 

and Menelaos.  

That Helen is portrayed veiled and resembling a bride or a venerable wife covered 

with/in αἰδώς and not as an adulterous wife undoubtedly had good reasons.  

The baring of a breast hardly had any positive connotations, especially in real life. 

Self-exposure and flirting belong to the sphere of courtship and sexual services for money in 

the Greek visual arts – associations hardly acceptable for Helen. Thus, the absence of the 

explicit seduction of Menelaos in the visual arts is, in my opinion, in full accord with the 

Greek concept of modesty.564  

It is also noticeable, as Worman reminds us, that Helen’s body is never described in 

the literary sources.565 Moreover, it seems to be Helen’ face, especially her gaze, that is 

invested with almost magical power, 566 not the body itself, hidden in precious clothes. 

                                                           
557 For discussion on this topic see Hedreen 1996:157–160.  
558 Masters 2012:52–53.  
559 Oakley – Sinos 1993:32. Llewellyn-Jones 2003:102–104. 
560 Oakley – Sinos 1993:26–26. For the nuptial connotations in more detail Masters 2012:156–163.  
561 Stansbury-O´Donnel 2009:360; Masters 2012:55–56. Cf. e.g. the kissing erastes and eromenoi on the 
Peithinos’ cup (Berlin F 2279). Some of them are veiled and some eromenoi hold the wrist or forearms of their 
suitors. Dover (1989:94–96) explains these gestures as a sign of a refusal – it is true that is made by an 
eromenos who is expected to be passive and feminine. However, it is not clear at all whether the gesture is a 
refusal or its very opposite.  
562 Jackson, 1996:66.  
563 Sourvinou-Inwood 1987.  
564 McNiven 2000b:127.  
565 Worman 1997:161.  
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Thus, were Helen portrayed with her breasts bared, the meaning or reading of the 

scene would have been very probably quite different, despite its explicit analogy in 

contemporary drama. It has to be also noticed that both notorious negative passages 

blaming Helen for manipulating Menelaos with her breasts are not necessarily meant in a 

literal sense. It is anger and supreme outrage speaking through Peleus in the Andromache,567 

moreover, it has to be noted that he is not referring to any of Helen’s self/exposure nor does 

he specify the circumstances. The same is true also for the passage in Aristophanes’ 

Lysistrata or the scholiasts.568 And, of course, the alleged divesting of a breast is not 

necessarily an active manoeuvre of seduction.  

The fact that no scene portrays Helen seducing Menelaos by baring her breasts in the 

visual arts – despite the existence of such a moment seeming to be indicated by the literary 

sources – implies that there was no direct visual influence between the drama and vase 

painting at least.569 It also seems to indicate that the meaning of some gestures and motions 

in the visual arts differed from those on the stage. The spoken language of drama was 

undoubtedly more expressive, much more varied and sometimes also much more 

straightforward when compared to the visual arts with their strong conventions and limited 

means of expression. Thus, verbatim detailed translation of the visual language of theatre 

into visual arts would be in some cases misleading and puzzling or too explicit.  

The imagery of violently attacked women about to die was hardly suitable for the 

daughter of Leda and Zeus. Indeed, Menelaos has a sword and he does not seem to be afraid 

of using it.570 The problem is that the painters as well as the viewers are perfectly aware that 

he will not do so. There was no alternative ending to this episode. Helen will survive, 

moreover – she will live forever with the immortals on Olympus or together with Menelaos 

on the Elysian Fields571 or the Isles of the Blest572 – not mentioning the archaic cults of the 

couple in Therapnai573 and elsewhere. Since all the partially divested victims of violence are 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
566 On the power of Helen, especially in comparison to the Medusa’s look see Worman 1997:186 with 
references to other literature.  
567 Rademaker 2004:152; 
568 Aristoph. Lys. 155–156. ὁ γῶν Μενέλαος τᾶς Ἑλένας τὰ μᾶλά πᾳ γυμνᾶς παραϊδὼν ἐξέβαλ᾽, οἰῶ, τὸ ξίφος (At 
least Menelaos having seen Helen’s naked breasts (apples) he threw away the sword). On the most detailed 
analysis of these sources see Clement 1958.  
569 Clement 1958:72; Hedreen 1996:153–154.  
570 Hedreen 1996:164–167; Masters 2012:76.  
571 Hom. Od. 4.561–569.  
572 Eur. Hel. 1676–1677.  
573 Isoc. Hel. 63. 
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actually doomed to die, portraying Helen in the same way would be – again – inappropriate 

and puzzling.  

Thus, her fatal attraction had to be expressed by means of reminding one of a bridal 

ceremony invested both with modesty as well as with erotic promise that suits her 

reputation. Ironically, the iconography of a bride – i.e. submissive loyal future wife – conveys 

Helen’s character more than it might seem at first sight.  

Besides the critical attitudes,574 there was a strong tradition struggling to exculpate 

Helen575 and even proclaim her innocence, the story of her phantom (eidolon) dwelling at 

Troy with Paris while the real Helen remains in Egypt being the utmost exoneration of her.576  

Despite Helen remaining an ultimate icon of female erotic transgression,577 she is – 

more than any other woman of the heroic saga – an object, a possession578 a man’s prize, a 

beautiful trophy, a paradigmatic obscure object of desire,579 and as such she is rather a more 

or less willing instrument of Aphrodite’s plans and intrigues580 than a shameless bitch driven 

with lust.581 The extent of her guilt and responsibility has been debated, questioned, revised 

and reconsidered from Homer on.582  

Moreover, in contrast to the trespassers of the Medea or Clytemnestra type, Helen 

does not violate boundaries between genders, she does not deny her femininity, lacks male 

features and, above all, she does not oppose men (unfortunately any man) which makes her 

– taken to its absurd extreme – an almost ideal paradigm of an absolutely submissive wife.583 

The only exception portraying her as an active character is the eponymous Euripides’ 

drama.584 She retains her femininity including its negative aspects – the sister of Pandora, 

Hesiod’s kakon kalon, created and manipulated by the gods. Constantly portrayed as a 

                                                           
574 For an image of Helen in the archaic lyrics, esp. Sappho and Alcaeus see e.g. Blondell 2010a. Euripides in the 
Andromache, esp. 602–631.  
575 Cf. blinding of Stesichorus for insulting her with his poem (Isoc. Hel. 64, Plat., Phaedo 243a–b; Paus. 
3.19.13). See also e.g. Woodbury 1967; Beecroft 2006. 
576 Hdt. 2.113–119; Eur. Hel.  
577 Blondell 2010a:350.  
578 Roisman 2006:2–4; Blondell 2010b. 
579 Worman 1997:158.  
580 Cf. e.g. her confrontation with Aphrodite in Il. 3.410–420.  
581 Hom. Od. 4.145 despite these being paradoxically Helen’s own words.  
582 On the image of Helen in Homer, Sapho, Gorgias and in Eurpides’ Trojan Women including references in 
other literature see e.g. Worman 1997.  
583 The bibliography on the character of Helen and her motivations is abundant, e.g. Graver 1995; Worman 
1997; Roisman 2006; Blondell 2010b.  
584 Eur. Hel. For detailed analysis of the play see e.g. Foley 2001:100–103. I believe Menelaos´passivity is 
exaggerated to emphasize Helen´s efforts to save her husband, not to impeach his masculinity as Masters 
2012:128 suggests. 
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decent wife, her modesty of a bride is apparently juxtaposed to active, shameful and 

bodacious characters of other mythological traitresses.  

Given the subject of this thesis, there is hardly any space left to analyse this problem 

in more detail, however, the scenes of reunion of Helen and Menelaos at least seem to 

support the opinion that the bared female breasts in the visual arts were not primarily 

connected with eroticism.  

Still, the bridal iconography of Helen’s recovery seems to be puzzling and 

inappropriate to some scholars. Thus, the gesture of Helen is considered at least ambiguous 

since it may be interpreted as the total opposite of unveiling,585 expressing thus quite 

different emotions that would also fit the reunion of an unfaithful wife and angry husband – 

i.e. fear, grief, despair or shame.586 Moreover, the very ambiguity may be considered 

purposeful and signifying – thus Masters considers Helen’s unveiling to be a reflection of her 

unreliability, a challenge to her image as a faithful wife and expression of a lack of shame.587  

While it is true that the gestures often have different meanings according to a 

particular situation or setting, the other allusions to the bridal ceremony – cheir epi karpo 

gesture,588 eye contact,589 presence of divinities of love – can be hardly ignored in the scenes 

of the reunion of Helen and Menelaos.  

I find the wedding imagery quite acceptable in this case. Since the unveiling was an 

active gesture performed by a bride590 presenting herself to her husband, the scene has to 

be understood as a demonstration and promise of her obedience, obligation and loyalty, a 

gesture of submissiveness as Keuls or Reeder interpret it.591  

Thus, Helen’s iconography is fundamentally different from that of Tarpeia and her 

Greek counterparts. It seems to confirm two important features discussed in this thesis – 

that, except for the erotic scenes, the baring of a breast was not considered primarily erotic 

in the Greek visual arts, and that it was closely associated with oncoming death in the scenes 

of a punishment.  

 

                                                           
585 Llewellyn-Jones 2003:124.  
586 Hedreen 1996:169.   
587 Masters 2012:60.  
588 For unambiguous sexual connotations of the gesture of touching a woman’s hand in archaic poetry see Clark 
2003:132–139.  
589 Masters 2012:49.  
590 Llewellyn-Jones 2003:110.  
591 Llewellyn-Jones 2003:220.  
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The Amazons 

Despite not technically belonging to the category of punished traitresses or passive 

victims of violence, the Amazons clearly count as a group of women subjected to violent 

treatment that usually leads to their death. 592 They are trespassers of the natural order in a 

certain sense and their bared breasts are notorious, moreover, they are sometimes 

associated with the depiction of Tarpeia on the Basilica Aemilia frieze by some scholars.  

Exposed breasts of the Amazons seem to be their identification mark par excellence. 

However, by far not all Amazons in Greek visual arts were portrayed in this way. Their 

otherness is often stressed also through their oriental costumes reminding one of the 

Scythians or the Persians593 without any hint of exposing their chest (Pl. LXVIII).  

Besides epitomizing the Oriental enemies in a broader sense, the Amazons symbolize 

also an untamed and unmarried and potentially lustful female, the bestial in woman.594 

However, contrary to the brutish Centaurs, Giants and other opponents of a divine order, 

the Amazons are portrayed as beautiful women and the exposure of their breasts just 

intensifies their youthful grace and causes confusion within the viewer.  

Generally speaking, the mythical Amazons embody a similar paradox that their lady 

Artemis presents – their external femininity is just illusive and contrasts sharply with their 

rough and surprisingly violent and hostile inner nature. The consciousness of this astonishing 

contrast resembles a play with the expectations of a viewer similar to the effect of the statue 

of the Sleeping Hermaphrodite.595 The case of the Amazons, however, is perhaps more 

sophisticated and less ostensible since the viewer is perfectly aware of what he is watching.  

The moment of surprise is lacking, but the pleasure of the harmonic merging of the 

opposites, or, more precisely, the conflict between the perilous temper wearing a beautiful 

form remains. It reminds one not only of Pandora, the mythological paradigm of καλὸν 

κακὸν ἀντ᾽ ἀγαθοῖο,596 a beautiful evil and menace not only to men, but to the whole of  

                                                           
592 Of course, the erotic adventures of Heracles and Theseus with Amazons, linked with male dominance but no 
intention to kill, are not included.   
593 Cohen 1997:74; Serwint 1993:97.  
594 Stewart 1997:119. I take exception to the assumed lust of the Amazons since it is never indicated in the 
visual arts. Also Stewart’s idea of Amazons as adolescent girls provided with sexual allure seems quite 
questionable. Their supposed immature age is in too harsh contrast to their notorious and emblematic pivotal 
role of warriors.  
595 McNally 1985. The Hermaphrodite is embodying harmony only when he is alone.  
596 Hes. Theog. 585.  
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http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29gaqoi%3Do&la=greek&can=a%29gaqoi%3Do0&prior=a)nt'
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mankind.597 The Gorgon Medusa is another example. Her originally frightening face leaves 

no doubts in the viewer – the snakes in her hair, her boar tusks signalize clearly and for the 

first sight that she is definitely a perilous creature one should avoid. Nevertheless – during 

the Classical period her face changes to a beautiful being, which is, however, no less lethal 

and even more dangerous – now, the menace is disguised and hidden, the misleading lovely 

face does not warn us anymore. The creature, ubiquitous in the sacral as well as in the 

secular sphere, is usually considered to be tamed. However, in the realm of the myth the 

handsome Medusa is definitely not milder or more peaceful than when wearing a face of a 

daemon. Thus, the humanization of the beast is just external. Her female face, instead of a 

reminder of her former beauty, is a sophisticated play with the viewer based on the effect of 

latent lethal danger contrasting with a nice exterior, a fusion of beauty and death. At all 

events, an evil, even when hidden behind the beautiful exterior, is to be erased, not subdued 

nor amended.  

The Amazons are the same case in the visual arts – beautiful women deadly 

threatened and at the same time deadly threatening not just to men, but the whole natural 

order. Thus, their occasional nudity is definitely more in accord with that of trespassers of 

divine and human orders about to be killed than with the iconography of the desirable 

objects of an erotic pursuit.  

Of course, the defeated Amazons might also be considered possible victims of 

subsequent sexual abuse.598 However, the Amazons make war,599 not love in the Greek 

visual arts. Thus, a question arises whether the divested breasts of the Amazons were 

actually referring to their notorious alleged deformation600 or their female sex at all.  

The explanation of their partial nudity as a consequence of a quick movement601 is – 

again –insufficient. As B. Cohen noticed, the feature in question usually appears just in a 

context when the Amazon is apparently to be defeated or when she is already vanquished 

(Pl. LXX). In the combats without an explicitly indicated winner, their chitons are still covering 

                                                           
597 Jenkins 1985:128; Stewart 1997:41.  
598 Stewart 1997:162.  
599 And other things connected with the warfare, scenes from the ‘civil life‘ are quite rare.  
600 The Amazons are never portrayed mutilated in the visual arts. However, their bared breasts are sometimes 
explained as a euphemistic and symbolic reminder of its amputation (Serwint 1993:413). Stewart (1995:579) 
proposes different etymology referring to the absence of a breast not due to its removal, but the absence of 
those secondary sexual characteristics due to the immature adolescent age of Amazons. However, in the visual 
arts they are consistently portrayed (when fighting) as adult females, not as young girls.  
601 Stewart 1995:584.  
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the whole chests on the reliefs after the Athena Parthenos’ shield and on the crater by the 

Painter of Woolly Satyrs602 – probably the only vase painting portraying an Amazon with a 

divested breast (Pl. LXIX).603 The same can be stated, of course, about the copies of the 

notorious wounded Amazons for Ephesus in the round (Pl. LXXI).604  

At all events, the bared breast became an identification mark of an Amazon quite 

lately. The earliest partially divested Amazons seem to appear not until the second half of 

the 5th century BC.605 As N. Serwint proposed, it could have been the Shield of Athena 

Parthenos to introduce this new iconography.606 Thus, there are other scenes featuring 

women with an exposed breast facing violence that predate the first divested Amazons.607 

Despite this, I believe the Lapith women do not belong to the same category – the intentions 

of Centaurs are not to kill them – it may be definitely doubted that the semi-nudity of the 

Amazons was originally designed erotic on purpose. The artists of the Classical period seem 

to depict them fully in accordance with a common visual convention as objects experiencing 

physical attack and – in their case – doomed to suffer a violent death. Their activity might be 

an objection. Interestingly enough, the first ancient report on the self-mutilation of the 

Amazons seems to come from the late 5th century BC. Serwint thinks it was the 5th century 

BC literary sources that could have influenced the new iconography of an Amazon with 

divested breast.608 However, the adoption of the conventional iconography of women in 

fatal danger with exposed breast seems to be no less plausible nor contradictive.  

 

  

                                                           
602 Cohen 1997:74. On a more detailed iconography of the Amazonomachy on the Athena shield see e.g. 
Harrison 1966 and 1981; Arrington 2014:154–161, esp. 160.  
603 Serwint 1993:412, nt. 43. Stewart mentions two examples known to him (Stewart 1995:584), but 
unfortunately he is not specific. 
604 This way of representation seems to be more a matter of sculpture than a vase painting (Serwint 1993:412).  
605 Stewart 1995:584.  
606 Serwint 1993:412–413.  
607 Cohen 1997:79.  
608 Serwint 1993:413–414.  
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The Victims 

Despite the earliest version speaking about her efforts to save the city by deceiving 

the Sabines, the Punishment of Tarpeia can hardly be considered an act of sacrifice. 

However, the basic parameters are very similar – a virgin is at the mercy of hostile men and 

she is to be deprived of her life by their violence. Indeed, some means of expression are 

apparently similar.  

 

The Niobids  

The daughter of Niobe collapsing on her knee and trying to remove the arrow from 

her back, found in the Gardens of Sallust and on display in the Museo delle Terme, belongs 

to the earliest surviving statues of a female nude.609 Her appearance fits well with the 

iconography of violently attacked women under lethal threat.610 However, she has been 

mortally wounded already and her mantle is slipping down leaving exposed not only both 

breasts but also almost the whole of the rest of her torso. Her dress is purposeless. Her 

‘sister’ on the marble relief in the British Museum shows even more iconography of a victim 

falling on her knee with one breast bared.611 

A similar role of a garment appears in the case of her close as well as distant relatives 

(i.e. other Niobids not belonging to the same original group), especially in the case of the 

Running Niobid in Copenhagen612 with her the rear part of her peplos billowing above her 

head and with both breasts still covered. Also the Chiaramonti Niobid613 seems to be 

originally protecting herself with her mantle, as well as some of her ‘brothers.’614  

In the case of their siblings lying already dead on the ground the mantles are useless. 

In the group of Niobe and her youngest daughter, the mother herself tries to protect the 

child with her own veil.615 On the Roman sarcophagi, the rule does not seem to be so strict.  

Cf. especially the 2nd century AD sarcophagus with the Slaughter of the Niobids616 

with a running girl in the second plane left of the centre with her veil above her head and 

                                                           
609 Ajootian 2012:240; Hartswick 2004:98. 
610 LIMC VI Niobidai 21a. 
611 LIMC VI Niobidai 15i.  
612 LIMC VI Niobidai 21b. 
613 Museo Vaticano. LIMC VI Niobidai 23e.1 
614 LIMC VI Niobidai 23g; 25a, see also some Niobids on the marble relief with the Slaughter in the British 
Museum LIMC ibid. no. 33 and elsewhere. At least in their hands, the veil seems to be much more than a mere 
decorative strip of fabric.  
615 LIMC VI Niobe no. 7 and Niobidai no. 23a1and other replicas.  
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one bared breast, or the sarcophagus with the same theme in Glyptothek Muenchen where 

both breasts of the same girl are veiled, but not of her sister in the left corner.  

Quite interesting are also the reliefs from the Severan theatre in Hierapolis depicting 

the Slaughter of the Niobids – one of the girls is frontally kneeling with her veil billowing 

over her head in the same manner as in the case of Dirce on the Etruscan urns and Tarpeia 

on the Basilica Aemilia frieze – also the gesture of her arms is very similar, though they are 

not fully extended, and both her breasts are fully veiled, as well as the chests of her 

sisters.617 Also the composition including the figures is different.  

 

Sacrificing a Virgin: Iphigenia and Polyxena  

The sacrifices of Iphigenia and Polyxena – the only human sacrifices performed as a 

ritual in the Greek visual arts618 – frame the beginning and the end of the Trojan War; in 

both cases the Greek fleet is prevented from leaving the shores due to a lack of wind caused 

by a superhuman intervention that demands the sacrifice of a virgin. The iconographic 

schemes of the scenes portraying the death of both virgins have been already mentioned 

briefly.  

The technique of their sacrifice may be supposed to be the same, given the fact that 

both rites were performed by the very same Achaeans (except Neoptolemos). Thus, the 

iconographic schemes are quite similar; however, the maids are in most cases easily 

distinguishable on the grounds of the setting (the altar of Artemis, a deer, the tomb of 

Achilles or even his ghost,619 eventually other scenes of Ilioupersis) and other details.  

There were apparently two different traditions at least as for the way of the girl’s 

sacrifice. They are reflected not only in the visual arts, but also in the Attic tragedies. The 

first way is in accordance with the sacrifice of Iphigenia described by Aeschylus.620 In this 

case the victim, wrapped tightly in clothes, is handled exactly as a sacrificial animal being 

held by one or more assistants horizontally above the altar with her face up or down to the 

ground, the sacrificing person is standing from the opposite facing the victim. Exactly in this 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
616 Rhode Island School of Design Museum, Providence, RI., Museum appropriation fund 21.076 
617 D’Andria and Ritti 1985. 
618 There are, of course, many other cases classifiable as a voluntary sacrifice, see e.g. Garrison 1995. These, 
however, are not performed as a sacrificial ritual. Pseudo-Apollodorus 3.15.8 knows also the daughters of 
Hyacynthus being slaughtered by Athenians on the grave of Geraestus, Leontides (Aelian, Various Narratives 
12.28), daughters of Erechtheus and daughters of Orion.  
619 Mangieri 2018.  
620 Aesch. Agam. 228–248.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rhode_Island_School_of_Design_Museum
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manner, the death of Polyxena is depicted especially in the Archaic visual arts on the 

Corinthian pyxis in the Hermitage,621 the Tyrrhenian amphora by Timiades Painter622 and the 

Polyxena sarcophagus from Gümüsçay (Pl. LXXIII).623  

While the identification of the victim as Polyxena on the Timiades’ amphora is 

possible on the basis of the inscriptions and on the Polyxena sarcophagus and the Corinthian 

pyxis thanks to the broader context, the fragment of a Proto-attic crater – lacking such clues 

– seems to depict more likely the ritual murder of Iphigenia.624  

This iconographic scheme was adopted also in the Etruscan art with some alterations 

as discussed in the previous chapter.625 Despite Aeschylus seeming to indicate the divesting 

of Iphigenia during the sacrifice626 and though Bonfante stresses the visual analogy between 

the exposed girl and a sacrificial animal that also does not wear clothes,627 the human victim 

is apparently not portrayed completely or partially divested in the above mentioned scenes. 

On the contrary, Polyxena is wrapped so tightly that even her arms are not visible on the 

Timiades amphora – an apparent expression of her desperate helplessness628 as well as a 

literal illustration of Aeschylus’ description of the rite. Only on the Polyxena sarcophagus is 

the victim depicted with both her breasts bared.629 On the depiction on the Etrusco-

Campanian black-figure amphora portraying Polyxena (Phulphsna) the situation is quite 

unclear due to the poor quality of the picture and a missing fragment (Pl. LXXII).630 The girl is 

carried horizontally by one man above the altar and she seems to be wearing a veil or a cap 

indicated by incised lines, the rest of her body seems to be shortened and twisted, the 

position of her arms is totally uncertain.  

                                                           
621 Bukina 2010.  
622 LIMC VII Polyxene 26.  
623 Found in 1996 and thus not published in LIMC. See e.g. Croissant 2015.  
624 Vermeule – Chapman 1971. LIMC V/1 Iphigenia 709/2 
625 E.g. the figure of Iphigenia is usually portrayed smaller than others – perhaps a reference to her tender age.  
626 In Aesch. Agam. 233, Iphigenia is πέπλοισι περιπετῆ – wrapped in her dress. Later verse (Agam. 239) 
referring to the slipping of her saffron veil (κρόκου βαφὰς δ᾽ ἐς πέδον χέουσα) may imply her exposure though 
it is not clear whether the clothes are removed by force or stripped by herself to arouse pity.  
627 Bonfante 1989:569.  
628 Mangieri 2018.  
629 Since Mangieri considers Polyxena to struggle for her life on this relief, her partial divestment can be 
explained by the intensity of motion in this case. On an exposure of virginal body during the act of sacrifice see 
e.g. Scodel 1996:115–116.  
630 British Museum, inv. no. 0502.4 
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According to Euripides,631 both maidens finally face their fate voluntarily and bravely, 

Polyxena even exposes herself before the Achaean soldiers offering her chest to a sacrificial 

knife.632 However, in the Greek visual arts, the sacrifices of both girls are hardly displayed as 

voluntary noble acts of heroic victims.633 Rather, they are presented as brutal savage 

performances of violence and blood, stressing thus – together with other scenes from 

Ilioupersis – terrors of war. Even in the scenes preceding the act of sacrifice and portraying 

the girl being led to the altar, her willingness or reluctance are hard to be recognized with 

certainty.634  

The other and probably a little later iconographic scheme635 of the sacrifice finally 

shows Polyxena kneeling frontally on the ground before an altar in accordance with 

Euripides636 and also with the conventional iconography of a fatally threatened women 

being about to suffer a violent death. In this respect, the iconographic scheme of the 

sacrifice of Polyxena is strikingly similar to the scenes of the Rape of Cassandra and definitely 

differs from those portraying the sacrifice of Iphigenia.  

The Etruscan sarcophagus from Torre San Severo637 and the Capitoline Tabula 

Iliaca638 presenting the sacrifice of Polyxena scene in a close way to the death of Tarpeia 

have already been discussed in the first part of this thesis. In both cases the girls’ breast is 

exposed, as well as on the Megarian bowl in Berlin repeating the scheme with Polyxena 

kneeling frontally with outstretched arms (Pl. LXXIV.1).639 On the sigillata bowl640 and on a 

painting from the rock tomb of Oedipus in Beit Amer in Libya (Pl. LXXIV.2),641 she also kneels 

                                                           
631 Eur. IA 1375–1400; Eur. Hec. 560–565.  
632 Armstrong – Ratchford 1985:4.  
633 An exception seems to be the Apulian volute crater by Ilioupersis Painter in the British Museum depicting 
the stag behind Iphigenia standing right under the sacrificial knife.  
634 Polyxena: Clazomenian sarcophagus LIMC 21, Leagros group hydria LIMC 22, Acheloos Painter lekythos, Red 
Figure kylix by Makron. Brygos´Painter LIMC 23; Hieron Painter LIMC 24. Iphigenia LIMC V Iphigeneia nos. 3, 11.  
635 Mangieri 2018 proposes the influence of Polygnotos´wall painting in the Pinacothece in Athens described by 
Pausanias (1.22.6).  
636 Eur. Hec. 558–565:...λαβοῦσα πέπλους ἐξ ἄκρας ἐπωμίδος ἔρρηξε λαγόνας ἐς μέσας παρ᾽ ὀμφαλόν, 
μαστούς τ᾽ ἔδειξε στέρνα θ᾽ ὡς ἀγάλματος κάλλιστα, καὶ καθεῖσα πρὸς γαῖαν γόνυ ἔλεξε πάντων 
τλημονέστατον λόγον: Ἰδού, τόδ᾽, εἰ μὲν στέρνον, ὦ νεανία, παίειν προθυμῇ, παῖσον, εἰ δ᾽ ὑπ᾽ αὐχένα χρῄζεις, 
πάρεστι λαιμὸς εὐτρεπὴς ὅδε. (...she took her robe and tore it open from the shoulder to the waist, displaying a 
breast and bosom fair as a statue's; then sinking on her knee, one word she spoke more piteous than all the 
rest, “Young prince, if it is my breast you are eager to strike, see, here it is, strike home! or if at my neck your 
sword you will aim, that throat is here and ready.” Trans. E. P. Coleridge.) 
637 LIMC VII Polyxene 32. 
638 LIMC VII Polyxene 20.  
639 LIMC VII Polyxene 28. Mangieri 2018.  
640 British Museum, LIMC VII Polyxene no. 34.  
641 Santucci 2010:16; 27–28.  
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extending her left hand to Neoptolemos begging for her life, on the tomb painting, however, 

she seems to be at least half-naked since her veil is billowing on the side.  

According to Pollitt,642 the similarities between the Homeric bowl and the Tabulae 

may indicate a reflection of Hellenistic tradition in Roman art, however, the imagery was 

apparently much older and substantially more widespread.  

Iphigenia, in contrast, is never depicted kneeling.643 Moreover, despite her chiton 

often seeming to be slipping off and her shoulder sometimes being bared, the chest itself is 

never exposed in the Greek vase painting.644 Nevertheless, the examples are quite scarce – 

the scenes from Tauris, that are of no concern here, were definitely much more popular.  

In contrast to the Greek art, the theme of the sacrifice of Iphigenia was extremely 

popular in the Etruscan art, in Perusium particularly – it appears on 33 identified urns dated 

between the 3rd and 1st centuries BC.645 A quite unusual depiction of Iphigeneia on the 

Etruscan cista from Praeneste646 shows the girl (identification confirmed by the waiting hind) 

voluntarily exposing the whole body in a similar way to Polyxena’s self-divestment reported 

by Euripides. Her gesture reminds one – surprisingly – of Aphrodite getting undressed. This 

is, however, an exception – all the other Etruscan depictions follow the Aeschylean version 

referring to sacrificing the girl against her will – her raised hands are definitely a gesture of 

despair647 or supplication (Pl. XXXII.2). The Etruscan adoption of the myth evidently stresses 

the aspects of death and salvation, quite suitable for the funerary context.648  

Considering the type of iconographic scheme presented on the Etruscan urns, it does 

not seem that the scene of sacrifice of Iphigenia inspired in particular the depictions of the 

Punishment of Tarpeia – perhaps except the raised hands, that are, however, quite a 

common and widespread gesture of supplication (see below). I argue that one of the reasons 

might well be the echo of the salvation theme that was unsuited to the punishment of a 

traitress.  

                                                           
642 Pollitt 1986:202. 
643 Mangieri 2018.  
644 LIMC V Iphigeneia.   
645 Pilo – Giuman 2015:101.  
646 On discussion see Krauskopf LIMC V.1:732.  
647 Pilo – Giuman 2015:114.  
648 Pilo – Giuman 2015:117. 
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Also, in the Roman art she is usually depicted fully veiled or being unveiled649 except 

on the Pompeian fresco (Pl. LXXVI).650 

On the contrary, the round sculpture group comprising also of Artemis and the 

hind651 portrays Iphigenia with her breast divested. Besides the group from the Sallustian 

gardens, several other copies of the same statue were found, one of them in the Roman 

baths on the island of Samos from the early Antonine period (Pl. LXXVII).652  

Of marked difference is the group of Artemis and Iphigeneia found in the sanctuary 

of Jupiter Dolichenus on the Aventine of the Antonine date653 – the maid is depicted sitting 

at the feet of the goddess, her proportions are considerably reduced to Artemis’ size, 

despite looking more like a child, her right breast is also exposed.  

The famous fresco from the House of the Tragic Poet in Pompeii exploits the 

‘Aeschylean’ way of sacrifice portraying the victim being held horizontally by two men, 

however, the whole upper torso of Iphigenia is strangely curved upside and completely 

exposed, the arms raised in a gesture of plea.654 The identification of the two engraved gems 

in Berlin655 presenting possibly the same theme in another way is not sure. A woman sitting 

beside a funerary stele being approached by a man with a drawn sword may be identified 

with Polyxena as well as Iphigenia or even Helen.  

The general decency expressed in the case of Iphigenia in the Greek art is noticeable. 

We can just speculate about the reasons – I guess we might suspect the consciousness that 

Iphigenia is actually not going to die might have played a role. The apparent popularity of 

the continuation of her story in Tauris is widely attested. The victims of violence showing 

their breast do not have such luck – their divestment seems to be a death warrant.  

As discussed elsewhere, the death of a hero in tragedy was always just an indirect 

inspiration for visual arts – if at all – since these very moments were not staged before the 

eyes of spectators. Despite the verbal descriptions of such a dramatic climax in the popular 

                                                           
649 LIMC Iphigeneia 39–47. 
650 LIMC Iphigeneia 38.  
651 Found allegedly at the place of the former Gardens of Sallust, in Copenhagen. Hartswick 2004:87–88. On the 
find place as well as dating see ibid. 90. LIMC II/1 837/337. 
652 Hartswick 2004:91.  
653 Hartswick 2004:92. LIMC II/1 838/338. 
654 The curvation is the same as on some Etruscan sarcophagi. See Brunn – Körte 1, cf. esp. taf. XLII:13; LVI:24. 
655 Staatliche Museen Berlin nos. 6889 and 489, after: Mangieri 2018. These gems are considered to be 
depictions of Iphigenia´s sacrifice. This possibility seems to be more plausible since the woman is veiled in both 
cases and not resisting. On the other hand, the tomb painting from the Tomb of Oedipus in Beit Amer more 
likely depicts the Rape of Cassandra.  
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contemporary dramatic production possibly inspiring the visual renderings of these acts, a 

few depictions appear to be a faithful literal illustration of any surviving play in this case.  

The striking difference between the plays and visual arts is also explainable by a 

search of the most dramatic rendering of the scene in the visual arts. A detailed scene of the 

very act of a sacrifice is not only more impressive, it is also more comprehensive for the 

viewer and easier to render for the artist. The naturalism of such a scene also provokes 

deeper emotions, compassion and resentment against the violence. All the suffering ‘civil’ 

figures of the Ilioupersis primarily accentuate the terrors of the war; if we called them 

antimilitaristic, perhaps we would not be so far from the truth.  

 

Cassandra Being Murdered  

That the bared female breast in violent scenes has anything to do with eroticism 

attests the rare depiction of the murder of Cassandra. Contrary to the scenes of her and Ajax 

where sexual connotations were traditionally present or at least supposed, the death of 

Cassandra is a work done by Clytemnestra´s own hands since Homer.656 The scene appears 

usually as a natural appendix to the death of Agamemnon, though not so frequently. 

However, the tondo of the red figure cup by Marlay Painter makes this scene a topic 

portraying Cassandra on her knees with one breast bared and her arms extended in a plea 

towards Clytemnestra who is towering above the victim with an axe in both hands ignoring 

the double-supplication (see the altar, olive tree and a falling tripod indicating the sanctuary 

of Apollo)(Pl. LXXVIII.1).657 Her gesture is actually almost the same as Clytemnestra´s on the 

sarcophagus depicting her own death save the position of her right palm pushing her son 

away, not supplicating.  

As mentioned above, it is significant that the iconography of the sacrifice of Polyxena 

and the Rape of Cassandra are very close – sometimes it is just the broader context – the 

presence of other figures, the tomb of Achilleus or the statue of Athena – that allows us to 

discern. Both comprise of a kneeling female victim of a male violence under a death threat 

indicated by her partial nudity and the figure of an aggressor with a sword, sometimes 

grabbing her hair.  

 

                                                           
656 Hom. Od. 10.34–35. 
657 Museo Archeologico in Ferrara, inv. no. T 264. from ca 430 BC! LIMC? 
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Tarpeia  
The breasts of Tarpeia are covered on both types of the examined denarii. She is 

wearing peplos with ‘sleeves’ clearly visible hanging down under her shoulders and the veil is 

absent on the Titurius coins, nevertheless, the scrapped folds suggest her dress is ragged 

and torn. The hanging ‘sleeves’ or more probably laps of her garment remind one of the 

figure of Andromeda awaiting her fate on the Etruscan sarcophagus (.658 This feature might 

symbolically indicate the state of mind of the traitress – the horror or despair she is 

experiencing facing the realisation that her planes have failed. Or it may be simply a 

consequence of the violence the scene is definitely indicating. The tearing of a dress implies 

a cancellation of the previous status, parting with a hitherto way of life, a fall from womanly 

happiness and fulfilment.659  

By contrast, the dress Tarpeia is wearing on the coins of Turpilianus – a girdled chiton 

apparently – seems to be entirely in order. Since the Vestal costume combined elements of 

the traditional outfits of Roman matrons and brides,660 there is hardly anything implicit in 

this respect. However, as I will argue a little later, the covering of Tarpeia’s head on some 

variants of Turpilianus’ issues indicates that she was intentionally portrayed as a Vestal. 

Thus, I suspect, it was the dignity of the priestly status in the artist’s mind that prevented 

him from portraying Tarpeia in disarranged clothes or even divested.  

Her treason was apparently no reason to portray Tarpeia denigrated and deprived of 

decorum. The bodies of Vestals remained sacred even after they committed incestum – the 

condemned Virgins were not deprived of their holiness and stayed buried inside the 

pomerium as their loyal colleagues were. Thus, portraying a priestess with one breast bared 

would undoubtedly be too disrespectful.661 Thus, Turpilianus’ denarii portray Tarpeia in a 

                                                           
658 Cateni – Galleri – Gori 1986: cat. no. 14 (MG 329). It might be speculated that the bared breast of 
Andromeda might also have been inflicted with the iconography of female victims under violent attack. As the 
Attic and South Italian vases attest, it was definitely not her femininity and sensuality that was originally 
accentuated. She was constantly portrayed as a stranger (Schauenburg LIMC I/1 Andromeda I, p. 788), her 
iconography reminding one of the Amazons or other Oriental women. The hydria in Naples (LIMC I/1, 
Andromeda I no. 20. ca 340 BC) probably the first showing Andromeda naked, does so in an almost burlesque 
way. Besides the Sicilian red-figure crater in Caltagirone (LIMC I/1, Andromeda I no. 23) showing her in a 
transparent chiton, it seems that it was only the Roman and Etruscan artists who divested her bosom. Whether 
their reasons were purely voyeuristic it is hard to say, by all events, the intended sacrifice of the girl to the 
marine monster is originally nothing less than a punishment of a mother´s hybris.  
659 Segal 1971:50.  
660 Beard 1980:16; Gallia 2014.  
661 All the more considering that the integrity of the body of a Vestal symbolizes the integrity of Rome.  
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decent robe that reminds one of the sacred obligations she did not honour and her dignified 

dress contrasts sharply with the horror distilled just in her gesture and face.  

The bared breast of Tarpeia on the Basilica Aemilia frieze has been discussed in the 

previous chapter. The rendering of the whole figure including her gestures shows such a 

degree of similarity with the depiction of the death of Dirce on the Etruscan urn in Berlin 

that I propose we may be dealing even with one of the models for Tarpeia’s figure. Thus, her 

bared breast corresponds with its meaning in the Greek visual arts – it reflects primarily her 

helpless fatal situation, loss of protection, very probably also a lack of self-control and 

anticipates her forthcoming death. The opinion that Tarpeia divests her breast in a spasm of 

erotic passion662 is based on Propertius’ interpretation and Tarpeia’s affection for Titus 

Tatius – I doubt it since it has hardly any parallel in the Greek and Roman visual arts.663 

The same Propertius’ poem compares Tarpeia with a Strymonian woman on the 

banks of the Thermodon River.664 There are basically two possible interpretations of these 

verses – it is the Amazons or the maenads that come to mind.665 In both cases the bared 

breast occurs quite frequently, but – as we have seen – by far not as a rule. Nevertheless, 

the bared breast of Tarpeia on the Basilica Aemilia frieze is sometimes considered 

Amazonic666 and a marker of hostility to the natural order.667 While the second part of this 

statement is indisputable, I argue the reasons to assert that Tarpeia on the Basilica Aemilia 

frieze is depicted as an Amazon668 are considerably less justified.  

Tarpeia and the Amazons share just one iconographic feature – the bared breast – 

typical, as discussed above, for depictions of women facing violent treatment and an 

inevitable death. It might be argued that the Amazons are also in a position of a punished 

transgressor since they committed an offence against the natural order by opposing the men 

and refusing the traditional subordinate role of women and mothers; it is, however, hardly 

the crime of Tarpeia. At any rate, the renderings of the scenes of the Punishment of Tarpeia 

                                                           
662 Warden 1978:179.  
663 Not even Phaedra vexed with love is depicted divested. LIMC 
664 Prop. 4.4.71–72. Illa ruit qualis celerem prope Thermodonta/Strymonis abscisso pectus aperta sinu.  
665Warden 1978; Janan 2000. 
666 Marcattili 2011:19; Mazzei 2005:29.  
667 Welch 2005:132. On the interpretation of Tarpeia as an Amazon in Propertius´poem see e.g. Debrohun 
2003:194–196. Still, the word Amazon does not appear in the Propertius verses. An allusion on Penthesileia or 
Hippolyta is possible, however, Tarpeia does not “enter” a battle – it is actually what the Sabine women do – 
without any allusions on Amazons. Tarpeia is not a warrior. However, indeed, her deeds are unwomanly – as 
are the deeds of any other trespasser.  
668 Welch 2015:131–132. 
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and Amazonomachies, the circumstances of their deaths as well as the kinds of transgression 

are fundamentally different.  

Tarpeia has definitely much more in common with transgressors like Dirce or 

Clytemnestra. First, these ungodly traitresses punished by death are not no-name669 

representatives of a collective body.670 They are particular persons with their own names 

and stories. Secondly, they are facing the righteous consequences of their crimes committed 

against their own relatives, not against an enemy. Thirdly, they are passively – i.e. unarmed, 

not fighting, though occasionally supplicating – awaiting the deserved death penalty. Finally, 

their offence has nothing to do with an active open armed combat against an enemy, 

moreover, they never even fight fairly. On the contrary – they are deceiving, perfidious, 

disloyal damnable negative characters using trickery and intrigues against their own kin.  

Warden´s association of Tarpeia with a maenad in Propertius pointing at her excited 

and raving state of mind makes much more sense; at any rate, it could have hardly affected 

the way she is portrayed on the Basilica Aemilia frieze. The imagery of Tarpeia on the frieze 

corresponds with the conventional iconography of a punishment in Greek and Roman art, or 

broadly speaking, with women subjected to deadly threat and violence. Moreover, providing 

that the earlier dating of the Basiica Aemilia is correct, the poem was written later than the 

frieze had been carved. On the contrary, Warden’s notion that the depiction of Tarpeia on 

the Basilica Aemilia frieze might have inspired the poet671 sounds quite reasonable.  

Thus, despite the visual similarity between Tarpeia and the Amazons seeming to be 

striking at first sight, I believe it is more a superficial analogy. Tarpeia and the Amazons just 

belong to a group of trespassers and thus share a part of their imagery.  

 

  

                                                           
669 There are, of course, individual leading figures as Penthesileia, Hippolyta or Antiope linked to particular 
heroes and stories and some – otherwise unknown – Amazons are labelled with names on the Attic vases 
exclusively linked with Heracles’ fights with them and probably reflecting the aristocratic concentration on the 
individual as a hero (Hardwick 1990:28). For the index of the names see LIMC I/1 p. 653. Still, the Amazons 
represent a more or less homogenous group similar to Pleiades or Danaids.   
670 Hardwick 1990:23.  
671 Warden 1978:181. A similar process of inspiration by the visual arts is supposed by Furuhagen in the case of 
the Rape of the Sabine women and its depiction in the Ovid’s Ars Amatoria 1.101–132 (Furuhagen 1961:145). 
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Suicides  

Last but not least is a subcategory of women about to die who are threatened by 

themselves, usually committing or attempting suicide, i.e. the violent attack comes from 

their own hands. In his survey, van Hoof counts 56 mythological female suicides,672 of 

course, not all of them appear in the visual arts.   

Quite interestingly, Althaea,673 the mother of Meleager, is depicted kneeling frontally 

with both or one breast bared, thrusting a dagger into her chest with the right hand. This 

scheme appears on three Antoninian sarcophagi which seem to confirm the strength of 

tradition as well as of the iconographic scheme (Pl. LXXX.2). Her motives are typical for the 

female trespassers discussed above – she kills – indirectly, but consciously and on purpose – 

her own son. Thus, her bared breasts are also explainable by maternal associations.  

The suicide of Iocaste is depicted only on the Roman relief Homeric vase and on a 

Roman lamp;  on both cases she is kneeling and thrusting the sword into her chest, which 

does not seem to be bared.674  

Similarly, in the case of Canace we might suppose an allusion to maternity – she 

conceived – consentingly – from her brother, the new born child dies after being exposed by 

their father Aeolus and dilacerated by the wild animals. The Protolucanian hydria ascribed to 

the Amycus Painter,675 inspired probably by Euripides´s drama Aeoleus,676 depicts Canace’s 

suicide (Pl. LXXX.1). The dying young woman is portrayed lying on a couch with one breast 

bared and still holding the sword in her right hand.  

The following examples, though not attested in the visual arts, seem to corroborate 

the assumption that the baring of a female breast was a part of the visual imagery of a 

female suicide – at least on a stage. Sophocles´ Deianeira divests her breasts before she 

thrusts the sword into her heart.677 Since she is guilty of the death of her husband, not a 

                                                           
672 Van Hoof 1990:256,note 37; van Hoof 1990:12. 
673 LIMC I  Althaia 5–7. Althaea in literary sources: Hom. Il. 9.529; Ovid Heroides  9.157; Bakchylides 5.93;  
Apollod. 1.62; Diod. 34.6 Hyginus Fabulae 129 and 171; Paus. 10.31.3. On the iconography of the Meleager 
sarcophagi see e.g. Brilliant 1984:145–165.   
674 LIMC V Iokaste nos. 17–18. These depictions follow Seneca´s version of the story where Iocaste chooses 
stabbing, not hanging. Van Hoof 1990:16. 
675 LIMC I Aiolos  no. 1.  
676 Van Hoof 1990:26. 
677 Soph. Trach. 920–930. ...συντόνῳ χερὶ λύει τὸν αὑτῆς πέπλον, ᾗ χρυσήλατος προύκειτο μαστῶν περονίς, ἐκ 
δ᾽ ἐλώπισεν πλευρὰν ἅπασαν ὠλένην τ᾽ εὐώνυμον.,...ὁρῶμεν αὐτὴν ἀμφιπλῆγι φασγάνῳ πλευρὰν ὑφ᾽ ἧπαρ 
καὶ φρένας πεπληγμένην. (...she loosened her tunic, where the golden brooch was fastened, just above her 
breast; and then uncovered all her left side and her arm... we saw her with a two-edged sword stuck through 
her, piercing her side and cleaving to her heart.) On suicides in Greek tragedy see Garrison 1995:20–34. 
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child, in her case any maternal connotations with her exposed breasts are missing. 

Unfortunately, a depiction of this scene is not attested in the visual arts.  

Quite an exemplary case illustrating the close relation between death and partial 

female divestment appears in Euripides’ Andromache.678 Hermione losing self-control 

unveils herself and exposing her breasts she is ready to commit suicide, being afraid that in 

requital for her deeds her husband (sc. Neoptolemus) may send her away in disgrace from 

the house or put her to death for trying to kill those she should not (sc. Andromache and his 

son).679  

Her divestment of the chest may be motivated – as in the case of Polyxena and 

perhaps also other suicides – by the intention to find the best place to thrust the sword in.680 

However, since she considers also other ways of suicide681 and finally she changes her mind 

and prepares to supplicate,682 her bared breasts do not seem to be linked to thrusting a 

sword exclusively. They have definitely much to do with her shame – Hermione’s speech 

comparing the visibility of her exposed breast to the visibility of her disloyal act against her 

husband is quite explanatory: τί δὲ στέρνα δεῖ καλύπτειν πέπλοις; δῆλα καὶ ἀμφιφανῆ καὶ 

ἄκρυπτα δεδράκαμεν πόσιν...683/ What use to cover my breasts with my robe? Bare, clear to 

the eye and never to be hid are the deeds I have done to my husband.  

Hermione’s self-divestment is pointing explicitly to her guilt as well as to the loss of 

her status, it intensifies the wicked character of hers684 and unambiguously refers also to the 

menace of death from herself or from her angry husband. Her gesture may be histrionic,685 

she may even be hysterical; however, the fear of Neoptolemus’ revenge is undoubtedly real 

since she tried to kill his son by Andromache.  

Self-exposure is a pathetic and impressive gesture with a huge symbolic potential and 

powerful dramatic effect when performed on a stage, though considerably less easy to be 

                                                           
678 Eur. Andr. 829–860.  
679 Eur. Andr. 805–814. On the important role of the costume of Hermione and its function in the play in more 
detail see Skouroumouni Stavrinou 2016:7–20. 
680 Eur. Andr. 843–844? ...ἀπόδος, ἵν᾽ ἀνταίαν ἐρείσω πλαγάν.  ...give it (the sword) back so that I may strike a 
blow to my heart! 
681 Eur. Andr. 844–849:...τί με βρόχων εἴργεις;... ποῦ μοι πυρὸς φίλα φλόξ; ποῦ δ᾽ ἐκ πέτρας ἀερθῶ, ἢ κατὰ 
πόντον ἢ καθ᾽ ὕλαν ὀρέων; / Why do you keep me from the noose?... Where is the flame of fire my heart longs 
for? Where shall I leap from a cliff either along the sea or in the mountain woods...?  
682 Eur. Andr. 859–860: τίνος ἀγαλμάτων ἱκέτις ὁρμαθῶ; ἢ δούλα δούλας γόνασι προσπέσω; / To which of the 
gods' statues shall I run as suppliant? Or shall I fall as a slave before the knees of my slave? 
683 Eur. Andr. 833–835.  
684 Skouroumouni Stavrinou 2016:15.  
685 Skouroumouni Stavrinou 2016:14.  
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portrayed in the visual arts. At any rate, the renderings of the scenes of female suicide, 

despite being so rare in the visual arts, seem to correspond with the iconography of the 

violent death of the female characters discussed above, as it does for the symbolic meaning 

of the divesting and absence of a dress as well as the posture of the figure in some cases.  

Euripides implies also another – ‘practical’ reasons for baring the breast when 

describing the sacrifice of Polyxena as discussed above – to find a right place to stab at. At 

any rate, the scenes of a woman’s suicide bear the assumption that the divestment of a 

female breast was definitely more closely tied with the iconography of violence and death 

than with erotica. 

 

3. 3. 2. The Meaning of Baring of a Female Breast   

The baring of a female breast is a part of quite a complex system of means of visual 

expression and also an important element of the narrative in the Greek visual arts. Its 

meaning differs depending on the character of the scene. In terms of the category of scenes 

portraying female figures subjected to violent treatment and imminent fatal danger analysed 

above, the divested breasts seems to have various meanings.  

The ‘practical’ explanations of a partial divestment as a result of a fast movement, of 

the aggression of the attacker or of eventual self-exposure are insufficient. The meaning of 

the exposed breast seems to be more symbolic and closely associated with the function of 

the dress.  

Actually, we are not watching nakedness as such; we are confronted with the 

absence of a cloth, or more precisely, the very process of its loosing. Nudity is just a 

secondary natural result of its removal, although the aesthetic and erotic effect can hardly 

be totally separated from the image of an exposed secret parts of a woman´s body.  

Thus, the partial absence of a dress refers to a loss of protection, vulnerability and 

the loneliness of the victim, deprived of her shelter as well as of the help of her kin. This 

meaning appears also in the scenes of ‘nudity of erotic pursuit’.  

Bonfante suggests also religious and magic powers of female nudity,686however, the 

category of trespassers and victims does not seem to be entirely the case.  

                                                           
686 Bonfante 1997:185–188.  
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The ‘nudity of death’ seems to be lacking any erotic, magic or apotropaic 

associations: the exposure of a woman’s breast does not lead to any positive effect for the 

victim, it does not arouse pity or passion, it does not avert disaster. The removal of clothes 

anticipates analogously the deprivation of life not only in the case of the women discussed 

above. Also the fallen warriors are usually depicted deprived of their life as well as of their 

clothes or armour. Since they are usually males and their nudity is very probably intended 

heroic, it would not help much, unless as we have seen that the dead Amazons are also 

often portrayed divested. Considering the presence of fully armed warriors still living and 

fighting in the very same scenes, it seems that the nudity of the fallen warriors is not 

necessarily accidental – unless they are supposed to be deprived of their armour by their 

vanquisher. The Aphaea pediments with dying naked combatants lying at the corners are a 

good example given the number and variability of the figures, as well as the Niobids already 

discussed above. The beauty of the naked fallen warriors has been referred to already by 

Homer,687 the verses of Tyrtaios praising the graceful bodies of fallen youths are 

notorious.688 Considering the function of kouroi as gravemarkers, the funeral aspect of 

archaic nudity is also apparent.  

It is less clear why it is just the breast the clothes reveal so regularly in the scenes of 

women subjected to violence and consequent death. Bonfante considering the breast to be 

a symbol of both life and death is apparently right,689 however, the explanation of the latter 

is considerably less obvious.  

Quite interestingly, in Euripides’ Phoenissae, Menoeceus mentions Jocasta´s breasts 

that gave him milk when his own mother had died: ...ὡς σὴν πρὸς κασιγνήτην μολών, ἧς 

πρῶτα μαστὸν εἵλκυσ᾽, Ἰοκάστην λέγω, μητρὸς στερηθεὶς ὀρφανός τ᾽ ἀποζυγείς. ...I will come 

to your sister, Jocasta, at whose breast I was suckled when bereft of my mother, a lonely 

orphan.690 The situation closely precedes the suicides of both the named characters. Again, 

the relation between the female breast – not divested explicitly, however, there is clear 

implication of its baring when speaking of feeding a child – nursing and death seems 

apparent. The depictions of nursing mothers, generally quite rare in the Greek as well as 

Roman art, come mostly from the funeral context; the depictions of a mythological woman 

                                                           
687 Hom. Il. 22.66–76.  
688 Arrington 2014:162.  
689 Bonfante 1985:188.  
690 Eur. Phoen. 987–988.  
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nursing their child cited by Bonfante are usually a prelude to a tragedy, not a family 

happiness.691  

Such a strong association of female breasts – a source of nutrition – with deadly 

menace looks quite strange. However, there existed further associations of its divestment 

with death, not necessarily magic ones. Self-exposing and beating the breasts was a part of 

funerary rites, the Polyxena sarcophagus with lamenting Trojan women being most at hand. 

The custom is well attested on the geometric vases; however, its history is undoubtedly 

quite longer and more universal. The chest is also a place of breath and emotions.  

The association of the bared breast as a symbol of life with its physical destruction is 

overwhelming and especially impressive in the case of the unwed and innocent victims like 

Polyxena or the Niobids.  

Not only do the trespassers refuse the traditional female role, they turn it inside out 

being warriors, murderers, traitresses. They are bringers of death, not of life. Even worse, 

they deliberately harm often their own kin – when mothers, they disclaim their maternal 

role causing the death of their children or threatening them.692 The Amazons refuse the 

female role absolutely, actively and wittingly.  

Thus, I assume, the bared breasts of trespassers are a reminder of their dumped 

femininity. They emphasize the antagonism of their female nature and their un-womanly 

deeds and it also points to their moral depravation. The unwed victims, on the other hand, 

are not allowed to fulfil the female role, they are prevented by their early and violent death 

to ever bear – and feed (!) – a child, their lives and productive potential are wasted.  

Thus, it seems the bared breast of both categories – trespassers and victims – still has 

much more to do with maternity and its negation than with eroticism or death.  

Given that the exposing of a chest in public was considered a shame and dishonour, it 

also corresponds well with the infamy and hideousness of the trespassers. However, the 

divestment itself is not an act of dishonour. It seems to be rather a metaphorical expression 

of the shameful deeds of the trespasser and their revelation to the public, as Hermione 

argues.  

                                                           
691 Bonfante 1997:175. 
692 Clytemnestra is repeatedly blamed for pursuing or even deadly threatening her children, especially Orestes 
in the Attic drama.  



126 
 

Given the frequency of this feature in the scenes portraying female figures as a target 

of violence doomed to death, the bared breast is more an attribute, not just a mere 

convention. It communicates that the women portrayed this way are helpless, without 

protection and doomed to die, it refers to their active or passive negation of the traditional 

female role and, in the case of the trespassers, it also points to their guilt.  

 

3. 3. 3. The Veil in the Punishment scenes 

As stated and shown above, the veil is frequently involved in the scenes of a 

punishment, often billowing over the head of the trespasser in an elegant great curve. It is a 

quite common feature, quite decorative and present in Greek as well as Etruscan and Roman 

art with various meanings depending on the context.  

The close connection with a wedding ceremony endowed the gesture of unveiling 

with obvious erotic expectations and implications. Thus, it was quite naturally linked to the 

scenes of courting, but also to the scenes dealing with more or less enforced divestment, i.e. 

the pursuit or rape (e.g. that of Europa riding the bull) (Pl. LXXXI).693 

The punishment scenes, however, are not such a case – as has been stated, 

intentional erotic connotations of unveiling or baring the breast seem to be out of the 

question. Moreover, while the billowing veil is quite a common feature in many related 

scenes, in the case of Tarpeia and Dirce it is not a part of a gesture and the women are not 

touching it (Pl. LXXXII). Due to the connotations of the veil with the ramparts of a city and 

the protection of a woman’s modesty and status, the billowing veil apparently refers to a 

loss of protection in a similar way as does a slipping dress baring female chests. The fact that 

Tarpeia actually did let the enemy into the City walls is in this context quite an interesting 

and ironic detail. Of course, it may also refer to the emotions of Tarpeia and indicate a panic 

and her horror, as well as her gesture itself.  

Tapeia with cloak billowing above her head on the Basilica Aemilia frieze and Dirce on 

the Etruscan sarcophagi have also close parallel in the figure identified as Paris being 

discovered in Priam’s palace, frequent on the Etruscan sarcophagi694 – in his case, I guess, 

the robe seems to be related to his revelation as Priam’s son.  

 

                                                           
693 LIMC Europe I 155 onward.  
694 Maggiani – Rampazzo – Vela 2012: cat. nos. 74–84, 89, 96–97.  
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Wedding  

The close connection of the veil with rituals of passage has been mentioned already. 

Despite the unveiling having many different meanings, a slight possibility still remains that 

the iconography of Tarpeia on the Basilica Aemilia frieze could have been influenced also by 

bridal, or technically ‘bridal’ scenes – iconography of virgins dying before their marriage was 

usually present with wedding symbolism. In the case of Antigone, Iphigenia, Polyxena and 

others, the parallels with the death of a virgin and marriage to Hades are repeatedly recalled 

by the ancient authors as well as visual artists.695  

Tarpeia was not a married woman; she was a virgin too, and according to some 

sources, even a Vestal one. Thus, since the veil is so closely linked to the wedding ceremony, 

the possibility of even a bridal connotation should not be totally omitted. 

This interpretation might be justified not only by Tarpeia’s fantasizing of marrying 

Tatius in Propertius´s poem,696 but also by the very words of the Sabine king before her 

murder: ‘nube’ ait ‘et regni scande cubile mei!’697 Since the veil features in the scene on the 

Basilica Aemilia frieze, it is interesting that the Latin nubere – besides the connotations with 

clouds698 – stands not only for marrying, but literally for ‘veiling oneself’.699 

In the Roman culture, the yellow700 bridal veil – flammeum – and its removal were 

also important parts of the wedding ceremony.701 According to Festus, the bride was 

wrapped in the flammeum as a good omen, a symbol of constancy and fidelity.702 It was 

apparently a large piece of clothing covering the upper part of the body.703  

                                                           
695 Grossman 2001:38. On the associations, closeness and seeming similarities between the wedding and 
funeral see the brilliant analysis by Ferrari 2002:190–194 who recognizes in them inverted rituals. Mayo 
1973:220. also refuses the chthonic significance of the unveiling gesture and considers it a means of revealing 
the relationship between male and female figures. 
696 Prop. 4.4: ...commissas acies ego possum solvere: nuptae vos medium palla foedus inite mea. Adde 
Hymenaee modos, tubicen fera murmura conde: credite, vestra meus molliet arma torus. (Married, I can 
dissolve the armies that are engaged: enter into a treaty between you by means of my matron's gown. 
Hymenaeus, add your measures! Bugler, put up your untamed blasting! Have faith, my marriage-bed will soften 
your weapons.)  
697 Prop. 4.4. Marry, and mount my kingdom's bed!  
698 Varro De Ling. Lat. 5.71. 
699 Levine 1995:100. 
700 For discussion on the colour see e.g. Hersch 2010:96–98. 
701 La Follette 2001:55–56.  
702 Festus 79.23L. La Follette 2001:56. 
703 La Follette 2001:56. 
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The name seems to suggest even the flame of the hearth704 – another allusion to 

Vesta. Since the hairstyle of Tarpeia on the Basilica Aemilia frieze is not that of a bride – the 

interpretation of her billowing veil as a flammeum remains quite illusive. However, there are 

contextual allusions to a wedding on the Basilica Aemilia frieze. The adjacent slab portrays 

the Rape of the Sabine women; the slab on the right from the Punishment, showing four 

completely veiled women with their heads covered and lowered, is sometimes also 

interpreted as a wedding. Thus, Tarpeia with her bared breast and billowing mantle presents 

a perfect transition between the violently disrobed female bodies and the fully veiled ones, 

between the girls and the matrons, a ‘passage’ indeed! Her very position at least thus has 

some Vestal connotations since the Vestal virgins were considered to be a stage 

permanently stuck between the brides and matrons.705  

If the women on her right of the Punishment are the same Sabines as on the left slab 

– and there is hardly any reason why they should not be considered so even if the scene 

does not present a wedding – we are watching an impressive contrast. The Sabine women 

being abducted are shown with their hair loose and their breasts also exposed, but their 

nudity of a pursuit is definitely intended to be erotic. Also, the veil of an abducted Sabine 

woman on the farthest right replicates the shape of that of Tarpeia – however, in contrast 

with Tarpeia, it seems to be a part of the girl´s own active gesture, a common feature of 

panic especially in the scenes of rape and it might be even interpreted as a prelude to her 

real oncoming wedding with her Roman abductor.  

The cloaks of the Romans pursuing their victims are also billowing behind them 

creating a bow and apparently indicating their fast motion. The mantle of Tarpeia, however, 

is another case since her figure is static. Thus, her veil as well as the veil of the Sabine girl on 

the farthest left correspond indicating a loss of protection and safety. In the case of the 

Sabine girl, the meaning is amplified with erotic allusion to her oncoming wedding, in the 

case of Tarpeia it might symbolically point to her impending death.  

The billowing veil above the head of Tarpeia is completely missing on the denarii of 

Titurius Sabinus. However, on the coins of Turpilianus, she seems to be wearing one on her 

head and despite – as far as I know – it not having been paid attention as of yet, it does not 

seem to be just an ordinary piece of wardrobe.  

                                                           
704 La Follette 2001:56. 
705 Parker 2004:566.  
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3. 3. 4. Tarpeia as a Vestal  

On many specimens of this type of Turpilianus’ denarii, Tarpeia’s hair, divided by a 

parting in the middle of the top of the head, is flowing down lacking the dramatic and 

dynamic waves of Titurius’ Tarpeia, though on some specimens, individual locks of ruffled 

hair are indicated by incised fine lines.  

However, on a variant of the same type,706 the covering of Tarpeia’s head is rendered 

as a In a similar way, the veiled head of Anchises is treated on the denarii of Caesar (Pl. 

XCI)707 and elsewhere in minor arts.708 That his veil is much longer than that of Tarpeia, 

perhaps being part of his mantle, is clearly visible on some specimens.   

Since the cover of Tarpeia’s head apparently ends at the level of her shoulders – at 

least no elongation is visible behind the figure nor under her raised arms – I guess it may be 

a typical part of a Vestal’s wardrobe – the suffibulum – a square white shoulder-length veil 

with purple border usually pinned below the chin with a brooch.709 During sacrifices the 

suffibulum was covered by the pallae and thus not visible, which is the case of the majority 

of the surviving portraits of the Vestals.710 However, it is unambiguously attested by literary 

sources and clearly visible not only on the portrait statue in the Museo Altemps (Pl. 

LXXXVI),711 but also on the reliefs from the Sorrento base, the relief from Palermo and the 

Banqueting Vestals Relief and perhaps also on the Ara Pacis (Pl.LXXXVII).712  

Moreover, on the same discussed specimens of denarii, I guess that Tarpeia even 

seems to wear another typical insignia of the Vestal status – the infula – a band of fabric 

wrapped like a turban around the head and fixed by other ribbons – the vittae713 (Pl. LXXXIV–

LXXXV) – that make her face strikingly elongated (Pl. LXXXVIII–XC). Since this feature is 

evident on all specimens of this coin type, I assume that the variant of Tarpeia wearing the 

                                                           
706 We are apparently dealing with two variants of the type.  
707 RRC 458/1.  
708 E.g. gem LIMC I Aineias no. 105.  
709 Festus Gloss. Lat. 474, 475, Dragendorf 1896:285; Martini 1997:488; L. La Follette 2001:57; Gallia 2014:228; 
Lindner 2015:102–103.  
710 Lindner 2015:141 n. 32.  
711 For a catalogue of Vestal portraits see Lindner 2015:160–161. 
712 DiLuzio 2016:171–172; Holliday 1990:553. 
713 Mekacher 2008:44. On the meaning of vittae as a mark of chastity see e.g. Gallia 2014:243. Despite the fact 
that, as an unchaste Vestal, Tarpeia should probably not be wearing them anymore, I believe the headbands 
are used to remember her Vestal status by characteristic head-gear. Moreover, the punishment of Tarpeia by 
the Sabines is, of course, no ritual execution of a Vestal.  
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unique insignia of the Vestals must have been the original one before it was subsequently 

and quite quickly – if not even on purpose – suppressed and replaced. Although such a rapid 

degeneration of the original coin image owing to different die engravers and perhaps their 

misunderstanding of some specific details714 – must have passed during a quite short period 

of time – the mere one year the triumvir monetalis held his office – such a process was no 

exception. Quite a similar case is e.g. the denarii of P. Accoleius Lariscolus715 portraying the 

cult statue of the triple Diana Nemorensis in her sanctuary in Aricia716 whose original and 

quite specific appearance on the coins was significantly altered, reduced and confused 

during no less short a period of time.717  

Despite a few surviving Vestal portraits showing it, the suffibulum must have been a 

perfect piece of cloths to communicate Tarpeia’s Vestal status on the coins. It was easily 

distinct as well as discernible on this tiny type of medium and, moreover, the suffibulum was 

the only exclusive Vestal piece of dress that was not linked to any other social status, i.e. 

matrons or brides, in contrast to the vittae or the hairstyle itself connected also with 

matrons and brides718 and infula with other priests.719  

Owing to the gesture of her raised arms on the Titurius denarii, the suffibulum is not 

fastened on Tarpeia’s chest as is customary on Vestal reliefs or the Palazzo Altemps portrait. 

Nevertheless, this state corresponds with her situation also on a symbolic level: the veil of 

the perfidious Vestal is depicted as drawn apart signalling that she had parted from her 

sacred status by her treachery.  

Thus, in this case, the covered head of Tarpeia seems to refer to her already 

discussed status of a Vestal Virgin (see chapter 1). By stressing the Vestal status of Tarpeia, 

her terrible quilt is – again – intensified since the Vestal Virgins were considered the very 

embodiments and guarantees of the safety of Rome.  

Considering that the veil was linked to decent women, it would be quite 

inappropriate and even surprising to portray Tarpeia in such a way. However, if I am right 

that she is wearing a suffibulum and infula on the denarii of Turpilianus, her appearance is in 

accord with her Vestal status.  

                                                           
714 Especially if we assume that the engravers were not necessarily Romans.  
715 RRC 486/1.  
716 Alföldi 1960.  
717 For more details see Militký – Vacinová 2018:53–55. 
718 Moreover, the hairstyle was the same as for the brides.  
719 Wildfang 2006:16. 
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3. 3. 5. Conclusion  

If I am correct in identifying the Greek iconographic models of the Punishment of 

Tarpeia, the meaning of a traitress’ veil billowing above her head on the Basilica Aemilia 

frieze must have also been taken from the Greek visual vocabulary.  

Given that the veil is a marker of modest honourable women endowed with αἰδώς, it 

is perfectly clear – and in full accordance with their bared breasts – that none of the female 

trespassers is portrayed as such. Their veils, together with their modesty and moral integrity, 

are leaving them, or more properly, they are already gone leaving their guilt fully exposed. 

On the Titurius coins and the related variant of the Turpilianus denarii the veil is not even 

depicted, its absence might perhaps indicate the same conclusion.  

Given the polyvalence of veil in the visual arts, it might be also argued that Tarpeia on 

the Basilica Aemilia frieze as well as Dirce on the related Etruscan relief urns are seeking for 

shelter under their billowing mantles in a similar way as some Niobids do in the visual arts. 

The expression of horror and despair, common in the scenes of abductions and other 

moments of excited emotions mentioned above, might also be a possible explanation, 

adequate to the liminal situation the trespasser is experiencing.  

However, neither Tarpeia nor Dirce are actually touching their veils. Their hands are 

empty, palms opened – their gestures have nothing to do with their dress and its meaning 

will be discussed later. Thus, while in the case of Europa and other ‘forced brides’ we are 

facing an active manipulation with the veil, whatever its meaning is, in the case of traitresses 

the veil seems to be not a part of a gesture, but another attribute endowed with different 

meaning, quite consistent with the meaning of a divested breast analysed above.  

In consequence, since Tarpeia does not manipulate her veil in any way, her posture 

may hardly be considered part of an epiphany of a deity, as I have argued before already. 

Still, the billowing veil presents a quite noticeable and dynamic element intensifying the 

pathos and excitation of the punishment scenes.  
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3. 4. Hair  

Hair was not only a gender and age marker in ancient in Greece720 as well as Rome721 

– it was also an important indicator of social status as well as ethnicity, age or even 

profession.722  

Generally speaking, long hair has clear associations with strength and fertility of both 

genders and consequently with sexuality. The hair of a sexually mature woman was 

considered a source of generative vitality.723 Such power, however, cannot be left 

uncontrolled. 724 Thus, the hair of a married woman had to be appropriately kempt, dressed 

and veiled symbolizing a taming of a shrew and a sign of feminine transformation in 

marriage.725  

On the contrary, the hair of girls and parthenoi726 remained generally unbound and 

unveiled. Since the unbound hair was also a sign of a prostitute or a maenad,727 it clearly 

reflected the status of a not subjugated, often unmarried – for any reason – female728 that 

does not conform to the expectations of proper womanhood.729  

These social conventions were shared across the ancient Mediterranean.730 It is 

hardly surprising that the female trespassers in general do not show their heads combed and 

well arranged. Since they are lacking the veil – another symbol of a cultivated honest woman 

– the state of their hair is usually clearly visible (unless the head is also lacking, as e.g. in the 

case of Dirce from the Farnese group).  

There are a lot of possibilities – practical as well as symbolic – how to explain this 

feature. Their dishevelled tresses may be caused by fast movements or the violence the 

woman is supposedly subjected to; they may also be considered a sign of desperation and 

terror as well as a traditional expression of grief. Besides these emotional indicators, the 

dishevelled hair reminds one of that of the maenads especially.731  

                                                           
720 Lee 2015:72.  
721 Bartman 2001:2.  
722 Levine 1995:80.  
723 Levine 1995:91–92; La Follette 2001:60.  
724 Lee 2015:81.  
725 Levine 1995:85.  
726 Oakley – Sinos 1993:14; Masters 2012:73. 
727 Arist. Lys. 1308–1313. Carson 1990:152; Lee 2015:72. However, as Lee points out, on the Attic vases the 
hetairai usually share the hair style with married women.  
728 On unmarried women as a part of wilderness and undomesticated man-hating animals see Carson 1990:144. 
729 Masters 2012:73. 
730 Levine 1995.  
731 Warden 1978; Janan 2000:76.  
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The dishevelled hair of Dirce may refer to the meanadic background of the whole 

story.732 Such Bacchic allusions are quite plentiful in many depictions.733 Reference to 

maenadism reflects an insane delusion apparently in a more general way, as implies 

Propertius’ simile of Tarpeia to a Bacchant.734  

However, the hair of Tarpeia differs fundamentally on other depictions. It seems to 

be surprisingly cut quite short on the Basilica Aemilia frieze, with trimmed locks framing her 

face. The cutting of hair – quite a radical act – was generally related to the rites of 

passage.735 The most definite one – death – was associated also with the tearing of the hair 

of the mourners,736 the restrictions regarding the arrangement of hair during mourning are 

quite usual not only in the Classical cultures. Trimming of hair related to wedding rituals was 

practised in archaic Rome as well as e.g. in Sparta. All these associations might more or less 

resonate with the story of Tarpeia; however, they are too remote to be the case. None the 

more plausible is the association with permanent short hair of female slaves.737  

Thus, it seems the possible explanations are – again – narrowed down to symbolic 

associations between hair and female sexuality.738 To portray Tarpeia wearing short hair 

might be related to the lack of her femininity in a similar way as the baring of a breast 

discussed above.  

The possibility that Vestal Virgins also wore short hair, though abhorrent to the 

literary sources, has been doubted739 despite at least one Vestal – on the Cancelleria relief – 

being portrayed unveiled and with short hair with infula wrapped around her forehead and 

vittae hanging down on her shoulder. However, there is no indication of any Vestal 

attributes of Tarpeia on the Basilica Aemilia frieze.  

As for the female trespassers in the Greek art, interestingly enough, Clytemnesta as 

well as the sleeping Erinyes are sometimes wearing short hair (Pl. LXVI; XCII.1). Another 

                                                           
732 On the bacchic dimension of the whole story see e.g. Seaford 1990:84; Heger 1986:642; Andreae 1993:119.  
733 E.g. the monument with a statue of Dionysus on the fresco from Casa of Iulius Polybius (Leach 1986:159), 
group of the dancing satyrs and maenads in the background on the painting from the Casa del Menandro; 
thyrsos, bell and tambourine tossed in the foreground and maenad sweeping in front of Erinys on the vase by 
the Underworld Painter; thyrsos and cista mystica on the Farnese group; thyrsus on the fresco from Casa di 
Marinaio; statue of Dionysus with a statue of dancing maenad on the Naxian breastplate.  
734 Prop. 4.4.71–72. On the passage see more recently Janan 2000:76–78.  
735 Levine 1995:85–87. 
736 Lee 2015:74–75.  
737 Lee 2015. 
738 Lee 2015:81.  
739 La Follette 2001:59–60; Lindner 2015:107–108; DiLuzio 2016:160–161. 
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traitress, Medea, until now unmentioned since, despite being a traitress, she escapes a 

punishment – is also depicted wearing dishevelled short hair on the eponymous and other 

Roman sarcophagi especially (Pl. XCII.2).740 Interestingly enough, Dirce on the Etruscan 

funerary urn in Berlin – the closest parallel to Tarpeia from the Basilica Aemilia frieze – is the 

same case (Pl. XCII.3). No less noticeable is the short hair-cut of Electra from the late 

Hellenistic group by Menelaos (Pl. XCII.4). In her case, the short hair is undoubtedly related 

to mourning; however, it also clearly refers – as does her whole appearance – to her 

manliness and lack of femininity, though presented as positive features in this case.741 Since 

the traitresses are also generally considered to be unfeminine – their exposed breasts seem 

just to emphasize their lack of womanliness, I guess their short hair may be explained in this 

way.  

Interestingly enough, the dead wife of the Ludovisi Gaul committing suicide seems to 

be the nearest parallel to the hair of Tarpeia from the Basilica Aemilia frieze, the hair of the 

dead Penthesileia742  from the Hellenistic group with Achilles743(Pl. XCIII.2) also resembles 

her strongly.744 This brings us to the supposed barbarization of Tarpeia on the coins noticed 

by Kueter.745  

Besides the variant of Turpilianus’ coins presenting Tarpeia – in my opinion – as a 

Vestal, other denarii of the same type portray Tarpeia with dishevelled ragged locks divided 

by a distinct parting in the middle of the top of her head. On the Titurius denarii, Tarpeia´s 

head is constantly uncovered and her hair flowing around her head seems to be also more or 

less longer than on the Basilica Aemilia frieze – depending on the die. Given the apparent 

absence of any hairstyle, any further considerations regarding the Vestals’ intricate and 

carefully ordered hairstyle seem to be definitely out of the question.  

                                                           
740 Cf. LIMC VI Medeia nos. 51, 55–58.  
741 On manliness of Electra see e.g. Penrose 2016:34–38; King 2012:396.  
742 Including the pose on her knees and bared breast, the presence of an enemy, who killed her, but the context 
is different and of course, the body is dead.  
743 LIMC I Achilleus 746. We do not know much about the hair of the Amazons. Being notorious warriors, they 
usually hide it under their helmets in the visual arts. Quite interestingly, it is usually defeated or surrendering 
Amazons that are portrayed bare headed – wearing a loose hair – sometimes long, unbound and flowing, 
sometimes short. The imagery of the Amazons is quite varied, thus, the short hair, despite occurring, is 
definitely no characteristic feature or marker of an Amazon. The most notorious statues of Wounded Amazons 
are wearing long hair tied at the back.  
744 And the arrangement of the locks might resemble some Roman Medusas, but it is too short and thus too far 
from the swirling snake locks of Gorgons, or some Erinys – with the same objection.  
745 Welch 2015; Küter 2014:96. 
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In contrast to the Turpilianus coins, the denarii of Titurius portray Tarpeia 

considerably less static, probably pointing to a loss of control and intense emotions. 

Eventually her billowy locks, contrasting with the carefully and strictly arranged hair of the 

Vestals, might be interpreted as a sign of the loss of her alleged Vestal status746 – Gallia 

reminds us of the passage in Ovid’s Fasti747 representing Rheia Silvia being raped by Mars 

while dreaming that her hair got loose from her vittae symbolizing the loss of her chastity.748  

Generally speaking, the baring of hair points also to the absence of a veil. Since the 

veil was so crucial a part of female dress its absence or disarray may also refer to the 

revelation of guilt in the same way as the divested breasts and billowing veils discussed 

above. On both types of coins, loose unkempt and ragged hair fits well with the loss of 

control and it comforms with the mental as well as physical desolation of a punished 

traitress.749 Similarly, Masters explains the unkempt hair of Helen in some scenes by her 

emotional stress.750 The unkempt hair of Althaea751and of Canace,752 both committing 

suicide, are another example.  

All these features correspond very well also with the situation of the defeated 

barbarian women as A. Küter753 has noted. The similarity with other depictions of defeated 

barbarian women on the coins seems undeniable. Tarpeia’s hair on both types of the denarii 

resembles that of the defeated Gallia (Pl. XCIV.1),754 the partially veiled subdued Hispania 

(Pl. XCIV.2),755 Gallic woman under the trophy (Pl. XCIV.3)756 on late Republican denarii or 

subdued Sicily (Pl. XCV).757 On the other hand, the personification of subdued Germania on 

                                                           
746 Providing she was considered as such.  
747 Gallia 2014:234.  
748 Ov. Fast. 3.29–30: ignibus Iliacis aderam, cum lapsa capillis / decidit ante sacros lanea vitta focos (I thought I 
was tending the Trojan flame, and the woollen band slipped from my hair, and fell down, in front of the sacred 
fire.) 
749 Küter 2014:96. 
750 Masters 2012:237.  
751 LIMC Althaia 5–7. 
752 LIMC I Aiolos no. 1.  
753 Küter 2014:96. 
754 On the denarii of Hostilius Saserna RRC 448/3; 48 BC.  
755 RRC 372/2. 81 BC  
756 RRC 468/1; 46/45 BC.  
757 RRC 401/1; RIC I2, no. 310. The issues of Aquilii portraying a collapsing Sicily have been discussed above in 
the previous chapter. The later one is contemporary with the denarii of Turpilianus and the way of portraying 
two female characters in a very similar situation is remarkably different despite both women being in imminent 
danger – the bare-breasted Sicily on her knees contrasts with modestly dressed Tarpeia (moreover – Sicily is 
being rescued, Tarpeia is doomed). I believe it supports my assumption that Tarpeia is portrayed as a Vestal on 
RIC I2 300.  
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the aurei of Domitian (Pl. XCIII.3)758 also seems to wear short hair, as well as the captured 

Gallia on the Primaporta breastplate. The wife of the Ludovisi Gaul has been mentioned 

above. Despite her hair being distinctively shorter, all these cases seem to point to the 

rather barbarian look of Tarpeia’s hair.759 

Quite interestingly, according to Linfert, Dirce from the Rhodian group could have 

been portrayed as a Gallic woman with her hair dishevelled and loose. His suggestion is 

supported by two other depictions of Dirce’s punishment760 and by his assumption that the 

Rhodian group was originally designed as a memorial to the most celebrated act of the 

Attalids – the victory over the Galatians.761  

If Linfert is correct in identifying Dirce as an allegory of a barbarian woman, her 

disarranged hair could directly explain that of Tarpeia and it would support my assumption 

that Tarpeia´s image was derived from the model of Dirce which seems to be more plausible 

than the barbarian model.  

Thus, the barbarian contribution to the imagery of Tarpeia might seem to be 

confirmed, however, the fact that the hair of other trespassers is sometimes represented in 

very similar manner, brings a serious problem. Unless we suppose that the female 

trespassers were conventionally portrayed as barbarians, the question arises as to what 

extent it is appropriate to label this hairstyle as ‘barbarian’. While in the case of the Amazons 

or Medeia it is perfectly acceptable, it is hard to imagine that Clytemnestra or Electra should 

have been depicted as aliens.  

The short hair of these women points more than anything else to their otherness – 

they simply look different, opposite to what ‘our’ homely honourable women look like. Thus, 

perhaps another – more general – label or epithet – e.g. ‘defeated’, ‘devastated’ or ‘female 

losers)’ would be more appropriate.  

 
  

                                                           
758 RIC II Domitianus 699. RIC IIDomitianus 325. 
759 Another later parallel including a divested breast is the personification of Thracia on a marble relief from 
Hadrianeum in Rome (LIMC Thracia 2). Judaea, quite surprisingly, is portrayed fully veiled and mourning, in 
contrast to Germania with a fully bared chest and short hair on the Domitianus aurei (RIC Domitian II 699).  
760 A fragment of marble group found in Villa Patrizi in Rome from the end of the 2nd century AD (LIMC 39) and 
the Naples cameo (LIMC 27). 
761 Linfert 1976:87. Heger 1986:643. For more see chap. III. 
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3. 5. Gestures 

Nonverbal behaviours such as gestures, posture and face-play are essential for the 

creating of a narrative.762 The general absence of facial expressions763 in the Greek visual arts 

made the importance of gestures exceedingly important.764 Interestingly, some gestures do 

not show gender differences – e.g. alarm as a reaction to erotic pursuit.765 Generally, 

however, women are more usually depicted showing a lack of self-control – and of 

sophrosyne in the visual arts.766  

However, much like in the case of the veil, the gestures are also tightly fixed to a 

particular situation and their interpretation is tightly dependant on the context. In this 

respect, the famous cylix crater by the Dokimasia Painter in Boston,767 full of excited 

emotions and gesticulation is a perfect and eloquent example (Pl. XCVI): on the one side it 

bears the scene of the murder of Agamemnon, on the second one the revenge of Orestes is 

depicted – the killer Aegisthus becomes himself a victim. However, Electra is present in both 

scenes standing on the same spot, wearing the same dress arranged in the same way and 

she stands in almost an identical position – save the gesture of one hand. Watching the 

murder of her father, she makes an apparently desperate and very probably supplicating 

gesture extending her right hand towards Aegisthus, her left hand is also raised, not 

outstretched, but slightly bent with her palm opened signalling to stop – in almost the same 

manner as later in the case of Dirce on the Etruscan sarcophagi or Tarpeia on the Basilica 

Aemilia frieze.  

On the second side of the crater, her gesture must be totally opposite – of assent and 

exhortation, however, it is just the position of her left hand that changes, the right is, 

however, hardly supplicating.  

Examining the gestures of Tarpeia’s arms, they are outspread wide and symmetrical 

on the coins. Thanks to the surviving palm of her right arm we can restore the gesture of 

both hands, however fragmentary the right part of Tarpeia´s body on the Basilica Aemilia 

frieze is.  The position of her left on 4 o´clock and the right hand on 10 o´clock seems to be 

mirror-inverted copy of the gesture of Dirce on the Etruscan urn in Berlin (Pl. LXXXIII) as well 

                                                           
762 Clark 2003:130–131.  
763 Save notorious exceptions as non-human creatures and some Hellenistic works.  
764 McNiven 2007:85.  
765 McNiven 2007:92.  
766 On women‘s duty and the incapability of sophrosyne see Carson 1990:142.  
767 MFA Boston 63.1246 
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as on the fresco from the Columbarium of the Villa Pamphili and from Casa del Argo. Panic 

or resignation – all these emotions fit well with the situation of both executed women. 

Carettoni defines this motion of Tarpeia on Basilica Aemilia frieze as un gesto di 

rassegnato fatalismo,768 and aperta offerta, non di raccolta difesa.769 Furuhagen consideres 

it to be display of horror and despair.770 Picard describes the movement of Tarpeia as geste 

de détresse.771 

However, given the desperate situation and the demeanour of other trespassers, the 

most natural explanation of her gesture would be that of supplication. Dirce and Dolon, the 

assumed models for the depiction of Tarpeia’s executions, are definitely begging for mercy 

when possible. The original position of Dirce’s arms in the Farnese group is not clear, 

however, there are basically just two possibilities – less plausible being active defence or 

more plausible being passive pleading with touching the knees of the youths, attested also 

on the relief from Naxos. On the Etruscan sarcophagi she is supplicating from a distance. 

Dolon usually presents an almost exemplary act of supplication, kneeling and touching 

Ulysses’ knees and chin, and the gesture in many variants is abundant elsewhere in the 

visual arts as well as literary sources in many situations dealing with a state of utmost 

danger.  

 

3. 5. 1. Supplication  

The act of supplication as a means of social interrelation affording the opportunity to 

avert imminent danger and someone’s life by placating the aggressor was of great 

importance in the Greek myth as well as in reality.772 As such, a plea for sparing a victim’s life 

fits quite naturally also in the iconography of a punishment.  

According to McNiven, supplication was considered the most extreme gesture of fear, 

desperate acknowledgement of one’s own weakness – thus, it is mostly the ‘others’ – 

women, foreigners and monsters portrayed as supplicating, whereas adult males pleading 

would be considered cowards.773 However, despite the notorious suppliants Dolon or 

                                                           
768 Carettoni 1961:29.  
769 Carettoni 1961:31. 
770 Furuhagen 1961:142. 
771 Picard 1957:182. 
772 Comprehensive survey of Greek and Roman cases of supplication mentioned in literary sources counting a 
wide range of mythological as well as historical acts of pleading is presented by Naiden 2006. 
773 McNiven 2000a:83–90. 
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Aegisthus hardly being paragons of bravery, the literary sources are abundant with 

mythological as well as historical examples showing even the gods and heroes as well as 

prominent men supplicating.774 A confession of one’s vulnerability and defeat, though 

desperate, was apparently just a statement of an obvious fact, hardly a detriment to honour 

as McNiven believes.775  

Nevertheless, extending arms in supplication might have been considered unmanly776 

and it prevails, indeed, in the case of women in the visual arts. It is hardly surprising since 

women in general are physically disadvantaged when confronted with men, the category of 

foreigners was also extremely vulnerable – Ulysses was supplicating quite often on his way 

home.  

An act of supplication comprised of a combination of a relatively wide range of 

movements, gestures and formulas as well. Their apparent variability implies there was 

hardly one consistent obligatory model of the operation,777 however, the raising of arms 

seems to be a constant and crucial part of pleading.  

McNiven in his analysis on children’s behaviour in the Attic vase painting778 mentions 

among others the instinctive gesture of babies stretching hands towards adults in an effort 

to be picked up to safety. Despite a little later dealing also with a gesture of supplication,779 

he does not go so far as to make a link between them. Neither Gould nor even Naiden 

introduced the question of the very origin of the supplication gesture although Naiden even 

records examples of children’s supplication780 in his precise and very detailed analysis of the 

topic. However, the affinity between a baby’s gesture and the gesture of supplication is 

apparent and certainly closer than parallels from animal ethology.781 Both gestures are 

definitely reactions to an imminent danger (however subjective in the case of a child), 

expressions of anxiety and fear, confessions of subordination, vulnerability and dependence, 

and appeals for protection and rescue.  

The supplication often includes physical contact – touching or embracing the knees, 

touching of a chin of the supplicated person. These are, basically, also gestures of an 

                                                           
774 See Naiden’s extensive survey on supplication on the Greek and Roman literary sources.  
775 McNiven 2000a:77.  
776 Naiden 2006:51–52.  
777 Gould 1973. 
778 McNiven 2007.  
779 McNiven 2007:92.  
780 Naiden 2006:52–55.  
781 Burkert 1982:44–45.  
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obtrusive child seeking protective arms. The supplicating person is lying or kneeling – it is 

certainly a humiliating movement, however, technically it is a diminution to the level of a 

child – definitely more powerless and harmless than his adversary. Other explanations seem 

problematic since the supplicated person apparently takes a considerable risk by allowing 

the petitioner to touch his unprotected and quite sensible, even intimate parts.782 Finally, if a 

suppliant is successful, he is taken by the hand and picked up by the supplicated person.783 

Thus, the whole act of supplication seems to copy the process of a child seeking for elevation 

to safety, though I am not asserting that supplication is – at least consciously – an imitation 

of a child’s behaviour.  

Naiden recognizes four successive steps in the whole act of supplication, for the 

subject of this thesis, however, only the second one – the very gesture of supplication – is 

relevant.  

There are several forms of physical contact between the suppliant and supplicated 

person. It is, however, the knees of the supplicated person that are referred to by the very 

term for supplication – gounomai and its other variants. Touching them is linked exclusively 

with the supplication.784 The raising of one’s arm/s is a typical mark of a plea for rescue, 

especially in cases when the supplicating person is not at a suitable distance from his/her 

adversary.  

In the scenes of a punishment the supplicating victim is usually crouching or kneeling 

with raised or extended hands. Despite this position possibly being considered a result of 

preceding violent treatment or other circumstances, given its universality and since it is 

always replenished with other gestures of plea, it apparently belongs to the more complex 

traditional act of supplication.  

Thus, despite Tarpeia not touching any Sabine on the Basilica Aemilia frieze and 

probably not even on the Titurius coins, it is quite tempting to explain her arms stretched 

towards the attackers (if present) also as a supplication. Physical contact is not necessary 

and, technically, it is even impossible: the Sabines are throwing their shields on Tarpeia, 

stuck amidst the shields that she cannot escape not even move towards them and they are 

standing out of her reach.  

                                                           
782 Burkert´s interpretation (Burkert 1982) of the gesture of touching the knees of the supplicated person as an 
appeal to sit and relax seem hardly acceptable. Cf. Gould 1973:76–77.  
783 Naiden´s fourth and last step of the whole process of a supplication. Naiden 2006:106–162. 
784 Gould 1973:76.  
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However, there is a serious obstruction to such an interpretation in all three types of 

the depiction. Despite her arms being directed towards the attackers, her whole body 

remains strictly frontal and she is not looking at her executioners but straight to the viewer. 

The effect is quite impressive and disturbing; however, the absence of any form of contact 

with the adversary seriously contradicts the practice of the supplication. The warriors are 

fully preoccupied by Tarpeia, but she seems almost to ignore them on the Basilica Aemilia 

frieze. On the Titurius denarii, she might be touching them, however, it is not the knees her 

hands are pointing to. Perhaps the gesture suggests the touching of a chin, however, 

supplication to two persons at once is unattested and highly improbable. Still, she is not 

looking at them. The attackers are even missing on the coins of Turpilianus and there is 

technically no one to supplicate to. Since their shields are present and Tarpeia is still alive, 

the viewer is perfectly aware what moment of the story he is watching, however, the 

position of Tarpeia’s body remains confusing.   

We might argue that were her plea directed towards one of the Sabines, the 

symmetry of the composition would have been seriously disturbed. However, Dolon, despite 

the basic scheme of his scene being the same, is depicted wholly turned to Ulysses and 

entirely focused on him touching his knees and stretching the arm to his chin on the gems.  

At any rate, the visual contrast between a frontal Tarpeia and the Sabines depicted in 

profile is striking. It is the observer she looks at, breaking thus the boundary – that is what 

the trespassers do – between her story and the viewer’s reality.  

The frontal depiction of a human figure was never wasted in the Greek relief 

sculpture and vase painting. It is generally a privilege of Medusa, who is always depicted en 

face, eventually other non-human beings including the Satyrs or some deities were 

portrayed in this way785 – hence the supposed apotropaic function of the frontal depiction.  

However, despite us not knowing about the Greek wall painting, on Roman frescoes 

the frontality of the central character seems to be almost an obligation without any 

apotropaic or even epiphanic associations.  

At all events, it is especially the victims of violence who are portrayed frontally,786 

many of them including their face, though usually not in so symmetric a composition as 

                                                           
785 Mackay 2001:, On frontal faces in vase painting most recently Hedreen 2017.  
786 Korshak 1987, Frontisi-Ducroux 1989!! XEROX HAVE!!, Mackay 2001. 
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Tarpeia is depicted. Besides Dirce, the nearest parallel both contentual as well as visual is the 

death of Pentheus, presented originally in the very same room in the Casa dei Vettii.787  

The closest parallel to the figure of Tarpeia on the Turpilianus coins is, however, none 

of the earlier depictions of her story, but the figure of the supplicating Antigone on the relief 

Homeric bowl in Halle (Pl. XCVII).788 

The intensity of the frontal look is best illustrated by the terracotta plaque from the 

end of the 7th century BC Gortys with the murder of Agamemnon (Pl. XXIX.1).789 The king, 

still sitting on his throne, is attacked from both sides – in fact, the composition portraying a 

lowered victim flanked by two standing attackers reminds us of the basic scheme of a 

punishment despite it lacking its symmetry of gestures. Despite their bodies being depicted 

in profile, the heads of all three figures are portrayed frontally gazing right at the beholder, 

not at each other, with astounding effect. Here, also, a liminal moment is depicted. The 

emotional impact is considerable (for a later example cf. e.g. the figure of a deceased youth 

on the Ilissos stele)790 and must have been even more impressive, providing that the power 

of gaze was stronger and less passive for an ancient beholder.791  

The Punishment of Tarpeia is a moral exemplum and as such there is usually a 

message it has to communicate – as will be discussed in the last chapter. Thus, the 

emotional impact of the scene is crucial and has to be as forceful as possible. It is no longer 

just an illustration of a story. It has to excite anxiety and an emotional as well as a rational 

response in the viewer.  

Last but not least, the frontal figure was also an important and accentuating element 

in terms of the visual continuity of the whole frieze. Unfortunately, we do not know whether 

Tarpeia was the only figure on the Basilica Aemilia reliefs depicted this way...  

At all events, watching the figures displayed and acting in profile, we are just 

uninvolved observers. A frontally depicted figure establishes a visual exchange and a direct 

relationship with us. It is visual as well as emotional interruption and disturbance. Using such 

                                                           
787 Schefold 1952: 142. On the theme of the frescoes in the Theban room and elsewhere see e.g. Brilliant 
1984:78–81 including references on other literature.  
788 LIMC I, Antigone p. 882, no. 7 with both hands stretched symmetrically above her head.  
789 LIMC I Agamemnon 91. On discussion see Shapiro 1994.   
790 Turner 2015.  
791 Turner 2015.  
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an intensive device,792 the artist lets the figure enter our reality, confronts us and makes us 

take a stand.  

Thus, the frontal depiction of Tarpeia, however impressive, is in accordance with 

what her scene demands.  

Still, outspread arms extended outward may be considered more universal and less 

formal emotional expressions of horror or alarm, notoriously present especially in the scenes 

of abduction or depictions of even more lethal violence – the examples are plentiful793 and 

the gestures thus quite intelligible. In no less emotional scenes of abduction, alarm is usually 

expressed by the bystanders, usually the companions of the victim, not by the victim herself. 

Running away from the centre of the scene, their arms are outstretched, usually 

asymmetrically.  A shameless expression of fear, a lack of courage – an anandreia – was 

quite acceptable just for the ‘others’ – barbarians, monsters (satyrs), old men (Priam) or 

women, or, again, effeminate males like – to pick the closest example – Aegisthus.794 Dolon, 

as a Trojan, is of course a barbarian; however, he is hardly a splendid and heroic figure even 

in the Iliad.  

In some cases, a raised arm may be considered also a sign of protest, e.g.  in the case 

of Thetis being abducted by Peleus (e.g. the cup by Douris), the empty plain palms may also 

refer to a failure to oppose the event the figure is witnessing or even experiencing as a 

victim. 795 Other possibilities include also less excited emotions of resignation and 

reconciliation.796  

The famous fresco in Pompeii depicts Iphigenia797 being carried by two men, 

however, the upper part of her body is erect and both her arms raised in a gesture of horror 

or supplication – also quite similar to that of Tarpeia.  

 

The inspiration with the Farnese group is also evident. Megarian bowl once in Berlin 

from the 2nd century BC798 portrays Polyxena with both hands above her head and one 

breast divested kneeling between attacking Neoptolemus and the stele of Achilleus. Her 

                                                           
792 On the potential of frontal gaze see Squire 2016.  
793 McNiven 2000a:80. 
794 McNiven 2000b:129–131.  
795 Keuls 1986: 127–132, see e.g.LIMC no. 10 (RF stamnos in Munich 8738); 20 (RF cup by Oedipus Painter);  
796 Carettoni 1961:29. 
797 House of the Tragic Poet (LIMC Iphigeneia no. 38).   
798 LIMC VII Polyxene 433/p. 28. Unpreserved drawing in Courby 1922:308, fig. 60.  
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position reminds that of Tarpeia on the both Roman types of denarii, as well as that of 

Neoptolemus reminds the executioners of Tarpeia. They share also the very same moment 

before the victim´s imminent death.  

 

As already briefly noted, also the exposure of a female breast belongs within the 

means of supplication. It appears as a part of pleading in very specific cases of Clytemnestra 

and Eriphyle in the visual arts – the bared breast has to induce pity, not arouse passion. It 

seems to be, however, quite a specific gesture limited to mothers. The bared female breasts 

with definitely supplicating connotations appear in the scene of the mortal combat of 

Eteocles and Polynices on the Roman sarcophagus799 – Iocasta is depicted kneeling between 

them divesting her whole chest and trying to stop them. Here, as in the scene of Hecuba´s 

plea, it is not the woman herself, but her child who is going to die. The composition 

resembles the Punishment of Tarpeia quite remarkably – a woman kneeling between two 

warriors.  

On the other hand, Polyxena baring her chest is just offering Neoptolemos a suitable 

place to cut; her intention is not to arouse pity nor even anything else.800 There is, of course, 

no maternal association in her gesture. The stripping of Iphigeneia indicated in the 

Agamemnon has been subject to extensive discussion with little definite outcome.801  

Naiden reminds us of the famous Athenaeus anecdote concerning Phryne being 

exposed by her advocate at the court.802 As he points out, her divested chest allegedly did 

not provoke sensual pleasure as we would expect in the case of hetaira, renowned for her 

beauty. It is a pity and dread she induced in her judges. Naiden explains this surprising effect 

by the participation of Phryne in the cult of Aphrodite – as such she was recognized to be the 

favourite of the goddess and thus acquitted.803 

                                                           
799 LIMC Antigone no. 5.  
800 Armstrong – Ratchford 1985:4.  
801 On a detailed interpretation and discussion of this obscure Aeschylus’ passage see e.g. Armstrong – 
Ratchford 1985 with more references. 
802 Ath. Deip. 13.59: ἐκ τῆς ὄψεως αὐτῆς ἐπερρητόρευσεν δεισιδαιμονῆσαί τε ἐποίησεν τοὺς δικαστὰς καὶ τὴν 
ὑποφῆτιν καὶ ζάκορον Ἀφροδίτης ἐλέῳ χαρισαμένους μὴ ἀποκτεῖναι. (...to excite the pity of her judges by the 
sight of her beauty, and inspired the judges with a superstitious fear, so that they were so moved by pity as not 
to be able to stand the idea of condemning to death "a prophetess and priestess of Aphrodite.) 
803 Naiden 2006:101–102.  
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At any rate, the reason for discharging Phryne should remind us again that our 

notions of what is erotic do not necessarily overlap with those of the ancients. In addition, 

her case is undoubtedly also a contribution to the apotropaic power of the naked body.  

The ambiguity and versatility of gestures has been mentioned already and the 

imagery of the Punishment of Tarpeia just confirms that even when the context of the scene 

and the personal situation of individual participants are evident, a plethora of various 

possible explanations of their gestures still remains. More general terms thus seem to be 

appropriate for their description. And it is up to the viewer and his attitudes which one to 

choose, especially when standing to the protagonists face to face – mirroring his situation.  

Considering Tarpeia’s position in the context of conventional imagery of trespassers, I 

still prefer an act of supplication in her case. However, since a similar gesture appears also in 

the scene of Althaea’s suicide (including her bared breast),804 it seems reasonable to explain 

it as a more general and passive gesture of despair and resignation.  

 

3. 6. Facial Expressions  

Since there is generally little place for facial expressions in the Greek visual arts until 

Hellenism, it is usually the gestures that partially supply their function even in such 

emotional scenes as those of a punishment definitely are. Tarpeia´s indifferent look on the 

Basilica Aemilia frieze has already been discussed above and it is in perfect accordance with 

the conventions of the Greek Classical art.   

However, many of the Titurius denarii – as also already stated above – portray 

Tarpeia considerably upset: her eyes and mouth are open wide, in combination with her 

gesture the whole figure is an embodiment of pure horror. Such a rare depiction of emotions 

seems to be intended to compensate for the absence of other figures – without them the 

mood of the scene, based on mere Tarpeia´s gesture, might have remained unclear, – 

eloquent enough, but still hardly unambiguous. In combination with the supposed Vestal 

insignia the figure seems quite impressive.  

It has been also suggested by some scholars, that the staring face of Tarpeia, 

especially on the Turpilianus coins, might be considered also apotropaic – the 

unprecedented expression of horror on some specimens would support this hypothesis. The 

eyes and mouth wide open definitely remind one of the face of Medusa and such a clearly 
                                                           
804 LIMC Althaia 5 and 6 
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declared expression of horror is quite rare in the Greek as well as Roman visual imagery, 

except the gorgoneion or theatre masks.  

 

3. 7. The Means of Execution  

Dealing with the iconography of a punishment, surely the tools of an execution 

should not be omitted. However, while the stabbing weapons are quite a common 

instrument of homicide, the cases of the punishment of Dirce and Tarpeia are quite special 

and unique and at the same time the instruments of their death are essential and 

inseparable parts of the story. An element of an unexpected fatal reversal of a hero’s 

situation and moment of unpleasant surprise is also significant – Tarpeia expecting gold or 

marriage, Dirce designing the terrible death for Antiope.  

The exploitation of the Sabine shields in Tarpeia’s story – a means of protection 

inverted into a murderous weapon is entirely unparalleled, original and quite ironic. 

Whoever the enemy is and whoever Tarpeia is, whatever her intentions are, the shields are 

always present in all versions of the story.  In the visual arts, the pile of shields enclosing the 

traitress apparently became even an attribute of Tarpeia in a way recalling the Christian 

martyrs portrayed with the instruments of their torture. It is so unique and concise that its 

very presence is enough to identify her and the figures of the Sabines became redundant on 

the Turpilianus denarii.  

In a broader sense, however, I assume it is apparently the weapon of choice that may 

fundamentally affect even the general composition of the particular scene.  

In the cases when the stabbing weapon is used, a physical contact between the 

punisher and his victim is needed. Thus, less symmetrical composition is used consisting of 

the aggressor standing always on the right side of the victim and fixing it by his/her left hand 

and eventually also his/her leg. Hence also the relative active effort of the victim to release 

the grasp. The figure of a considerably less active second punisher on the left side of the 

victim is added in these cases to strenghten the notion of a deadlock and the fatality of the 

victim´s situation as well as to maintain the axial symmetry of the iconographic scheme. It is 

the case of the scenes of the human sacrifices (where, however, sometimes the victim 

cannot resist) as well as the classical scenes of punishment. Dirce also belongs here despite 

an actual weapon being missing in her case.  
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On the other hand, when a long or thrusting weapon or another object is used as an 

instrument of punishment, the physical contact between tha characters is needless. In these 

cases (Caeneus, Tarpeia on the Titurius denarii) – the more symmetrical composition 

consisting of two equaly active attackers and their victim is created.  

This is, in my opinion, another reason why consider the case of Caeneus to influence 

the creation of the iconographic scheme of the Punishment of Tarpeia considerably.   

 

3. 8. Conslusion  

3. 8. 1. Traitresses in general  

The imagery of female trespassers and traitresses belongs to the group of scenes 

portraying women under serious threat ending inevitably with their death.  

The combination of various attributes and codes – a kneeling female figure + slipping 

drapery + exposed breast + billowing veil + gesture of supplication/fear + unkempt hair + 

presence of attackers creates a complex image that helps the viewer identify the situation as 

well as the individual figures involved.  

Besides the position of the victim on the ground, usually kneeling frontally, the 

fateful circumstances are indicated especially by the loosened dress of the victim baring her 

breast.   

Since the function of the women’s clothing in Greek visual arts is metaphorically 

extended to the life of the wearer itself, the partial absence of dress and divested breast 

seem to symbolize the loss of protection and subsequent vulnerability and helplessness. 

Considering the above analysed context of a divested breast, I argue it is more an attribute 

than a convention, an indicator that the female trespasser subjected to violence is going to 

die. The absent dress is also a revelation of the terrible guilt that cannot be hidden and also 

contrasts with the unwomanliness of the trespasser, reminding one of her otherness and 

transgression. The associations of bared breast with negation of maternity and the oncoming 

death seem also exemplary, on the other hand, erotic connotations are apparently absent.  

I suggest that at the end of the 5th century BC this feature might have also become an 

attribute of the Amazons expecting their death in fight, however, more detailed analysis 

beyond the scope of this thesis is needed.  
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A brief analysis of the iconography of Helen in the scenes of Ilioupersis also seems to 

be in accord with the assumption that the baring of a breast is referring to a death of a 

traitress and that it is lacking erotic connotations in the visual arts.  

The loosened veil billowing above the head of the trespassers, also present in some 

scenes of a punishment, seems to replicate the basic symbolism of the loosened dress in 

general. The absence or apparent removal of the veil as a marker of a decent modest 

woman clearly seems to imply the lack of such qualities of the traitress. An unveiled 

trespasser is a woman out of control,805 moreover, her exposure is also a symbolic revelation 

of her guilt as well as the lack of their αἰδώς.  

The absent veil combined with the bared breast is a pure act of its disclosure, a 

symbolic revelation of disgrace and shame announcing the blatant immodesty and the crime 

of the traitress far and wide.  

Her public nudity refers to her shameful guilt as well as to the loss of protection and 

absence of any help. Their divestment and dress reminds us of the very crime that cannot be 

hidden from the eyes of gods or the people, it is a manifestation of the offence and at once 

also an explanation and justification of their punishment. An act of exposure reveals the 

truth of the woman’s wicked character.806 The best explanation of both the billowing veil 

above the head of Tarpeia as well as her divested breast seems to give Hermione in the 

Andromache: Bare, clear to the eye and never to be hid are the deeds I have done.807 

The short hair in some cases also seems to point again to the lack of femininity and 

otherness of the trespasser. At all events the hair is unkempt and indicates disorder, an 

anomalous situation.  

As for the weapon of choice, it appears to influence considerably the composition 

depending on the measure of necessary physical contact between the punishers and their 

victim.  

Thus, the iconography of trespassers and traitresses seems to be quite complex and 

points to their otherness, unwomanliness and crimes against the natural order as well as the 

closest kin in particular.  

 

                                                           
805 Carson 1990:160.  
806 Skouroumouni Stavrinou 2016:12.  
807 Eur. Andr. 833–835: τί δὲ στέρνα δεῖ καλύπτειν πέπλοις; δῆλα καὶ ἀμφιφανῆ καὶ ἄκρυπτα δεδράκαμεν 
πόσιν.  

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ti%2F&la=greek&can=ti%2F0&prior=*(ermio/nh
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=de%5C&la=greek&can=de%5C0&prior=ti/
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ste%2Frna&la=greek&can=ste%2Frna0&prior=de/
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=dei%3D&la=greek&can=dei%3D0&prior=ste/rna
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=kalu%2Fptein&la=greek&can=kalu%2Fptein0&prior=dei=
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=pe%2Fplois&la=greek&can=pe%2Fplois0&prior=kalu/ptein
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=dh%3Dla&la=greek&can=dh%3Dla0&prior=pe/plois
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=kai%5C&la=greek&can=kai%5C0&prior=dh=la
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29mfifanh%3D&la=greek&can=a%29mfifanh%3D0&prior=kai/
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=kai%5C&la=greek&can=kai%5C1&prior=a)mfifanh=
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29%2Fkrupta&la=greek&can=a%29%2Fkrupta0&prior=kai/
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=de-&la=greek&can=de-0&prior=a)/krupta
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=dra%2Fkamen&la=greek&can=dra%2Fkamen0&prior=de-
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=po%2Fsin&la=greek&can=po%2Fsin0&prior=dra/kamen
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3. 8 .2 .Tarpeia 

The analysed imagery of Tarpeia is clearly dependent on the Greek imagery of the 

trespassers summarized above.  

However, despite all three types of the depiction of her punishment showing 

remarkable agreement as for the basic iconographic scheme, on the other hand, quite 

substantial differences occur as to the arrangement of Tarpeia’s dress, presence of veil, 

arrangement of her hair and even facial expression.  

The rendering of the figure of Tarpeia on the Basilica Aemilia frieze shows striking 

analogies with that of Dirce on the Etruscan sarcophagi. Especially the visual accents on the 

veil and bared breast are apparently complementary and it is probably no coincidence that 

both features appear together on the Basilica Aemilia freize while on the coins both are 

completely missing. The way Tarpeia is presented on the Basilica Aemilia frieze presents the 

most complex and cogent picture of her as a trespasser and it also most markedly points to 

the original visual inspiration.  

The coin-images seem to adopt just the basic composition scheme of the scene 

without any further details, on the other hand, they involve also remarkable alterations and 

innovations as the depiction of Tarpeia as a Vestal on the variant of Turpilianus’ denarii seem 

to imply.  

Rather surprisingly, the largest diversity is shown by the hairstyles of Tarpeia. One of 

them presumably refers to her Vestal status, another to a loss of control and excited 

emotions and the third apparently to the striking otherness and unwomanliness of the 

traitress.  

If I am right identifying two variants of the Turpilianus denarii portraying Tarpeia as a 

punished traitress and as a Vestal, the moneyer chose to use two totally opposite visual 

concepts of the treacherous figure with quite impressive effect.  

That the Romans were familiar with the imagery of women subjected to violence is 

attested also e. g. by the denarii issued by two of Aqulii Flori and portraying the standing 

warrior – rising half-naked collapsed female personification of Sicilia. The coins of both 

Aquilii (Cos. 71 BC and monetalis 18 BC) are reminders of a glorious deed of their famous 

ancestor Mn. Aquilius (Cos. 101 BC) who ended the slave revolt in Sicily. Their coin-images 

are identical (on the obverse of the later issue the original head of Virtus is replaced by the 

portrait of Augustus – undoubtedly a clever flattery) and the Augustan issue is contemporary 
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with the issues of Turpilianus portraying Tarpeia. Both the schemes originated in the first 

third of the 1st century BC (at least on as coin-images). The difference between rendering 

two desolated female characters subjected to violence is remarkable: the divested kneeling 

Sicily contrasts with the fully dressed figure of Tarpeia on Augustan denarii – I guess it 

supports my assumption that Tarpeia was presented as a Vestal on these issues, however, it 

also confirms that the Romans were quite familiar with the Greek imagery of the fatally 

endangered women from, at least, the beginning of the 1st century BC and that they adopted 

it fully – in contrast to the Etruscan art with apparently different attitudes to human nudity.  
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4. THE PUNISHMENT SCENES AS AN ALLEGORY 

 

…from these you may choose for yourself and for your own state what to imitate, 

from these mark for avoidance what is shameful in the conception and shameful in the result. 

Livy,  

 

There is absolutely no doubt that ...any piece of artwork cannot be sufficiently 

examined without considering its original setting, when known, and purpose which make 

integral and inevitable part of its interpretation.808 The surviving depictions of the 

Punishment of Tarpeia enable one to act on such a demand remarkably well. All belong to 

the public sphere. The setting of the scene on the Basilica Aemilia frieze is unambiguous, 

and no less is its intelligibility – where else could such a monument be more appropriate 

than in the very heart of the public and political life of the very centre of the Roman power. 

Its function was primarily commemorative, reminding one of the legendary history of Rome 

from its very beginning, binding the past and present, presenting the famous deeds of the 

direct predecessors of the viewers, communicating the exempla embodying the Roman 

virtues as well as eventual weaknesses that one should beware of. The possible relation of 

the frieze to the Roman religious calendar as well as other interpretations has been already 

mentioned in the first part of this thesis.  

As for the coins, being struck in thousands and thousands they distributed the image 

of the traitress far and wide, across all the strata of the Roman society and even across its 

borders, the only limit being their intelligibility to the receiver.  

Since the theme of a punishment in general abounds in enormous potential in the 

visual arts as well as in the narrative, the scene of the Punishment of Tarpeia was definitely 

more than a mere part of a mythological story.  

The role of a punishment was discussed already by Plato.809 Its supposed educational 

power may perhaps ‘make better’ the potential perpetrators; however, for the condemned 

ones any hope of correction is hardly expectable given the usual ultimate form of the 

sentence in the ancient times.810 Besides a substantial degree of cruelty, the demonstrative 

                                                           
808 Kousser 2015:115. 
809 Plat. Prot. 324a–c.  
810 On the discussion of the vanity of punishment see Burkert 2009.  
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features of these executions are interesting enough to be mentioned.811 Their public 

performing has parallels in the Achaemenid as well as the Hellenistic and Roman 

environments. On the contrary – in the Greek poleis such a form of punishment occurred 

extremely rarely – and almost exclusively in connection with tyrannies.812  

There is a fundamental split between the reception of a punishment on the 

psychological and emotional level too. While the act of execution is almost implicitly 

associated with feelings of pleasure, satisfaction and relief resulting from the fact that justice 

has been served and order has been restored, its rational acceptance is more complicated, 

even a senselessness of a punishment may emerge.813  

Still, the acts of punishment or their depictions were definitely treated and used as a 

deterrent example, a cautionary tale814 or at least an exemplum or an impulse to 

contemplation in the visual arts as well as in the literature.  

For the latter purpose whole galleries of mythological negative female characters 

were intended. Whole groupings of legendary trespassers were produced in the visual arts 

probably since the Classical times – Bergmann reminds us of the pyxis by Douris815 and 

especially Pausanias’ depiction of the wall painting of Nekyia by Polygnotos at Delphi 

combining pairs of happy and unhappy female lovers.816 These galleries of tragic heroines 

and eventually also their honourable counterparts have become especially popular at least 

during the Hellenistic age and they were definitely abundant in the Roman times as the 

surviving repertoire of the Roman private houses suggest.817 However, they did not portray 

the very act of a punishment and their feeling is more contemplative and far from being 

dramatic, referring to the motive of a punishment just marginally through more or less 

sophisticated details.  

These unjust women are in fact not reduced to abstract concepts as Bergmann 

concludes818 – I guess they actually are more than this – the symbols of the particular 

offences resembling the Baroque galleries of allegories of the Virtues and Depravities. Each 

of them is an incarnation of a special kind of transgression – Canace for a sibling incest, 

                                                           
811 Chrubasik 2016:121.  
812 Dickenson 2017:25–27;  
813 Burkert 2009:141–142.  
814 Burkert 2009:143–148.  
815 Bergmann 2017:221–222.  
816 Bergmann 2017:219. Paus. 10.28.1–31.12.  
817 For examples and discussion see Bergmann 2017:219–223.  
818 Bergmann 2017:223.  
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Medea for the reversing of maternal love, Pasiphae for monstrous rage, Myrrha for a 

perverse passion for her own father and Scylla for the very absence of any daughterly 

feelings, and on the other hand, notorious Penelope for her proverbial devotion to her 

husband – the positive examples are in the minority, indeed.  

Despite Propertius’ efforts to make her one of the tragic heroines suffering from 

ominous love, Tarpeia does not seem to be usually ranked among them – at least until 

another depiction of hers in such a context is found.819 However, the place of a mythological 

traitress sacrificing her own city for her passion to a stranger had been occupied long ago by 

Scylla, discussed already in the first chapter and apparently presented in such a context.820  

Moreover, I guess Tarpeia was still considered more a part of Roman legendary 

history than a resident of a more distant romanticized mythological realm by the Romans. It 

is hardly any coincidence that all the three surviving types of her depictions as well as her 

image mentioned by Festus were part of the public sphere, not the private one. There, she 

could have served as a cautionary tale and, moreover, her close relation to the early history 

of Rome might have enabled the exploitation of her potential also in connection with more 

actual events.  

As discussed above, the motives of Tarpeia’s betrayal were not clear and 

unambiguous even in the earliest versions of her story preserved by Dionysius of 

Halicarnassus. However, the figure of a traitor seems to have had much greater potential to 

be exploited as a negative exemplum and a cautionary tale as I have argued before. I guess 

this may be the very reason why Tarpeia was presented as a traitress, not a heroine in the 

visual arts. The legendary history of Rome was abundant in positive exempla of virtuous men 

and women as well (Sabine women, Lucretia). A figure of a traitor, on the other hand, was 

quite less frequent, but definitely no less useful as an absolute exemplum.  

The image of the Punishment of Tarpeia may be read on more than one level. Besides 

a simple mythical historical, almost adventurous narrative, a classical gender interpretation 

may be – too simple – a warning against female weakness, their uncontrolled sexuality, 

passion and emotions, an exemplum of women’s treachery, a challenge to keep women 

                                                           
819 Is remains a question whether placing Tarpeia side by side with the Sabine women reflects another design 
than the chronological one. Despite being presented in a chronological order as a causative chain of events, 
they may very well be seen as counterparts and the very opposites, as has been argued many times (Welch, 
Kampen).  
820 See Bergmann 2017.  
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under control and a justification of the necessity of male dominance (or be it, as some 

scholars suppose, on the contrary, an exemplum of a strong heroine and her unsuccessful 

attempt to save the city by deceiving the enemy). Thus, in this way the Punishment of 

Tarpeia on the Basilica Aemilia frieze may be explained as a permanent memento as well as 

the tools of Augustan propaganda as suggested by the supporters of a later date for its 

origin.  

However, it was the very moment of her punishment being fundamental for the way 

Tarpeia is always depicted. Having been presented in a public context exclusively, she 

embodied in a broader, non-gender sense, the conflict between the private needs of an 

individual and his/her duties to the community,821 accentuated in some versions even by her 

Vestal status.  

This point of viewing her bitter end seems to be even more fruitful.  

Before I turn to such an analysis of the images of the Punishment of Tarpeia on the 

coins, her predecessors – trespassers used as an allegory of historical events or persons will 

be discussed briefly.  

 

Allegory in general  

The actual message and exploitation of a myth as a means of political allegory seems 

to appear at the latest with the Amazons and Centaurs of the Classical art,822 considered to 

represent especially the Persian enemy and joined and followed by the fallen Giants and 

Gauls of the Hellenistic era.  

However, of even bigger potential in this respect were the mythological scenes of a 

punishment with a clearly differentiated triumphing victorious power and the defeated one, 

with their following fate clearly indicated and with definitely a more dramatic narrative for 

the eye of the viewer... That the Hellenistic rulers exploited this potential, identifying 

themselves with the former seems to be quite natural, the Gigantomachy of the Great Altar 

being the most notorious examples of an intentional allusion to the Attalid fighting against 

their enemies and the establishing of law and order.823  

                                                           
821 Welch 2005:57. 
822 Stewart 1985. 
823 Ridgway 2000:37–38.  
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Thus, such a major and epic theme as a punishment – divine or executed by humans 

– had even much more vast potential, presenting an ideal opportunity not just to celebrate a 

victory. Such contemporary interpretations of the ancient works of art are, of course, 

extremely dependent on their dating and vice versa. 

 

4. 1. Dirce  

From the gender point of view, we are witnessing an act of brutal violence against a 

woman looking at the Farnese Bull. However, she definitely deserves it. That Dirce´s 

punishment was understood as a pious act of the sons’ love attests the use of this motive for 

the ideological purposes by the Attalid kings.  

Their identification with the Theban twins played an important role.  The remarkably 

close bond and effective collaboration between Eumenes II and Attalos II was apparently 

quite unusual824 and their fraternity reached a remarkable level of identification with the 

mythical twins – the ruler´s role of Eumenes seems to be associated with that of the musical 

and thus more culturally and intellectually disposed Amphion, later the king of Thebes who 

rebuilt the ramparts of the city by his lyre-play, while Attalos as his brother´s exekutive 

Instanz825 took charge of his military commander and was identified with his more warlike 

devoted backer Zethus. Thus, such a hidden subtext is apparent especially in the case of the 

Dirce theme. Their filial love, mirroring the devotion of the Theban twins to Antiope, was 

especially apparent in the case of the temple of Apollonis in Cyzicus dedicated by the Attalid 

brotherly couple to their mother between 175–159 BC. The connection of the Pergamene 

rulers with Theban myth was strengthened also by the sanctuary of Dionysos Lyseios 

dedicated by Eumenes II in Thebes, it also happened in Thebes that Attalos II suffered a 

stroke.826  

The fraternal love of the Pergamene princely brothers effectively handling the tricky 

snares of kingship is attested also by their coinage where they identified themselves with 

another pious and divine couple – the Dioscuri. The cult of Apollonis seems to be affected 

also by the cult of the Great Mother Cybele and her ancestry from Cyzicus is linked with the 

                                                           
824 And not just a matter of propaganda, as Attalos´ temporary reign and marriage to Eumenes´wife Stratonice 
after his brother had been assassinated at Delphi and considered dead and his following resignation and 
divorce with Stratonice after Eumenes appeared to be alive attest. Liv. 42.16.8.  
825 Kunze 1998:85. 
826 Andreae 1993:126.  
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claimed good relations and patronage of the Attalids over the free Greek city states, 

including not only her birth city itself, but also Rhodes.827 The evidence for the connections 

of the Attalids with Thebes and with the bacchic background of the Dirce myth are quite 

satisfactory. The cult of Dionysos Kathegemon was brought into Pergamon probably right 

from Thebes.828 His symbol – Cista Mystica – appears not only on the famous Pergamene 

cistophori but also in the Farnese group right beside Dirce. The god was considered an 

official patron deity of the Attalids as reflects also the identification of Attalos I as a son of 

Dionysos by the oracle after his victory over the Galatians at the springs of Caicus.829  

While the Dirce theme in Cyzicus was just one of many similar subjects portrayed on 

the stylopinakia of the temple linked with the theme of sibling´s love and solidarity and 

children´s devotion towards their parents,830 the colossal group of Apollonios and Tauriskos 

must have performed the same task831 much more effectively and on a considerably more 

impressive scale. Its original location on Rhodes is no contradiction. Kunze suggests two 

possible occasions for the erection of the group in honour of the Attalids on Rhodes – most 

probably in the sanctuary of Dionysos, considering the bacchic theme of the group.832 First, 

the year 181/180 BC when Eumenes II granted military support to the Rhodians to suppress 

the revolt of the Lycian cities or, second, the year 159 BC when he provided the Rhodians 

with generous gifts including an enormous dispensation of corn and a promise of rebuilding 

the Rhodian theatre in marble. Thus the figure of Dirce might have symbolized suppressed 

Lycian cities.  

However, in other settings, other parts of the story may have been accentuated. 

Andreae rightfully reminds us that once the Dirce group appeared in Rome, hier konnte man 

nicht mehr die Attaliden als Wohltaeter und Reunde erkennen; hier war der Mythos wieder 

auf seine Grundbedeutung zurueckgefuert.833 Considering that the Dirce group must have fit 

well especially with Claudius´s pieties displayed in relation to his brother Germanicus and 

their mother, mentioned by Suetonius,834 and stressing the similarity of the character of 

Antiope and Venus Genetrix by Arcesilaus, Andreae argues that the Farnese group is a 

                                                           
827 Kunze 1998:86. 
828 Heger 1986:642.  
829 See Kunze 1998:86.  
830 Besides other examples of a son´s devotion, for a complete list see e.g. Van der Meer 1978:39–41.  
831 Heger 1986:643; Andreae 1993; Kunze 1998:83–90. 
832 Kunze 1998:83 nt. 353.  
833 Andreae 1993:129.  
834 Andreae 1993:129. 
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replica of the Rhodian group mentioned by Pliny and commissioned by Claudius to honour 

his mother and his brother Germanicus.835 

 

4. 2. The Flaying of Marsyas  

A similar current allusion has been proposed in the case of the group of the Flaying 

of Marsyas.836 Despite the iconographic scheme of the Hanging Satyr being too specific and 

different from those discussed above, its theme still fits the subject of this thesis and thus 

also deserves to be considered at least in this chapter as well as in the brief summary. 837 

Lippold838 considered the group to be a work of Seleucid art copied later in 

Pergamene839 and suggested it had been an allusion to the salvation of the city of Kelainai 

from the attack of the Gauls by Marsyas – the river god who had driven the enemy away by 

the flood and by playing his flute. Since the theme of the group does not portray Marsyas in 

a most favourable moment in his career,840 this hypothesis has not been widely accepted. 

Fleischer argues that haette man Marsyas...ehren wollen, so haette man vielleicht die 

Athena-episde oder Floetenspiel gewaehlt, aber Apollon aus dem Spiel gelassen.841 This is, 

however, hardly a convincing argument. First, according to Pausanias,842 the skin of the 

unfortunate Satyr was reportedly enshrined just at Kelainai. Lippold´s interpretation is based 

on this fact 843 and it fully corresponds with the theme of the group as an explanation of the 

presence of the Satyr´s relics in the temple.844 Second, despite the theme of flaying not 

being very flattering, the paradox of a suffering and seemingly powerless, but still powerful 

                                                           
835 Andreae 1993:129–131.  
836 The White type is generally linked with the figure of Arrotino and presence of Apollo and considered to be 
earlier than the Red one by some scholars. Basic distinctions between those two types are – besides the hue 
that gave them the names – depth of pathos, the way of a suspension of Satyr´s body and relevant rendering of 
his anatomy. Considering the fact that despite these differences the basic position of Marsyas remains the 
same, I would agree with Weis´s and Ridgway´s opinion that we are dealing not with two different types, but 
with just two versions of one original model. For a discussion on the dating see e. g. Meyer 1996:95–97. 
Whatever the preferences are, basically the 3rd century BC is favoured for origin of a statue of Hanging Marsyas 
as such and the Arrotino.  
837 In the case of Marsyas the visual scheme of the punisher and the victim is reversed. It is not the victim who 
is crouching on the ground – on the contrary – the satyr is elevated (at least over the Scythian if not above 
Apollo) – in a just a sense the Christianity little later operated with the cross not as an instrument of 
humiliation but as means of sublimation.  
838 Lippold 1955:81–84.  
839 Lippold 1955:82. 
840 Smith 1991:107. 
841 Fleischer 1972–1975:114.  
842 Paus. 10.30.9 
843 Lippold 1955:82. 
844 Franz 1999:493.  
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protecting deity kind to mankind, was not foreign or unknown to the ancient imagination, 

starting with Prometheus and Dionysus and ending with Christ. Thus I do not find Lippold´s 

suggestion spurious at all. Even the fact, stressed by Fleischer,845 that Marsyas challenged 

Apollo – the patron deity of the Seleucids – is hardly a strong enough counterargument. The 

Satyr´s hybris against god and his punishment do not diminish his credit for saving the city. 

Lippold´s interpretation dates the group to 280–270 BC.  

Fleischer himself suggests that the group of the Flaying of Marsyas was designed as a 

reminder of the punishment of the usurper Achaios by Antiochos III in 213 in Sardeis.846 

According to Polybius, Achaios was mutilated, decapitated and his head was quilt in an ass-

skin, the body impaled.847 The points in common are impressive to a certain degree – 

Marsyas comes from Phrygia, Achaios proclaimed himself king at the same place. Both the 

defeated are victims of their own hybris. They challenge the god/god´s offspring and they 

lose, the ways of their punishment are humiliating and both include a tree; an ass is also an 

animal connected with Satyrs and Silens.848 Fleischer also mentions similar, though quite 

general physiognomic features between Marsyas and Achaios and between Apollo and 

Antiochos III.849 This hypothesis dates the group of Marsyas to 214 or 213 BC.  

Finally, Meyer has proposed quite an opposite allegorical meaning of the group 

identifying Masyas with the Gallatians being punished for offending Apollo and defeated by 

Antiochos I Soter or Philetairos of Pergamon.850 The problem is that the executioner is the 

Arrotino, identified usually as a Scythian, who, however, according to Meyer851 seems to 

have Celtic features also. Thus, the Arrotino would have represented a new enemy ideal,852 

but his figure would make sense only if he was intended to stand for a Gaulish mercenary853 

and Marsyas would stand for the defeated Galatians. Of course, the Gauls were fighting in 

the service of all Hellenistic Eastern masters from Ptolemies,854 Seleucids and Bithinian kings 

                                                           
845 Fleischer 1972–1975:113–114. 
846 Fleischer 1972–1975:115. On the historical background and fall of Achaios see e.g. Chrubasik 2016:101–122; 
Ehling 2007.  
847 Polyb. 8.21.3: ...ἔδοξε (the council) δ᾽ οὖν πρῶτον μὲν ἀκρωτηριάσαι τὸν ταλαίπωρον, μετὰ δὲ ταῦτα τὴν 
κεφαλὴν ἀποτεμόντας αὐτοῦ καὶ καταρράψαντας εἰς ὄνειον ἀσκὸν ἀνασταυρῶσαι τὸ σῶμα. 
848 Fleischer 1975–1977:115. 
849 Fleischer 1975–1977:117. 
850 Meyer 1996:110.  
851 Meyer 1996:108–110.  
852 Meyer 1996:109–110. 
853 Marszal 2000:195.  
854 Marszal 2001:198  
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855 to Attalids themselves.856 Still, a Gaul being executed by a Gaul seems to be quite a 

peculiar design especially when we are not sure whether Apollo – the supposed incarnation 

of an Attalid victor – was even originally present in this group.857 Besides, there are other 

monuments commemorating the victories over Gauls more explicitly in Hellenistic Asia 

Minor – including notorious Attalid Gallic groups or the Great frieze of the Altar. And 

throughout the Etruscan, Roman and Hellenistic art, they are usually portrayed in a way that 

leaves no doubt as to their ethnic identity.858  

Thus, it is Fleischer´s hypothesis that seems to be most plausible comprising the motif 

of challenging a master and the rightful punishment of such hybris.859  

 

Quite naturally, such interpretations comprising political connotations and allusions 

to actual events are extremely dependent on the dating of the image. Thus, there has been 

much debate swirling about regarding the date of the original, not only in the case of the 

Marsyas group.860 Nevertheless, whatever date the original was, it does not mean that its 

particular meaning could not have emerged later and unintentionally. An original incarnation 

of a purely mythological theme presenting divine punishment was not necessarily created as 

a particular allegory. A generally comprehensible warning against trespass and human hybris 

could have attained a new dimension or highly actual connotations just secondarily and 

virtually at any time.  

On the other hand, when the original work was endowed with a particular message 

and was designed as a political allegory, not only did it not last forever, but it probably did 

not last very long at all. The effect must have been quite ephemeral. The original meaning 

was forgotten while, on the other hand, subsequently new analogies could have been found 

and developed.  

                                                           
855 Marszal 2000:206.  
856 Marszal 2000:209.  
857 However, representations of the group in the minor art seem to speak quite clearly that sitting Apollo with a 
lyre was originally involved in the composition, though the copy has not been identified yet. His position and 
gestures slightly vary. 
858 On the depiction of the Gauls in the ancient art see Marszal 2000. 
859 Smith 1991:106–107. 
860 Smith 1991:106–107.  
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However, one interpretation of the motif does not dismiss another hypothesis 

automatically even during a much shorter period of time.861 The allusions to actual events 

were rising and falling, retaining their intelligibility in a relatively limited period. The statues, 

especially those we are dealing with, were reproduced repeatedly and their themes must 

have been persistently found to be topical for varying reasons. But those reasons were 

changing over the course of time.  

 

4. 3. Tarpeia  

Quite naturally, the theme of the Punishment of Tarpeia must have offered no less 

great potential as means of propaganda and it is certainly no mere accident that all surviving 

depictions of the traitresses’ death belong to the public space and not in the private sphere. 

The story, being considered a historical event, was probably still too ‘fresh’, in the 

visual arts at least, to become just a decorative mythological memento suitable for 

decoration of private houses as the punishments of Greek mythological characters did.862  

While the Punishment of Tarpeia presents just a part of the whole sequence of 

scenes from the legendary history of Rome on the Basilica Aemilia frieze and thus it does not 

seem to bear more particular individual political allusion, in the case of the coins the 

situation seems to be quite different.  

The importance of the coin images as a means of political propaganda has been long 

recognized.863 Especially during the time of the Late Roman Republic, the coin images, being 

abundant with actual political allusions and messages in order to win over the public 

opinion, became an important vehicle of personal advertisement and political struggle. 

Circulating in hundreds thousands far and wide the coins were an ideal vehicle for 

distributing the public messages and their operating range and possible ideological impact 

must have been quite substantial. Moreover, every year new types of coins appeared issued 

by three viri monetales and occasionally also by military commanders. This ability to react 

                                                           
861 As e.g. Linfert´s presumption that Red Marsyas was created in 214/213 BC and thus must be earlier than the 
white type.  
862 On the choice of mythological themes and their sophisticated arrangement within the private sphere see 
e.g. Newby 2012:376–380. 
863 Alföldi 1956:63–95; Hamilton 1969:196; Evans 1992; Farney 2007; Luce 1968. 



161 
 

almost immediately to actual events made the coins during the last century of the Roman 

Republic quite a useful medium of political struggle.864  

Such exaggerated forms of self-promotion were, according to Zanker, typical for 

disintegration of the Roman society: What began as a traditional agonistic spirit among the 

aristocracy degenerated into frantic displays of wealth and success.865 However, the 

advertising potential of coin images was – of course – exploited broadly also as an 

instrument of official imperial propaganda beginning with Augustus,866 though their eventual 

polemic potential was strictly limited.867  

Besides explicitly stated messages, the form of an allegory, often a mythological 

one,868 must have been also relatively frequent, though considerably less intelligible, 

especially from our distance.  

 

4. 3. 1 .Tarpeia on the Denarii of Petronius Turpilianus 

The denarii bearing the image of the Punishment of Tarpeia issued by Petronius 

Turpilianus in 19 BC represent just one of the seventeen different type combinations 

recorded of this magistrate at least.869 The amount is extraordinary also when compared 

with the productivity of other moneyers of the year 19 BC which seems to indicate 

Turpilianus’s outstanding position in the office of the triumviri monetales870 – or a 

substantial degree of sycophancy. On his coins, he celebrates Augustus’s actual deeds, 

including the quite hot and glorified event – the return of the standards from the Parthians.  

                                                           
864 On even Aeneas interpreted as a suspect of treason for sensationalist or propagandist reasons see Bremmer 
– Horsfall 1987:14 including more bibliography.  
865 Zanker 1988:15.  
866 For Augustus’ propaganda on coins before Actium see e. g. Zanker 1988:53–56. Dowling 2006:158.  
867 On Augustus‘ propaganda on coinage see e. g. Dowling 2006:158 –160 for issues praising clemency and 
justice of Princeps.  
868 For a survey of the mythological scenes and deities see e. g. Böhm 1997.  
869 The issues of P. Petronius Turpilianus are quite impressive as for the number of types. Besides the 
Punishment of Tarpeia the figural reverse types are as follows. Those bearing the name of Augustus 
commemorate the return of the standards from the Parthians and the conquest of Armenia: Augustus in a biga 
of elephants (RIC 280), a kneeling Parthian extending the standard (RIC 285 – Signa recepta), a kneeling 
Armenian with extended arms (RIC 290 – Armenia capta); those bearing the name of the moneyer noticeably 
reflect some kind of passion for musical instruments: a lyre (RIC 293); A standing Pan holding a syrinx (RIC 294); 
A seated Satyr with two flutes (RIC 295); A standing winged Siren with a flute in each hand (RIC 296) and 
Pegasus walking (RIC 297). They are combined with the heads of Augustus, Liber and Feronia on the obverses.  
870 Evans 1992. 
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His choice of the motif of the Punishment of Tarpeia is not so obvious at first sight. 

Any suspicion of claiming a Sabine origin by the moneyer remains highly improbable, 871 

moreover – there are actually no Sabines present on this image.   

On the other hand, the resemblance of the monetalis’s cognomen with that of 

Tarpeia is hardly an accident. Wallace-Hadrill considers it to be a pun based on the similarity 

of both names872 and he is apparently right in this respect.  A similar play on words was used 

by Propertius who refers to the tomb of Tarpiea as turpe sepulcrum.873 The practice of 

playing with verbal similarities as well as the depicting of subjects evoking in some way the 

name of a magistrate follows the tradition present on the Republican coins already.874 That 

Propertius could have played also with the name of Turpilianus remains also a possibility – 

both the image of Tarpeia and Turpilianus’s name appear on the coin, the poem must have 

been published after 16 BC.875  

The visual inspiration by an earlier type of Titurius Sabinus denarii is also possible;876 

however, it should not be exaggerated even if the Titurius denarii portraying Tarpeia were 

also referring to particular events which I will propose a little later.  

However, the choice of such a grave theme as the punishment of treason definitely 

must have had more serious reasons.877 Besides the less convincing linking of Tarpeia on the 

Turpilianus coins with Augustus’s legislation on morals,878 a very plausible political allusion of 

the Turpilianus denarii has been recognized by J. D. Evans who considers them to be a 

reminder of the alleged betrayal and execution of M. Egnatius Rufus,879 her hypothesis being 

supported and developed by M. Dowling in further detail.880 

T. Welch881 links Tarpeia on the Turpilianus coins more generally with the trials 

against Augustus´s opponents accused of plotting the assassination of Princeps in the 20s BC 

                                                           
871 Evans 1992: 128 
872 Wallace-Hadrill 1986:77.  
873 Prop. 4.4.1. 
874 E.g. denarii of L. Lucretius Trio RRC 390/1 with depiction of the constellation of Triones on the reverses, 
flowe on the denarii minted by L. Aquilius Florus RIC² 309 etc.  
875 Hutchinson 2006:2.  
876 Evans 1992:128. 
877 Evans 1992:129.  
878 Claus 2000:63. 
879 Evans 1992:128–129.  
880 Dowling 2006:159. 
881 Welch 2015:166. 



163 
 

– i.e. C. Cornelius Gallus in 27 BC, L. Varro Murena and Fannius Caepio in 23/22 BC882 and – 

also – Egnatius Rufus. It is, of course, also a possibility. However, she dates the process of 

Egnatius Rufus to 26 BC and links him with the plot of Cornelius Gallus.883  

On the contrary, Evans and Dowling’s arguments in favour of Egnatius Rufus as a 

particular individual instead of a group are quite convincing.884 Rufus gained outstanding 

popularity by organizing the first fire brigades in Rome consisting of his own slaves and free 

men hired at his expense885 during his aedil office. This successful enterprise and enormous 

favour of the plebs enabled him to win the office of praetor in an unlawful period of time – 

immediately after the ending his aedilate, omitting thus a mandatory two-year break 

(biennium) required between the curule aedileship and praetorship.886 Subsequently, he 

aimed even higher and decided to become a candidate for regular consulship for 18 BC or – 

more plausibly – for a suffect consul during 19 BC,887 at all events in no less legal terms than 

before in the case of entering the office of praefect.  

The chronology of Rufus’s cursus honorum is complicated and uncertain due to the 

lack of evidence and some scholars prefer earlier data. However, considering that his offices 

of aedil and praetor as well as his consular candidature were reportedly considered to be 

against the law following too quickly one by one without the legal break, Phillips’s dating of 

Egnatius’s career – aedil in 21 BC, praefect in 20 BC, failed candidate for consul in 19 BC, 

executed in 19 BC888  – seems to be the most plausible.  

Since the beginning of 19 BC, there was just one presiding consul in Rome – C. Sentius 

Saturninus. The office of his colleague was probably reserved for Augustus himself889 who 

had been absent from the City since 22 BC890 bringing to the countries of the world by his 

personal presence the blessings of Augustan peace891 and successfully negotiating the above-

                                                           
882 For a brief overview and more literature see e.g. Raaflaub – Sammons 1993; Ando 2000:139–141; Flower 
2006:125–132.  
883 Perhaps confusing him with Salvidienus Rufus mentioned by Suet. 2.66.1 with Gallus as an example of 
former friends and later enemies (i.e. traitors) to Octavian; this Salvidienus Rufus, however, was executed or 
committed suicide already in 40 BC.  
884 Vell. Pat. 2.91–93; Suet. Aug. 19.1. 
885 Cass. Dio, Hist. Rom. 53.24.4: ταῖς οἰκίαις ταῖς ἐν τῷ ἔτει ἐκείνῳ ἐμπρησθείσαις ἐπικουρίαν μετὰ τῶν 
ἑαυτοῦ δούλων καὶ μεθ᾽ ἑτέρων τινῶν μισθωτῶν ποιησάμενος.  
886 Ryan 1998:3.  
887 Badot 1973:612.  
888 Phillips 1997:110.  
889 Phillips 1997:107.  
890 Richardson 2012:108–109.  
891 Vell. Pat. 2.92: circumferens terrarum orbi praesentia sua pacis suae bona, trans. F. W. Shipley. 
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mentioned restoration of the Crassus standards from the Parthians. Agrippa was also away 

from Rome on a war campaign in Hispania in that time since 20 BC.  

When Saturninus refused Egnatius’s unlawful intention to run for consul repeatedly, 

stating that he would not install him into office even if Egnatius had won the elections, 

armed protests and riots incited by Egnatius’s supporters followed. The consul was offered a 

guard by the Senate and a deputation was sent to Augustus who appointed for consul one of 

the ambassadors, Q. Lucretius Vespillo.892 Egnatius was arrested and quickly executed even 

before the return of Octavian to Rome in 19 BC.  

Besides other – quite brief – references,893 there are no more details known about his 

trial. Since Cassius Dio, contrary to Velleius, does not mention any plot in connection with 

Egnatius Rufus, there are obvious doubts regarding not only the sequence of the events, but 

also the actual guilt of the convict.894 However, Egnatius certainly provided good reasons for 

his disfavour. Fuhrmann finds his public actions quite competitive895 and threatening to the 

authority of Octavian and undoubtedly so did Augustus himself. Besides the gaining of such 

enormous popularity and backing of the Roman plebs,896 Egnatius also seems to have been 

more successful in arranging the fire brigades. He did so probably quite shortly before 

Augustus himself – what a coincidence! – authorized the curule aediles to control the fires 

and donated 600 slaves to do the duty.897  

Dio Cassius states that Egnatius performed his duties well in many other ways898 and 

mentions even his pamphlet against Octavian.899 

On the contrary, Velleius is much more biased. He describes Egnatius as resembling in 

all respects a gladiator rather than a senator900 and concerning the fire brigades he even 

accuses Egnatius of intentionally putting out fires with his own slaves.901 As for the alleged 

                                                           
892 Richardson 2012:109–110. 
893 Tac. Ann. 1.10.3; Sen. Brev. Vit. 4.5; Sen. Clem. 1.9.6.; Suet. 2.19.1.  
894 Crook 1996:89; Fuhrmann 2012:120.  
895 Fuhrmann 2012:120. 
896 On the close relationship between the aedils and Roman neighborhoods as political platforms of 
Augustus‘opponents and their subsequent reorganization for safety reasons by Augustus see Lott 2004:67, 119. 
897 Richardson 2012:109–110. 
898 Cass. Dio, Hist. Rom. 53.24.4… ἀγορανομήσας, καὶ ἄλλα τε πολλὰ καλῶς πράξας... 
899 Cass. Dio Hist. Rom.53.24.5–6: Αὔγουστον ὑπερεφρόνησεν, ὥστε καὶ προγράψαι ὅτι ἄθραυστον καὶ 
ὁλόκληρον τῷ διαδόχῳ τὴν πόλιν παρέδωκεν 
900 Vell. Pat. 2.91: per omnia gladiatori quam senatori propior 
901 Vell. Pat. 2.91: privata familia incendiis 
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http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=th%5Cn&la=greek&can=th%5Cn0&prior=diado/xw|
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=po%2Flin&la=greek&can=po%2Flin0&prior=th/n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=pare%2Fdwken&la=greek&can=pare%2Fdwken0&prior=po/lin
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conspiracy, he reports that Egnatius organized a plot with men of his own kind902 thus dying 

the death his life richly deserved.903  

The coin images of the denarii issued by Petronius Turpilianus seem to be precisely in 

line with Velleius’s pro-Octavian propaganda presenting – if Evans is right – the Punishment 

of Tarpeia as a memento of Egnatius’s alleged treason. The image of Tarpeia as a Roman 

‘native’ is paralleled with a punishment of a Roman citizen guilty of treason. Dowling also 

emphasises the motif of Tarpeia’s greed as an implication of Rufus’s own responsibility for 

his execution.904  

Thus, the fact that on the Turpilianus denarii the figures of the Sabines attacking 

Tarpeia were omitted should not be apprehended as a reduction of the iconographic 

scheme. Their deletion makes perfect sense within the context of Evans’s interpretation 

linking the coin image with Egnatius’s trial. Considering the justice was dispensed by the 

Roman authority and not by any – external – enemy in his case, it seems quite obvious why 

the Sabines had to be dismissed. Instead, the coin image is focused purely on the more 

universal symbol of a punished traitor.  

 

4. 3. 2. Tarpeia on the Denarii of Titurius Sabinus  

The scene of the punishment of Tarpeia on the denarii of L. Titurius Sabinus, given 

the time the coins were minted, also seems to respond to current events. Bearing the scenes 

of the legendary conflict between the Sabines and Rome and issued in 89 BC, their 

secondary ‘money talk’ has been translated in terms of the running Social War.905 However, 

as far as I know, there has been no attempt made to link them with a more particular event 

of their time than the conflict with the Allies. In the following text I will propose and try to 

document more particular possible implications.  

The exceedingly complex Sabine imagery of the whole Tutiurius silver coinage906 has 

been anticipated briefly in the first part of this thesis.907 The reverses of the first type of his 

denarii bear the image of the Rape of the Sabine women, on the second type the execution 

                                                           
902 Vell. Pat. 2.91.3. 
903 Vell. Pat. 2.91.4: ...facinoris mortem dignissimam vita sua obiit. 
904 Dowling 2006:159. 
905 Morel 1962:32–36; Evans 1992:125; Crawford, however, refused such an inspiration (Crawford 1974: 356).  
906 RRC 344/1–3.  
907 Alföldi 1956:80. For a discussion on the alleged Sabine origin of Titurius see Crawford 1974:355; Evans 
1992:120; Welch 2015:82–84.  
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of the treacherous Tarpeia is being shown, on the third one Victory in a biga is depicted. 

While the first two motifs appear on the coins for the first time, the Victory in a biga is quite 

a notorious and long-used symbol, chosen by Titurius as a reminder of a triumph over the 

current enemy908 or – perhaps more probably – as a promise of a nearing victorious end to 

the conflict; it is worth noting that the figure of Victory appears on seven different types of 

denarii during the period of the Social War since its very beginning, strictly speaking, even 

before its outbreak.909  

The manner of portraying the gods and mythical heroes as alleged ancestors of a 

particular gens in order to attest its long history and noble descent was a common feature 

during the last hundred years of Roman Republican coinage. In this aspect the denarii of 

Titurius present a typical product of his time. What makes them exclusive is their remarkable 

complexity. We are presented a short sequence of mythological narrative connected not 

only mutually to each other, but also thematically linked with the obverse image, combining 

the motif of a personal identity, family self-promotion and tradition on the obverse with 

most current events and themes touching all-society on the reverses, opposing and linking 

the past/present and private/public sphere through the identical unifying mythological 

theme. Of course, it does not contradict the idea that the coin images hide also an actual 

political message, allusion or commentary on current events.  

From this point of view the already mentioned parallel between the legendary Sabine 

war on the coins and the current conflict with the rebelling Italian allies demanding Roman 

citizenship during 91—88 BC seems to be apparent and fully justified at first glance. On 

closer inspection, however, it looks rather shallow and vague.  

The Sabines themselves stayed loyal during the Social War and as a single tribe they 

hardly presented any particular threat to Rome. Thus they would present here a mere 

symbol of all the revolting Italian nations in the pars pro toto manner to associate a struggle 

of Rome with its former friend turned enemy. But on the reverses of the first type of the 

Titurius denarii the Sabines are actually not presented at all. It is just the rape of their 

                                                           
908 Crawford 1974:356. In the same way Crawford interprets the palm branch on the averses of Titurius’ denarii 
(344/1c and 344/2c) appearing together with A.PV formula, for which he sees no explanation (Crawford 
1974:605).  
909 91 BC RRC 337/1–4 (Silanus), 90 BC RRC 340/2; 4 (Piso Frugi); RRC 342/4,5a (Vibius Pansa); 89 BC RRC 
343/1–2 (Cato) and Sabinus; 88 BC RRC 345/1,2 (Lentulus); 87 BC RRC 348/1–4 (Rubrius Dossenus)  
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women we can see, which may very generally symbolize a beginning of or a reason for an 

armed conflict between Rome and an enemy.  

 

Titurius Denarii and the Allies 

The motif of the notorious traitor Tarpeia and her brutal punishment has been 

principally read as a warning to the potential renegades during the Social War – an 

interpretation one could hardly oppose with cogent arguments at first sight. But who were 

those possible traitors? It is generally supposed the answer is the Italian allies,910 but I do not 

think it is so obvious.  

Firstly, Titurius minted his coins in 89 BC. From the chronological point of view there 

was no potential traitor left in this phase of the war: the allies who stayed loyal had already 

been satisfied by being granted Roman citizenship thanks to the Lex Iulia passed in October 

90 BC (especially the Etruscans and Umbri), leaving hardly any reasons to revolt. As for the 

already rebelling allies, by the middle of 89 BC, the insurgent parts of Italy north of Rome 

were already under control, having been defeated or having surrendered (save Asculum). In 

the south, the Samnites and Lucanians were on the offensive under Sulla.911 Thus, though 

the war had been far from being won yet, it does not seem very plausible that any of the 

socii could have been considering any rebellion at that time. The bulk of the war had already 

passed, the dice had been cast and the decisions had been made long before and there were 

hardly any new potential traitors to be warned and intimidated by the image of poor 

Tarpeia.  

Secondly, and much more important – had the supposed warning against treachery 

been addressed to the Italian allies, i.e. non-Romans, would they have been able to 

understand it? How far were these people familiar with the legendary history of Rome to 

identify the images on the coins and to interpret their message correctly?  

I am not sure that both narrative scenes on the Titurius denarii were universally 

comprehensible patterns to non-Romans.912 They are closely bound to the legendary history 

of Rome and their intelligibility must have been limited to those who knew the stories.  

                                                           
910 Evans 1992:125, 128.  
911 Gabba 1994:124. 
912 Welch 2015:79. 
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In the case of the Rape of the Sabine women an ignorant recipient probably could be 

able to recognize a relatively wide-spread iconographical paradigm of an abduction of a 

women – the number of two used on denarii, though dictated by the limited space, could 

have been considered specific and it could have recalled e.g. the daughters of Leucippus 

more than any other women. Moreover, we can see no fight on the coins at all. Only the 

insider was aware that this action was a prelude to war.  

The image of the Punishment of Tarpeia must have been far more puzzling to a non-

Roman recipient having hardly any obvious visual parallel understandable to them properly.  

Finally, the imagery of the Late Republican coinage was a means of political 

advertisement and struggle first and foremost in terms of the Roman society. The messages 

of the coin images were addressed primarily to the Roman citizens, the voters and potential 

supporters or the political opponents. There is hardly any reason to suppose that the 

Titurian denarii were an exception in this respect. Titurius might have been of Sabine 

descent (though he was probably not),913 but first of all he was a Roman magistrate. His 

obverses proudly relate to the legendary royal characters of Sabine descent, i.e. to the 

Sabines considered to be the Roman ancestors, the Sabines who were an integral part of the 

Roman past for ages, not to the current Italian tribe.  

As for the Titurian reverses, they are strictly Roman as well, despite the narrative 

themes also dealing with the Sabines. The coin images refer to an early history of Rome and 

to the former Sabines, who became ancestors of the Populus Romanus through the rape of 

their daughters and wives.  

There is hardly any message encoded for either the contemporaneous Sabines or any 

other allies. Had the warning in the form of the scene of the Punishment of Tarpeia been 

addressed to them, one would not expect a purely Roman motif, but rather a more 

universally comprehensible one, perhaps also a more confrontational and explicit scene such 

as on the contemporaneous coins of ‘Italia’ with the bull charging the Roman she-wolf, or an 

appeal to the observance of the former alliance treaties confirmed by common sacrifice, also 

present on the denarii of the allies of the time.914  

                                                           
913 Crawford 1974:355; Farney 2007:263; Evans 1992:24.  
914 Burnett 1998:170 considers the coinage of the allies to be the first coins produced as propaganda in the 
sense that they were launched against a specific enemy.  
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There is no doubt that Titurius coins circulated all around Italy and even farther, and 

of course the allies and enemies did ‘read’ their images, but probably in a more or less 

different way than the Romans did, interpreting them depending on their own skills or 

practice.  

Thus, the Romans were the only recipients able to understand the coin images 

correctly – both the narrative themes of the Titurius denarii were familiar to the Roman 

public thanks to other iconographic (the assumed former model/s of the Punishment of 

Tarpeia) as well as literary or oral sources.  

In my opinion, the intentions of the moneyer, as well as the meaning of his coin 

image, then should be interpreted strictly from the Roman point of view.  

 
Titurius Denarii and the Romans 

The conclusions based on the sociological approach interpreting the discussed scenes 

as different models for various types of ethnical assimilation915 seem to be at least 

secondary, I guess. It seems more probable that the hypothesis that the images on the 

Titurian denarii were meant as an exhortation of the Romans during the hard times of the 

Social War, a reminder of the heroic past of Rome and the dangers she resisted, a promise of 

her survival and her enduring glory and perhaps also an anticipation of the reconciliation 

with the socii and a promise of punishment for the unfaithful ones.916  

Thus, it is still and again the allies, now already rebelling, who are identified with the 

character of Tarpeia. Despite her being portrayed by some authors as a tragic heroine trying 

to rescue her city by tricking the Sabines, my aim was to show there are iconographic 

reasons why to consider her character to be completely negative and condemnable during 

the Late Republic. Thus, the conclusion that her image is a symbol of a penalty for treason 

remains evident and correct.  

The problem is that the Italians were not Romans. Of course they could have broken 

– and many of them did – the treaties with Rome, but their acts are hardly equal to Tarpeia´s 

treason. The betrayal with her face is of a quite different kind – the highest endangering 

coming from the very inside of the community, from a close person of our own kind and of 

our own blood, who unexpectedly turns into an enemy. She was a Roman, a daughter of a 

                                                           
915 Welch 2015:80, 93–97. 
916 Evans 1992:125; Welch 2015:94. 
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Roman commander, and she let the enemy enter her city – for a reward. Thus, I believe, we 

should start searching for a suspect among the Romans themselves. Can we find any in the 

turbulent times of the Social War? 

 

Socialis Belli Auctor  

As is notoriously known, less than two years before the Titurius issues, during the 

autumn of 91 BC, the plebeian tribune M. Livius Drusus moved the last part of his 

elaborately designed and sophisticated ‘package deal’917 of reforms concerning Rome as well 

as the whole of Italy – a draft law granting Roman citizenship to the allies.  

Although some scholars doubt the enfranchising bill concerned all the Italians,918 it 

provoked deep resentment across the whole Roman society. Having found it unacceptable, 

the Senate not only rejected the citizenship bill itself, but shortly after,919 on the proposal 

from consul L. Marcius Philippus,920 invalidated the entirety of Drusus´s preceding political 

programme comprising of the already approved judiciary, agrarian and colonial laws.921  

The citizenship bill united Drusus´s previous opponents as well as his former 

supporters in the Senate and finally led to the tribune´s mysterious murder in the middle of 

October 91 BC.922  

At the very same time, the hostilities of the Italians had begun – supposedly having 

started with the massacre of the investigating praetor Servilius, his legate and all the Roman 

citizens found in Asculum923 – and the Social War broke out.924 At the beginning of the next 

year Drusus´s successor in the tribune´s office proposed the infamous Lex Varia and aroused 

a series of political trials against Drusus´s former supporters in the Senate accusing them of 

helping the enemy to demand citizenship and encourage them to rebel.  

 

                                                           
917 Badian 1962:225–226. 
918 They suppose it was rather designed only for Latin allies instead, see e.g. Mouritsen 1998:122. 
919 Diodorus´s fragment stating that Drusus did not veto this proposal implies that he was still alive and in the 
tribune´s office. (Diod. 37.10.3)  
920 On the possible reasons – contra auspicia (Asc. 68–69C); per vim or a violation of the Lex Caecilia Didia (per 
saturam and without promulgatio trinundinum in Cic. Dom. 41; 50). For a more detailed discussion Lintott 
1968:140–143; Dart 2014:90–92.  
921 Gabba 1994:111–113; Tweedie 2011:573–590; Morrel 2015:235–257.  
922 On approximate dating see Salmon 1962:114; Mouritsen 1998:129 dares to be more exact.  
923 Vell. Pat. 2.15.1.  
924 Some suggest even earlier date, see Mouritsen 1998:131. 
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Drusus´s failure to impose the enfranchising law and his death certainly meant the 

allies lost their last chance to obtain citizenship in a peaceful way (as their attempt to 

negotiate with the Senate which ended up in vain attests).925 It is very hard to imagine that 

Drusus´s citizenship bill, his death and the outbreak of the war were just a matter of 

coincidence, as some hypercritical authors assume.926 The causal connection between 

Drusus, his bills and his death as accelerators of the war is generally recognized by ancient 

authors as well as most modern scholarship.  

In any case, the claim that Drusus brought the enemy to Rome became a mighty 

weapon of political propaganda in the oncoming campaign against his former supporters in 

the Senate.  

Drusus was considered senatus propugnator927 most of his career and all his 

preceding steps including the agrarian and judiciary bills were undoubtedly well prepared 

and backed in conjunction with the Optimate circle around M. Aemilius Scaurus and above 

all, L. Licinius Crassus, whose sudden death on the 20th of September 91 BC marked the 

beginning of Drusus´s own end. The final controversial citizenship bill, fatal for all concerned, 

seems to be an exception made on Drusus´s sole account.928  

Still, the subsequent abrupt and universal repulsion of Drusus, even by his former 

steady supporters, remains strange and unexplained. The cause was apparently not entirely 

clear even to the ancient authors929 – the final phase of Drusus´s tribunate remains shrouded 

in mist. The only meaningful explanation seems to be the incidental outbreak of hostilities 

that weakened Drusus´s position and terrified and stiffened even those senators who were 

originally on his side and agreeable to the citizenship bill.930 If there was any pressure from 

Drusus´s side (as it certainly was before)931 and any threat of violence and extortion against 

                                                           
925 For a brief survey of the motivations of the allies see e. g. Salmon 1962:107–119; Gabba 1994:113. 
926 See Mouritsen 1998:133; Steel 2013:40. This hypercritical approach, however, does not make the 
chronology or the interpretation of the reasons of the bursting out of the war easier at all and does not seem 
convincing.  
927 Cic. Mil. 7.1. Tweedie 2011:574; Mouritsen 1998:115. 
928 Gabba 1994:87; Gruen 1965:61. 
929 Liv. Per. 71: Eorum (Italicorum) coetus coniurationesque et orationes in consiliis principum referuntur. 
Propter quae Livius Drusus invisus etiam senatui factus velut socialis belli auctor... 
930 Steel 2013:40–41; Dart 2014:89.  
931 As attested by the infamous story ending with bleeding face of the consul who tried to oppose the agrarian 
law (Aur. Vict. Vir.Ill. 66.1.9; Liv. Per 71; Flor. Epit. 2.5.8–9; Val. Max. 9.5.2) as well as later accusation of 
enforcing the law per vim.  
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the Senate, it had completely reversed. The disaffection against Drusus was so strong that 

the Senate even refused to investigate his murder.932 

By all accounts, the beginning of hostilities turned former allies into enemies in one 

moment and former friends of this enemy turned into traitors shortly after and were 

accused of the proditionis crimen933 under the Lex Varia.  

Besides the alleged controversial promise of citizenship to the allies934 and incitation 

of the Italians, there were also other reasons to consider Drusus a traitor.  

Well attested is his friendship with the Marsic aristocrat and the later leader of the 

rebels Q. Poppaedius Silo.935 Although some scholars cast doubt on the credibility of this 

allegation and find it to be a work of later propaganda,936 the good connections between 

Roman senators and Italian nobles were undoubtedly quite a common aspect of public as 

well as private life.937. Moreover, the proposal of the citizenship bill itself turned out to be 

political suicide and thus the personal interests involved in passing the bill seem to be a 

stronger motivation than any other.  

Drusus reportedly had negotiations also with other allies. They were even said to 

take a sacred oath promising him allegiance and gratitude in exchange for Roman 

citizenship. As the title suggests, the text was attributed to Philippus already in antiquity,938 

and if so, it illustrates eloquently the means of a sophisticated political struggle.  

Although Drusus´s agrarian law which endangered the interests of the Italians939 

could imply that the relations between him and his allies would not have been so perfect, 

some facts stay clear and fairly unambiguous: Drusus certainly must have been aware of the 

                                                           
932 Cic. Mil. 7.16: Nihil de eius morte populus consultus, nulla questio decreta a senatu est.  
933 Asc. 22C 
934 Some argue that only Latins were meant to obtain Roman citizenship, not the other Italic tribes, see 
Mouritsen 1998:122, it, however, does not seem cogent. Arguments against this statement see Tweedie 
2011:183.  
935 Poppaedius Silo, ἀνὴρ...μέγιστον ἔχων ἀξίωμα, is said to be friend of Drusus and to spend many days in his 
house (Plut. Cat. Mi. 2.1). Dart 2014:76–79. He is named as the first between famous leaders of the Italians 
(Vell. Pat. 2.15.1–17.1).  
936 Mouritsen 1998:137 and 125, note 51. 
937 Tweedie 2011:576; Dart 2014:76–77. 
938 Diod. 37.11 cites the whole text of the oath. Although it is hardly Greek translation of the Latin original (on 
its analyse based on gods called to witness see Rose 1937:165–181), there is no reason to question the 
existence of the oath itself, made most probably by Drusus´s arch-enemy Philippus with the clear intention to 
discredit his opponent. For an opposite meaning see Dart 2014:80.  
939 Salmon 1962:107–119; Mouritsen 1998:142; Tweedie 2011:577–588.  

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29nh%5Cr&la=greek&can=a%29nh%5Cr0&prior=*si/llwn
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=me%2Fgiston&la=greek&can=me%2Fgiston0&prior=kai/
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29%2Fxwn&la=greek&can=e%29%2Fxwn0&prior=me/giston
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29ci%2Fwma&la=greek&can=a%29ci%2Fwma0&prior=e)/xwn
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preparation of the assassination of the consul planned by the Latins on the Alban Mount940 

in the spring of 91 BC during feriae Latinae, because he warned them,941 – just a short step 

from being suspected of original participation in the plot.942 It is also an unambiguous fact 

that Drusus did propose the citizenship law in the final stage of his office943 and that it was 

this very aim which caused his public disgrace and probably also his death.  

More extensive debate concerning the details of Drusus´s political program as well as 

its chronology is beyond the scope of this thesis. However, ironically enough, discussing the 

image of Tarpeia on the Titurius denarii the truth is not so important. Much more relevant 

seems to be the ‘parallel reality’ – the public image of the events which was substantially 

affected and distorted by the various detractions, allegations and propaganda of Drusus´s 

opponents.  

The rumours and charges already began to spread during Drusus´s life and his 

suspicious activities, real or not, were from the very beginning substantially exaggerated. 

The animosity occurred not only on a political basis, but it was also a matter of a personal 

nature, in particular with Drusus´s former brother-in-law Q. Servilius Caepio and L. Marcius 

Philippus. 

The integral parts of enemy propaganda could have also been prophecies and 

portents which somehow referred to Drusus, because he was said to be afraid of them.944 

The inauspiciousness was also one of the arguments for the annulation of Drusus´s laws945 

initiated by Philippus, who was also holding the office of augur.  

The judicial, as well as agrarian laws were opposed from the very beginning by 

various parts of Roman society and apparently even by some allies. The final step and crown 

of Drusus´s political programme – the enfranchising bill, was found unacceptable for some 

                                                           
940 For a discussion on the reasons of assassination see Dart 2014:81–83. The reason why Drusus intercepted 
was probably the same as the argumentation of unspecified Gaius Domitius trying to avert Poppaedius Silo 
from a Marsic march against Rome mentioned by Diod.37.13:....ἀκινδυνότερον αὐτὸν καὶ κάλλιον τεύξεσθαι 
τῆς πολιτείας, ἂν μὴ πολεμικῶς ἐπὶ τὴν σύγκλητον παραγένηται· ταύτην γὰρ βούλεσθαι τὴν χάριν δοῦναι τοῖς 
συμμάχοις μὴ βιασθεῖσαν ἀλλ' ὑπομνησθεῖσαν“) – the murder of the Roman consul would certainly bury all 
hopes for a peaceful solution to the demands of the allies.  
941 Flor. Epit. 2.6.8 Primum fuit belli consilium, ut in Albano monte festo die Latinarum Iulius Caesar et Marcius 
Philippus consules inter sacra et aras immolarentur; Aur. Vict. Vir. Ill. 66.12: Et cum Latini consulem in Albano 
monte interfecturi essent, Philippum admonuit, ut caveret.  
942 According to Aur. Vict. Vir. Ill. 66.12, he was indeed prosecuted for the Alban Mount plotting.  
943 As F. Tweedie argues, the universality with which the ancient writers claim that Drusus offered Roman 
citizenship to the allies cannot be the product of rumour alone. (Tweedie 2011:583). 
944 Oros. 5.18 lists some of them.  
945 Asc. 68–69C contra auspicia. 
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reasons even by his former supporters in the Senate, and could easily have been seen as well 

as reported as, metaphorically speaking, an attempt to open the gates of Rome to her 

enemy, which is literally what Tarpeia did. The difficulties and pains of the war Rome almost 

immediately had to face must have just augmented such a notion and public opinion and 

Drusus´s enemies especially could hardly find a more apt and effective expression for 

Drusus’s activities than the image of a notorious legendary traitress.  

 

Lex Varia  

Nevertheless, Drusus is not the only candidate to be identified with Tarpeia. There 

was a whole bunch of other suspects – the group of his former supporters, senators, who 

participated in his political programme and voted for it.   

Under the circumstances these men suddenly became an easy and vulnerable target 

for their opponents in the Senate as well as for their old enemy equites. Shortly after the 

outbreak of hostilities, they were accused of the incitation of the enemy for 

enfranchisement, apparently to become sacrificial lambs blamed for inducing the war. For 

this purpose a new law946 proposed by Q. Varius Hybrida was established in 90 BC launched 

against those men through whose advice and assistance the allies had taken up arms against 

the Roman people.947 

The discussion whether the Lex Varia was technically lex de maiestate, i.e. whether 

the court also tried other crimes and not exclusively the sedition of the allies, is beyond the 

scope of the thesis.948 It was undoubtedly originally proposed and also successfully used with 

the intention of attacking and harming the senatorial political fraction formerly associated 

with Drusus. 

According to Cicero the accusation was of treason (proditionis crimen).949 Appian 

names L. Calpunius Bestia950 (who went voluntarily into exile before hearing the case), C. 

Valerius Cotta951 (who left the City before the sentence of the court) and a certain Mummius 

                                                           
946 For discussion on Lex Varia and its date see e.g. Gruen 1965:59–73; Seager 1967; Mouritsen 1998.  
947 Asc. 22C. 
948 On detailed discussion of this question see Gruen 1965; Seager 1967.  
949 Asc. 22C. 
950 Gruen 1965:64–65. 
951 Gruen 1965:64. 
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or more probably L. Memmius952 (said to be deceived by the equites and banished to the 

island of Delos). The last two mentioned and found guilty were probably the closest friends 

to Drusus.953 The most prominent victim of the Lex Varia was M. Aemilius Scaurus, who, 

however, thanks to his outstanding position of princeps senatus and his connections finally 

received an acquittal.954 So probably did Q. Pompeius Rufus955 and M. Antonius (grandfather 

of the later triumvir).  

There must have been other unrecorded victims of the Lex Varia, found guilty or 

acquitted, especially if it was the only acting court during 90 and 89 BC.956 Perhaps this 

circumstance was the reason for the historical paradox praised by Cicero957 – the sentence of 

Varius Hybrida in 89 BC under the law proposed by himself.958  

 

Domi Suae 

Drusus was assassinated in the autumn of 91 BC, stabbed returning from the forum 

surrounded by a crowd in the area before his house and died within a few hours, the assassin 

leaving the weapon in his side.959 Another version says he was murdered inside his own 

house while parting with the crowd.960  

In spite of the reluctance of the Senate to examine this murder – or perhaps because 

of it – various speculations arose. The main suspects were naturally Drusus´s arch enemies L. 

Marcius Philippus and Q. Servilius Caepio961 and also quite naturally his successor in the 

office of tribunus plebis for 90 BC, Q. Varius Hybrida.962  

                                                           
952 Appian´s identification as Μούμμιος δ᾽, ὁ τὴν Ἑλλάδα ἑλών (App. BC 1.37) is obvious nonsense. On the 
identity of this man see e.g. Gruen 1965:66; Wiseman 1967:164–167; Kelly 2007:24 and 91.  
953 Seager 1967:43. 
954 On his case e.g. Gruen 1965:62–63. 
955 Gruen 1965:65. 
956 Seager 1967:39. Gabba 1994:114; which means that most probably not all the prosecuted were accused of 
instigating the enemy, as indicated by at least the cases of Strabo and that of Varius especially.  
957 Cic. De Leg. 3.81 
958 Some consider him as having been executed (Gruen 1965:69), a more probable variant is he was “just” 
exiled (Seager 1967:41). For a discussion on the subject matter see ibid.  
959 Vell. Pat. 2.14.1. 
960 App. BC 36, this version repeats also Amp. 19.6 and 26.4 and Oros. 5.18.7: Drusus tantis malis anxius domi 
suae incerto quidem auctore interfectus est; Liv. Per. 71:... incertum a quo domi occisus est. 
961 Blamed twice by Ampelius with almost the same words: ...per insidias a Philippo consule domi suae 
interfectus est (Amp. 19.6) and sed tum a Philippo consule in domo sua interfectus est (Amp. 26.4). 
962 Cic. De Leg. 3.81 ...quia Drusum ferro... sustulerat. 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=*mou%2Fmmios&la=greek&can=*mou%2Fmmios0&prior=yh/fou
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=d%27&la=greek&can=d%272&prior=*mou/mmios
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=o%28&la=greek&can=o%280&prior=d'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=th%5Cn&la=greek&can=th%5Cn0&prior=o(
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=*%28ella%2Fda&la=greek&can=*%28ella%2Fda0&prior=th/n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%28lw%2Fn&la=greek&can=e%28lw%2Fn0&prior=*(ella/da
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=quia&la=la&can=quia0&prior=si
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=Drusum&la=la&can=drusum0&prior=quia
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ferro&la=la&can=ferro0&prior=Drusum
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=sustulerat&la=la&can=sustulerat0&prior=veneno


176 
 

Also the Etruscans and the Umbrians are said by Appian to have considered killing 

Drusus during the unspecified meeting (δοκιμασία) of the Senate.963 The date, as well as the 

reasons for this puzzling presence of the Etruscans and the Umbrians in Rome, is still a 

subject of permanent discussion.964 The riot could have been of an earlier date and perhaps 

related to the agrarian law, not the citizenship bill,965 however, Gabba suspects it could have 

been plotted by Marcius Philippus himself.966  

Appian967 states that the death of Drusus was their intention, that Drusus knew it and 

being worried he tried to avoid the crowds. Dart interprets this passage as an accusation of 

the Etruscans.968 Did Drusus really die by the hands of an enemy the association with Tarpeia 

would be too perfect. We cannot be sure that the propaganda did not try to raise even such 

a notion. But even when the murderer remains unknown, the reasons for the identification 

of Drusus and his supporters with a mythical archetype of a traitor by Titurius seem to be 

sufficient.  

According to Sydenham and Crawford, the denarii of Titurius were issued in 89 BC, 

i.e. at least one year and a few months after the death of Drusus and just a few months after 

the harshest trials under Lex Varia in 90 BC. Is it a too great a gap to seek a link between 

these events and Tarpeia on the Titurius denarii?  

The Social war was still raging in 89 BC and Drusus with his enfranchising bill was 

represented to the public as the very cause of it by his enemies. The witch-hunt on other 

alleged traitors and inciters of the allies probably still continued in 89 BC, though the main 

wave had passed away in the first half of 90 BC. As far as we are informed, the last to be 

prosecuted under Varius´s law was Cn. Pompeius Strabo in 88 BC. If the subject matter was 

also inciting the rebels (which is not clear, but possible),969 it implies the trials continued one 

more year after Titurius’s office as moneyer and they were certainly remembered much 

longer.970  

                                                           
963 App. BC 1.36.  
964 On discussion see Tweedie 2011:585–588. 
965 Badian 1962:226; Tweedie 2011:588. 
966 Gabba 1994:112. 
967 App. BC 1.36.  
968 Dart 2014:93. 
969 Seager 1967:40; Gruen 1965:70–71.  
970 Considering the success of this propaganda a lasting impact would undoubtedly have remained after the 
trials had ended. (Mouritsen 1998:137). 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=dokimasi%2Fas&la=greek&can=dokimasi%2Fas0&prior=th=s
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Thus, the image of the Punishment of Tarpeia on the Titurius denarii, intelligible to 

the people of Rome as easily as her twin depiction a little later on the relief of the Basilica 

Aemilia frieze,971 was still up to date in 89 BC and its association with the recent events and 

alleged traitors remained clear.  

Although the circumstances of Drusus´s death do not resemble the way Tarpeia was 

executed (nor do the fates of his prosecuted supporters at all), the main message of the 

scene is obvious – the traitor/s of Rome met his/their fate and was/were rightfully punished, 

the inner threat is removed and the victory is to be expected.  

In this respect Alföldi’s interpretation of the symbol of a half-moon with a star above 

Tarpeia also makes sense – he thinks of an abbreviated form of the constellation of the sun, 

moon and stars representing the rebirth of the mythical Golden Age and the announcement 

of the eternity of the City – a theme definitely understandable and desirable after the 

terrible sufferings of the dreadful war.972 

The supremacy of Rome in the conflict with the Italians was clear enough in 89 BC. It 

could also explain the third type of Titurius denarii portraying – awaited – Victory in a biga 

on the reverse. However, the motif is too frequent and common to make such conclusions.  

Burnett considers the denarii of the Italians to be the first coins designed as 

propaganda in the sense that they were launched against a specific enemy.973 If my 

interpretation of the Titurius denarii portraying Tarpeia is correct, we have another example 

of such a design from the same time, though oriented against an internal opponent.  

 

4. 4. Conclusion  

The ‘propagandistic’ interpretation suggested by Evans seems more plausible than 

the explanations for the moneyer’s choice of the image based on the need to demonstrate 

his ethnic origin or identity.974 However, I was trying to argue that the scene of the 

Punishment of Tarpeia on the denarii of Titurius Sabinus in terms of political propaganda 

does not represent an allegory of the revolting allies of Rome as generally assumed, but that 

                                                           
971 I will not deal here with the Basilica Aemilia frieze in more detail – though the iconographical schemes of 
both mythical themes are very close, the coins and the public buildings are quite different media. On the frieze 
see e.g. Albertson 1990:801–815.  
972 Alföldi 1956:64 and 88. 
973 Burnett 1998:170. 
974 Welch 2005:59. 
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of M. Livius Drusus himself or that it personified a broader body of his supporters who 

allegedly endangered the safety of the Republic and were prosecuted under the Lex Varia.  

The very date of the issue – if correct – indicates the second possibility; however, the 

violent – though mysterious – end of Drusus resembles the death of Tarpeia perhaps more 

closely. In terms of the complex iconography of the Titurius Sabinus denarii the legendary 

war is used as an analogy and paradigm to the current situation – the war with the allies. The 

first issue portraying the Rape of the Sabine women points to the cause and outbreak of the 

war (which could have also been associated with Drusus), the second issue concerning the 

Punishment of Tarpeia points out the lethal imminent threat, impersonated by a traitor and 

successfully warded off; and finally, the third issue predicts literally a victorious end to the 

war.  

The personifying of the alleged individual traitor corresponds also with the 

interpretation of the denarii issued by Petronius Turpilianus. If I am right, in both cases we 

meet a particular individual trespasser committing an alleged offence against Rome and thus 

worthy of a righteous punishment. Much like Tarpeia herself, this traitor is Roman, not a 

stranger, and thus a traitor deserving the highest penalty.  

The close association of Tarpeia with the eponymous rock is also extremely important 

but rather underrated in this respect. I suppose that we are allowed to assume that Egnatius 

Rufus, being found guilty of treason, actually was thrown down from the saxum Tarpeium.975 

A mere look at the image portraying Tarpeia on the Turpilianus denarii must have started a 

whole association string involving Tarpeia, treason, punishment and saxum Tarpeium as an 

infamous place of execution in the mind of the common citizen. The figure of a traitress 

must have reminded one of not only the particular mythological story, but above all of more 

general ideas of a betrayal and the place connected with its punishment, with guilt and the 

pain of death.  

That the justice came from the hands of the Roman court in the case of Egnatius 

Rufus seems to be indicated by the deletion of the figures of the Sabines from the coin 

image. Thus, the solitary figure of a suffering Tarpeia, freed from the redundant specific 

details of her story, becomes even more general and thus a more universally available 

paradigm of a worthily punished traitor.  

                                                           
975 On the usual way of execution and on the exposure of the corpses of members of the elite condemned for 
treason or maiestas threating an emperor see Barry 2008:224. Esp. associates of Seianus (Dio Cass. 58.15.3).  
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If there is an apotropaic quality in her frontal face, it was rather the viewer instead of 

the external evil that had to be averted, literally apo-trepein – from any perfidious acting 

against Rome.  

The theme Tarpeia incarnates – a betrayal of the homeland and the punishment of 

traitors – is quite universal. Still, given its too close ties to the particular historical story and 

to the history and topography of Rome its ‘propagandistic’ potential was limited. Its usability 

corresponds with the political situation – it was of primary topicality during the time when 

the physical menace to Rome, even her physical destruction, was still possible, i.e. before 

she became the superpower that is not so easily destroyed, despite eventual renegades.  

Moreover, it may be argued – as I tried – that the propagandistic potential of the 

story of Tarpeia was used in relation to individuals, eventually a group of individuals, but the 

identification of the traitress with a whole particular nation seems to be less possible, last 

but not least because Tarpeia was and never stopped being – Roman, not a stranger, despite 

her terrible deeds.   
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5. THE FINAL DISCUSSION  

 

5. 1. Punishment in the Greek Visual Arts 

In the previous text, my aim was to demonstrate that the iconography of the scene of 

the Punishment of Tarpeia – as for the basic composition as well as for the minor details – is 

based on the traditional conventional iconography of transgressors used in the Greek and 

the Etruscan art.  

Through the examination of related – visual as well as contentual – analogies I have 

tried to distil more general and more complex parameters of this imagery. There are 

basically two categories of a punishment – the direct physical destruction of the very 

offender and the revenge on her/his kin, usually the children – that appear in the Greek and 

the Etruscan art. Since the first group is relatively more homogenous and since the character 

of Tarpeia belongs with it, I focused especially on this one, formulating the results. The latter 

group, however, has to be also taken into consideration because of the number of details 

both types share.  

Despite the topic being generally clear, there are various moments to choose from 

when depicting a punishment – the surviving images of Niobids illustrate virtually all of them 

– including the points before, during and after the execution. However, treating with the 

physical destruction of the offender, the scenes seem to focus – not exclusively – on the very 

moment of punishment in process (Clytemnestra, Myrtilus, Tarpeia) or on the imminent 

moment right before the execution (Dirce, Dolon), the final result – the trespasser already 

dead – is definitely scarcer, but occurs – especially in the case of Dirce in the vase and wall 

painting.  

 

5. 2 .Composition  

The figure of punished trespasser is usually placed in the centre of the composition 

standing, crouching or half/kneeling frontally and creating the main vertical axis of the whole 

scene. This main character is usually surrounded by two other figures more or less 

symmetrically arranged on both sides. Sometimes their actions, postures and gestures are 

identical, even mirrored, sometimes the symmetry is looser. When only one punisher is 

active, the place on the opposite side of the offender is occupied by a less active figure of an 

assistant or an onlooker.  
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Since physical violence belongs primarily to the sphere of warfare, the basic scheme 

of punishment might have originated in the common original Greek two-figure composition 

consisting of a victorious warrior towering above a fallen kneeling enemy about to die, used 

for the depictions of single combats or battle scenes. Since the position of both figures 

clearly communicates the superiority of a central figure and announces the humiliation and 

imminent destruction of the lowered character, it apparently proved satisfactory also for 

other, unarmed and passive victims of violence – especially trespassers being executed.  

By adding the second executioner, a triangle composition is created – hardly 

acceptable for the fair combat scenes, but highly effective for those of a punishment. This 

arrangement points – besides the physical elimination of the offender – to her/his isolation 

and helplessness, fatefulness and the inevitability of the end. The victim surrounded from 

both sides is doomed; there is no way out, no chance of survival, no hope of escape. 

However, the terrible destiny is deserved and it is the elimination of the offender that will 

restore the order and balance.  

The symmetric triangular composition as such is, of course, hardly anything new, 

beginning in the Bronze Age in the Greek art. However, in the case of the punishment 

scenes, the scheme is quite specific – the imaginary top of the triangle is missing and the 

central character is not towering above the others – quite the opposite – it is pressed to the 

ground, physically as well as symbolically. Thus, we are virtually facing a visual as well as 

contentual negation of the original triangular scheme. However, it does not detract from the 

figure in the centre, though lowered. Due to its position in the centre and especially its 

frontality it engrosses the entire viewer’s attention. The frontality of the central figure is 

confrontational – it is intended to communicate with the beholder and mediate the sense of 

relentless deserved destiny,976 though its apotropaic qualities cannot be refuted.  

In the case of a continual sequence of scenes, this composition interrupts the 

equality and immediately catches the eye – it is a visual as well as factual anomaly, just as 

the very transgression it depicts and points to is. However, the punishment will restore 

order.  

Sometimes the missing top of the triangle composition may be replaced with another 

object as in the case of the punishment of Dirce – however, the bull, despite being quite an 

integral and substantial part of the story, engrosses and splits the viewer’s attention 
                                                           
976 For more on the frontality of Tarpeia and others in the visual arts see part two.  
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between the animal and the kneeling figure. The effect is undoubtedly overwhelming, 

especially considering what is to follow – and the viewer was very much aware. However, in 

terms of the effectiveness of the composition it is rather disputable.  

The number of two punishers usually follows the original story (e.g. Antiope’s twins, 

Clytemnestra and Aegisthus, Ulysses and Diomedes scouting, Orestes and Pylades taking 

revenge), sometimes the grounds for the presence of the second attacker are looser (two 

Centaurs in the Caeneus scenes, a random assistant to the active figure in the scenes of 

human sacrifice). At all events, the final desirable result is symmetrical, ideally a triangular 

composition consisting of two standing attackers oriented towards the lowered figure of the 

transgressor between them in the very centre of the scene.  

The tendency to the axial symmetry and triangularity of the scheme is obvious 

especially in the punishment scenes on the Etruscan reliefs, however, it originated in the 

Greek classical art as the scenes of the death of Caeneus attest. This is the very type of scene 

that might well be considered a connecting link between the combat and the punishment 

scenes. Caeneus is a warrior, not a passive victim; however, the element of a punishment 

and irreversible destiny is also present in his desperate struggle.  

However, I guess the choice of the type of the triangular composition is actually 

depending on the type of weapons used for the punishment. When a closer physical contact 

is involved between the punisher and the victim, the less balanced scheme originating from 

combats of two figures is used. Its core is presented by the central figure and an aggressor 

standing above it on its right side. While this aggressor is always that more active one, fixing 

and killing the victim at the same time, the second attacker on the victim´s left side is usually 

more or totally passive and seems to be added to emphasize that there is no escape for the 

victim and to complete the symmetry of the composition. When his/her presence is in 

explicit agreement with the story, all the better. 

It is also noticeable that these examples clearly show that the frontality of a central 

figure is definitely not unusual even for the mortals and thus it does not necessarily 

represent any epiphany as some suspect in the case of Tarpeia. As in the case of semi/nudity 

or other means of expression, the meaning of the frontal posture is not limited to just one 

particular situation – the context is of the highest importance as usual. In the scenes of 

punishment, its function seems to emphasize the figure and present it as a clear exemplum, 

to mediate the message directly to the viewer.  
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Given the stability of the basic iconographic scheme of the scene of the Punishment 

of Tarpeia and the consistent strictly frontal depiction of the traitress, I guess we might 

suppose that the original depiction of the Punishment of Tarpeia – the common model for 

the three surviving types – must have also been two-dimensional, most likely a wall painting. 

 

5. 3. Details  

The whole complex of details convicts the offender of her/his ‘otherness’ and of the 

abnormality and anomaly of the crime (s)he committed. It is usually expressed by using 

reversed characteristics of ‘proper’ counterparts of the trespasser. Hence the short or at 

least dishevelled hair of the female transgressors and their partial divestment. Usually just 

one breast of the victim is bared. This is a more universal feature referring generally to the 

violent treatment the victim is subjected to and to metaphorical loss of protection. However, 

on a symbolical level, in the case of the punishment it points also to the discovery and 

disclosure of the woman’s terrible offence that cannot be hidden, to her appalling and 

horrible crime that is not in accord with her femininity and to her repugnancy to the laws of 

the society as well as to the god’s natural order that will be reintroduced by the very act of 

her punishment and elimination.  

In the punishment scenes, we usually do not know who let the robe loosen – it could 

have slipped due to violent movement, it could have been pulled off by an attacker, 

however, actually it was the offender herself who had started this process unbinding the ties 

with her relatives and the whole community through her actions. Thus, the image of a 

loosened robe embraces both possibilities and it may very well metaphorically point also to 

the loosened bonds with society and – finally – to the parting with life itself.  

That these features in the given context belong almost exclusively to the mortal 

women about to die in the Greek art is supported also by the negative evidence. A brief 

analysis of the scenes portraying Helen meeting Menelaos in Troy shows that her imagery is 

different – despite explicit mentioning of her bared breast when placating her angry 

husband by the literary sources, she is not portrayed in that way in the Greek visual arts.  

As for the origin of these individual features, they seem to be as follows.  

The basic triangle composition appears in relation to a punishment in a broader 

sense at least from the 5th century BC, the same goes for the bared female breast and 

gestures of supplication – all predate the Hellenistic era and belong to the visual vocabulary 
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of the Classical Greek art. The Lapith women attacked by Centaurs of the early Classical 

period represented by figures from the pediment in Olympia and from the frieze in Apollo’s 

temple at Bassae seem to be the earliest examples of baring the breast in a violent 

context.977 However, they are not the same case as the trespassers – the reason of the 

attack is not their elimination, they belong to the group of erotically motivated abductions. 

Thus, the exposure of a female breast in relation to a punishment seems to appear in the 

case of Clytemnestra for the first time and it is apparently lacking any designed erotic 

connotations, pointing to her inverted maternity.  

On the other hand, the short hair of female trespassers seems to be the invention of 

Hellenistic artists in this context, as well as the more complex concept of the imagery of a 

punishment, integrating all the above-mentioned features into a single scene and 

emphasizing the triangular or pyramidal symmetry of the basic scene in the round.  

In the Etruscan art, the tendency to symmetry of the triangular composition is crucial, 

adding to the scene the strong feeling of fatefulness and hopelessness, quite a deadly 

embrace.978 On the other hand, the minor details, especially the female nudity, seem to be 

less strictly employed in the Etruscan art, undoubtedly due to their different meaning and 

associations in the distinct cultural milieu.  

 

5. 4. The Punishment of Tarpeia 

Considering the scenes of the Punishment of Tarpeia, the Greek visual vocabulary is 

apparent especially in the particular details, while the influence of the Etruscan visual arts is 

obvious on the general composition. Thus, as I have tried to argue, Tarpeia in the Roman art 

is consequently depicted in full accordance with the imagery other deadly threatened 

trespassers of the Greek myths.  

Given the general models of malefactors chosen for her creating of her image, it 

seems obvious that Tarpeia could hardly have been considered a positive noble heroine 

intending to deceive the Sabines and save her city in the time of the Late Republic. Her 

imagery is thus in accord with the most of the surviving literary sources and does not seem 

to reflect any heroic or even divine qualities of hers. This conclusion is not in conflict with 

the eventual existence of her posthumous worship. The angry and potentially harmful ghosts 

                                                           
977 Cohen 1997:79.  
978 I thank prof. Bouzek for this remark.  
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demand specific attention and treatment – not only the Vestal buried alive, also the tombs 

of other mythical traitors Myrtilus or the Naxian Polycrite are reported to have been 

annually worshipped.  

Of most crucial importance, in my opinion, is the question of the mere birth of the 

scene of the Punishment of Tarpeia. Given the singular differences in detail, it is apparent 

and generally accepted that all the three surviving types of its depiction must share a 

common iconographic prototype.979  

Since the general features meet the standards of the imagery of trespassers, it is 

hardly possible to specify just one direct model for the scene of the punishment of Tarpeia. 

This fact is in full accord with the eclectic approach of the Roman artists; however, this 

eclecticism is strictly limited to the subject. The process of composing a scene by combining 

several visual sources had already apparently been used also in the case of the Etruscan 

relief urns.980 As Perry argues, not even the Latin literature tended to imitate just one single 

model.981  

Considering the process of the development of the mythological scenes on the 

Etruscan funerary reliefs, van der Meer stresses the influence of Hellenistic sculpture for the 

creation of the third dimension; cartoon model-books982 were also undoubtedly quite useful 

for such a process. However, the establishing of a brand-new scene was definitely much 

more than a mere combination process. As I have tried to demonstrate, the iconography of a 

punishment is relatively complex as for the basic scheme as well as for the detail. Thus, it 

must have been the very motif of the future scene the artist was to start with. On the 

grounds of the chosen basic iconographic scheme, the relevant and specific details were 

added – it seems to be quite aptly illustrated on the scenes of the Punishment of Tarpeia – 

while the basic composition or rendering of the focal character remains basically the same, 

the details including the gestures vary due to the particular purposes of the depiction.  

Nevertheless, the Etruscan funerary reliefs as well as South Italian vases seem to 

show substantially less consistency in the particular detailed imagery of the fatally 

threatened women established by the Greek artists. Thus, I believe, the birth of the scheme 

of the Punishment of Tarpeia must have been affected by a more direct Greek influence, not 

                                                           
979 Küter 2014: 92; Evans 1992:122.  
980 Van der Meer 1975:79.  
981 Perry 2005. Hallet 2005: 428 is more sceptical. 
982  Van der Meer 1975:79. 
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only inflicted or mediated by the Etruscan workshops. The architect of the scene of the 

Punishment of Tarpeia, as well as his followers in the case of Basilica Aemilia frieze and the 

die engravers were apparently perfectly aware of what the punishment and the traitress 

should look like.  

Having answered, as I hope, the question of the sources of inspiration, still more is 

left to be considered – when was the scene of Tarpeia’s punishment created?  

 

5.5. The Creation of the Scene of the Punishment of Tarpeia  

J. D. Evans proposes even the 3rd century BC in general for the time of visualising of 

some original Roman scenes from the mythological past.983  As stated and discussed above, 

since all three surviving types of the scene of the Punishment of Tarpeia show the same 

basic iconographic scheme and such a degree of diversities in minor detail at the same time, 

their predecessor and their common model must have had some time to develop and 

spread, to become familiar and generally intelligible. In my opinion, it must have originated 

at least in the middle of the 2nd century BC, an earlier date being quite possible, any later 

hardly acceptable. The versions of earlier authors cited by Dionysius attest that the related 

story had been already well established at that time, even in several versions.  

The Etruscan urns in question are mostly of the first half of the 2nd century BC, the 

looser analogies on the urns proposed by Maggiani come from the second half of the 3rd 

century BC. The iconographic schemes they present are apparently often much earlier, some 

of Greek origin, some being adapted and improved after these models. Of roughly the same 

date are, however, the Attalid and other Eastern monuments considered to influence the 

genesis of the scene of the Punishment of Tarpeia.984 Thus, the chronological standpoint 

does not seem to help much for its more accurate dating.  

As for the ways of influence, there are basically two possibilities – the authors might 

have taken inspiration through the medium of the Etruscan and the Greek workshops in 

South Italy, or more directly through the Eastern Mediterranean. Both possibilities have 

been suggested already by scholars in the case of the Basilica Aemilia frieze as a whole. 

                                                           
983 Evans proposes even the 3rd century BC (Evans 1992: 134). The visual inspiration (as well as input of 
craftsmen) must have been definitely intensified during the 2nd half of the 2nd century BC after the capture of 
Greece; however, the Greek cities of Italy offered many opportunities long before, as well as alliances with 
Pergamum and other territories adopting Greek culture.  
984 Simon 1966:843; Furuhagen 1961: 148. 
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Vermeule joined them together considering the relief to be a Post-pergamene Hellenistic 

work formed in Tarentum.985  

There are the same good reasons for both opinions from the iconographic point of 

view too. The scenes of a punishment in the visual arts shows a remarkable popularity in the 

Apennine Peninsula in general – all the surviving depictions featuring the death of notorious 

trespassers Dirce, Myrtilus or Dolon come from South Italy, not from the Greek mainland. 

The South Italian Greek vase painting deeply affected the Etruscan visual arts, especially the 

funerary reliefs. I am not sure whether such popularity of the theme on the vases as well as 

on the Etruscan relief urns986 is explainable by mere popularity – however enormous – of the 

Greek drama in South Italy and Etruria. More likely, both seem to be a manifestation of 

some broader and deeper notions and feelings about the subject in general.987  

The availability of models undoubtedly also played an important role.988 Although the 

Etruscan models for the scene of the Punishment of Tarpeia might seem to have been easier 

at hand from the space point of view, they show less consistency in detail. Moreover, the 

good and intensive relations between Rome and Pergamum and other Eastern cultural 

centres are notorious. The Attalid art was deeply admired, the Telephus frieze is generally 

considered to be one of the sources of inspiration for the Basilica Aemilia frieze.  

The art of the Hellenistic kingdoms is generally considered to be the prevailing source 

of inspiration in Rome not only because of the chronological closeness. Good and intensive 

relations between the Roman aristocracy and Attalid kings are well attested, on a public 

level they were was manifested e.g. by the transfer of the cult of Magna Mater to Rome in 

204 BC, which was presented a gesture of goodwill and a confirmation of the good 

relationship of the Attalid kingdom with the Roman Republic.  

The affection of the Pergamene kings for Rome was sealed by the legacy of the last of 

its kings. However, the enormous influence of the Pergamene art on the Roman visual 

culture continued, probably with even more intensity, after the incorporation of the 

Pergamene kingdom into the Roman dominion in 133 BC. Thus, it seems it was not a 

                                                           
985 Vermeule 1979: 65.  
986 Van der Meer 1975:79-80.  
987 I guess the fact that the stage appears on just a few vases (Trendall 1989:262) is significant. The rest of the 
scenes, though full of excited drama, is set into a common mythological realm.  
988 Hölscher 2004:99. 
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rivalry,989 but its very opposite – an intensive friendly relationship that enabled the cultural 

impact of the Pergamene art on Rome. The familiarity of the Roman patrons with the 

Pergamene culture was based on the Roman long-term military as well as commercial and 

diplomatic presence in the East; however, Rome’s relations with Pergamene were always 

allied obligations, not hostilities.990 The Pergamene art was known in Italy since the end of 

the 3rd century BC at least.991 The Pergamene artists were borrowed by the Roman 

aristocracy from the Pergamene kings, however, a considerably greater number of other 

artists deliberately circulated, offering their skills as well as particular models and 

cartoons.992 The property of the last Attalid king became a subject of a public auction after 

133 BC in Rome.993  

Thus, it is hardly surprising that the Attalid kingdom has been recognized as a primal 

source of the artistic as well as architectural inspiration of Late Republican Rome.994 The 

Pergamene influence on Rome is recognized in the architectural ornament in particular.995 

However, there were various other sources of inspiration.  

The marble ateliers of the East, especially of Pergamum, Athens and Rhodes and 

other Asian workshops supplied the Roman customers with their artefacts as well as with 

their ideas.996 Thus, the indirect inspiration by the eastern models as well as the work of the 

eastern Greek artists in the service of the Roman patrons are quite plausible possibilities for 

adopting the general imagery of a punishment, so much so that some of the literary parallels 

to the story of a girl betraying her city and being killed by her beneficiaries were situated on 

the coast of Asia Minor.  

Thus, there are two, both quite plausible main sources of inspiration for the scene of 

the Punishment of Tarpeia. Both definitely met in Rome and their fusion is apparent.  

 

  

                                                           
989 Kousser 2015:119. 
990 Kuttner 1995. 
991 Kuttner 1995: 159.  
992 On the evidence see Kuttner 1995.  
993 Kuttner 1995: 160.  
994 Kousser 2015:119.  
995 Kuttner 1995.  
996 Kuttner 1995: 161.  
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Creations of the Roman Art 

Thus, the Punishment of Tarpeia seems to owe much of its origin to combining 

several scenes depicting the punishment of other mythical traitors as well as other scenes 

considered appropriate for certain reasons.  

That the Romans were familiar with the imagery of vulnerable women subjected to 

violence is attested also by the denarii issued by two Aqulii Flori and portraying the standing 

warrior raising a half-naked collapsed female personification of Sicilia. The coins of both 

Aquilii (Cos. 71 BC and monetalis 18 BC) are reminders of a glorious deed of their famous 

ancestor Mn. Aquilius (Cos. 101 BC) who ended the slave revolt in Sicily. Their coin-images 

are identical (on the obverse of the later issue the original head of Virtus is replaced by the 

portrait of Augustus – undoubtedly a clever flattery) and the Augustan issue is contemporary 

with the denarii of Turpilianus portraying Tarpeia. Both the schemes originated in the first 

third of the 1st century BC (at least as coin-images). The difference between the renderings 

of two desolated female characters subjected to violence is remarkable: the divested 

kneeling Sicily contrasts with the fully dressed figure of Tarpeia on the Augustan denarii – I 

guess it supports my assumption that Tarpeia was presented as a Vestal on these issues and 

so it was not considered appropriate to portray her dehonested. Nevertheless, it also 

confirms that the Romans were quite familiar with the Greek imagery of the fatally 

endangered women from, at least, the beginning of the 1st century BC and that they adopted 

it fully – in contrast to the Etruscans with apparently different attitudes to human nudity.  

While the story of Tarpeia as well as the scenes of punishment in general have many 

more or less close parallels in the literary as well as visual sources, the Sabine shields used as 

murderous weapons in the case of Tarpeia are quite unique and unparalleled. They appear 

in all versions of the story, in the visual arts, the pile of shields enclosing the traitress 

apparently became even an attribute of Tarpeia in a way recalling the Christian martyrs 

portrayed with the instruments of their torture. It is so unique and concise that its very 

presence is enough and the figures of the Sabines became redundant on the Turpilianus 

denarii.   

The question of the stylistic form has not been mentioned yet. As argued in the first 

chapter, it seems that despite the iconographic schemes being the same, the depictions of 

Tarpeia differ not only in minor details but also stylistically. The traitress is portrayed in the 

noble reserved traditions of the Greek Classical art on the Basilica Aemilia frieze and in the 
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dramatic exaggerated style of the Hellenistic Baroque on the Turpilianus coins. Since the 

minor arts usually reflect the famous works of sculpture and not vice versa and since the 

scene on the Basilica Aemilia frieze was apparently not a model for Tarpeia on the coins, we 

should probably suppose that the original image of Tarpeia was executed also in the excited 

Hellenistic style and that her depiction on the Basilica Aemilia was adapted to suit the dignity 

and decorum of the public building using the Greek Classic styles of the 5th and 4th centuries 

BC.997 Or was the appearance of Tarpeia on the Turpilianus coins adapted to express her 

horrible situation and to compensate for the absence of other figures? Providing the original 

model was created sometime in the middle of the 2nd century BC owing to the contemporary 

Pergamene and Rhodian styles, I consider the first possibility more probable, however, here 

we find ourselves in the realm of pure speculation.  

My aim was to demonstrate that the iconographic scheme of the Punishment of 

Tarpeia was based on and derived from Greek iconographical vocabulary and paradigms 

adapted also into the Etruscan art. This presumption is in full accordance with Hölscher’s 

argument that it is primarily the content of the subject that determined the choice of the 

model, moreover, there was always more than one model used for creating a new 

composition of different patterns drawn from different periods of Greek art.998  

The scene of the Punishment of Tarpeia is, indeed, an original and creative work in all 

its surviving forms – it is hardly just a new wine put into an old skin. The scheme as well as 

the minor features were apparently consciously and cautiously chosen on the basis of 

contentual resemblances as well as looser – perhaps just for us – associations, the key-words 

being – treachery, transgression, disloyalty, punishment, the circumstances of the event and 

the specific way of death of the trespasser. These models were adopted and adapted to 

visualise the subject new to the visual art, to make it universally understandable and to 

represent and to communicate specific conception and values.  

The iconography of the Punishment of Tarpeia is definitely an original Roman 

creation; however, it shows a strong dependence on the Greek and the Etruscan models not 

only as for its style, but also for the iconographic scheme. All the three surviving images use 

common vocabulary based on the Classical Greek art and adapt and develop an already 

existing model creatively. Since the way of the death of Tarpeia is quite specific, it is 

                                                           
997 Hölscher 2004. 
998 Hölscher 2004:20, 45, 54, 82.  
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especially these details, as well as the identification of her as a Vestal on some Turpilianus 

denarii, that represent Roman innovation of the basic scheme and original contribution to 

the quite specific iconography of Tarpeia. As such, they quite precisely demonstrate and 

confirm the principles Roman visual culture as a whole was based on.999  

If I am right in evaluating the Greek and the Etruscan models taken for the creation of 

the scene of the Punishment of Tarpeia, this hypothesis is in a full accordance with E. Perry’s 

conclusions.1000 It complies with the principles of her categories of decorum, i.e. 

appropriateness of the chosen motif in relation to the specific environment and purposes, as 

well as her concept of aesthetic Roman eclecticism supposing multiple models for creating a 

new work of art.  

As I have argued at the beginning of this thesis, it is those very themes related to the 

Roman legendary past and lacking thus the direct Greek or Etruscan antecedents that 

deserve special attention in the passionate debate of the degree of originality of the Roman 

art.  

Deeper study of the scenes not present in the Greek and the Etruscan arts such as 

just the Punishment of Tarpeia or the Rape of Sabine women and other stories linked 

exclusively to the Roman legendary past, may help up to better understand the history and 

development of the Roman visual arts. The identification of the original source of inspiration 

for the birth of the image of Tarpeia´s death, if right, can also help us to perceive the process 

of the translation of iconographic schemes from Greek art into the Roman world and the 

way of visualization of the new themes.  

  

                                                           
999 On the discussion, definition and terminology concerning Roman visual arts see Hallet 2015:22–31. 
1000 Perry 2002 and 2005.  
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Abbreviations:  

 

BK = Brunn, H. – Körte, G. (eds.) 1870 –1916: I rilievi delle urne etrusche 1–3. Berlin, Roma.  

BM = Brithish Museum 

BMC = Mattingly, H.: Coins of the Roman Empire in the British Museum, vol. 1, Augustus to 

Vitellius. Oxford.  

KHM = Kunsthistorisches Museum, Wien  

LIMC = Ackermann H. C. – Gisler, J.-R. (eds.) 1981–2009: Lexicon Iconographicum 

Mythologiae Classicae. Zürich.  

LSJ = Liddell, H. G. – Scott, R. 1940: A Greek-English Lexicon. Revised and augmented 

throughout by Sir Henry Stuart Jones with the assistance of Roderick McKenzie.9 

Oxford.   

MET = Metropolitan Museum of Arts, New York 

MFA = Museum of Fine Arts, Boston 

MG = Museo Guarnacci, Volterra  

RRC = Crawford, M. H. 1974: Roman Republican Coinage. London.  

RIC I2 = Sutherland C. H. V. – Carson R. A. G. 1923 (revised ed. 1984): Roman Imperial 

Coinage vol 1: Augustus–Vitellius (31 BC–69 AD). London.   

RIC II = Mattingly, H. –Sydenham, E.  A. 1926: Roman Imperial Coinage vol. 2: Vespasian –

Hadrian (69–138). London.  

SNG Cop. = Sylloge Nummorum Graecorum Copenhagen. The Royal Collection of Coins and 

Medals. Danish National Museum.  Part 11:  Thessaly - Illyricum. 1943. 
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