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 1 

 

  

INTRODUCTION 

Pergamon: The City and the Book 

  

 Pergamon was thoroughly excavated by German archaeologists, who have 

worked at the site for more than a hundred years. And yet, Pergamon is one of the few 

Hellenistic cities that have been well studied. The historiography of the Hellenistic period 

suffers from the difficulties of doing archaeological research on Hellenistic sites, such as 

Alexandria, where the city has been continuously rebuilt for centuries. Another problem 

is the widespread prejudice against the period. Until recently, scholars were discouraged 

by the claim that the period was “a time of decline and deterioration” as much as having 

“witnessed the failure of the polis” (Gruen, 1993, 339). The general agreement was that 

most of the civic institutions, such as autonomy or the so-called democracy, were 

corroded during the Hellenistic era. The civic spirit that built up the collective memory of 

the Greek poleis has been believed to vanish, as the idea of polis was transformed into a 

“cosmopolis” under the rule of the Hellenistic monarchs.  

 On the one hand, the above-mentioned assertion has considerable truth. On the 

other hand, it appears to be deficient to elucidate the historical process, for instance the 

transition from democracy to monarchy. What greatly complicates the picture is that 

kingly authority that claimed to have united the Greek world was not simply imposed on 

the Hellenistic cities from above by some autocratic central power. Rather, the familiar 

institutions of the polis still held significant authority (Gruen, 1993, 354), and even the 



 2 

Hellenistic king himself was not exempt from its power and demands.
1
 Moreover, the 

growth of the Hellenistic states came about through an extremely complex process 

characterized by intricate, continuous negotiation at every step. The ancient historians 

often miss the intricacies of this process due to their reliance on the written evidence 

produced by the elites, who tend to naturalize the viewpoints representing the ruling 

classes as historical facts. The urban space, however, regardless of its patrons, contains 

the knowledge of the social relations of production.
2
 It is one of the premises of this study 

that the analysis of the Hellenistic urban space itself may provide an account of how 

space might have served as a means of domination as well as resistance. As demonstrated 

through a spatial reading of the history of Pergamene scenic space (Chapter 3), kingly 

power was more negotiated than exercised.   

 This play of power was strongly sustained by an ideology (and vice versa). Just 

as the very existence of the independent polis sanctioned the myth of the revival of a 

glorious Greek past —e.g., Pergamon was founded as the New Athens— Hellenistic 

thought articulated the idea of a Hellenistic “cosmopolis.” The cosmopolitan outlook, or 

what is sometimes referred to as the “universalism” of the Hellenistic period was a result 

of the extension of the physical boundaries of knowledge.
 3

 The expanded horizons and 

                                                 
1
Walbank, 1984 [1928], 80-81. Walbank, for instance, states that Diotegenes‟ claim — that the king is 

living law (nomos empsychos) — does not imply an absolute monarch. Being the embodiment of animate 

law, king himself was not free from the obligation to observe the law. 
2
 Urban space “is a (social) product [...] the space thus produced also serves as a tool of thought and of 

action [...] in addition to being a means of production it is also a means of control, and hence of 

domination, of power.” Lefebvre, 1991, 26. 
3
 The concept of universalism is articulated with all the positive and negative implications of the word; i.e. 

the anxieties created by the cosmopolitanism are expressed by the Cynic Krates as a lack of belonging 

(Diogenes Laertios 6.98). Pollitt, 1986, 10-13 
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mobile population of the Hellenistic age brought the Greeks into close contact with a 

greater variety of peoples and social conditions than they had known in the Classical 

period. The Greeks had been producing treatises on geography and ethnography since the 

sixth century BCE. After Alexander‟s campaigns, these types of research progressed; the 

number of treatises on specific cultures and peoples began to accumulate. The most 

influential geographer of the Hellenistic period, Eratosthenes of Cyrene (ca. 275-198 

BC), was the first to accumulate this information in his three books entitled 

Geographika.
4
 Working under the patronage of Ptolemy III Eurgetes, Eratosthenes 

brought a new mathematical precision and apparently also a new systematic 

comprehensiveness to the representation of the world as it was then known. Implicit in 

his geographical writing seems to have been, as H.C. Baldry has expressed it, “…the 

concept of a multi-racial and multi lingual civilized humanity, put forward by a Greek 

whose picture of mankind included non-Greek centers of civilization comparable with his 

own, to all of which the same standard must apply.”
5
  

 “Universalism” was one of the Hellenistic age‟s main contributions to western 

culture, precisely because of its direct association with the pursuit of knowledge. With a 

careful insight into the structure of the Hellenistic poleis, one can certainly glimpse the 

flowering idea of “enlightenment,” with all its positive and negative implications.  The 

serious concern with education and the elaboration of the idea of the gymnasium shifted 

the focus more and more on intellectual training as well as physical training. This is 

                                                 
4
 For a recent translation, see: Roller, 2010.   

5
 Baldry, 1965, 171.  
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accompanied by the birth of academia and professional scholars. In institutions such as 

the Museum and Library of Alexandria and the Library of Pergamon, intellectuals could 

devote their energy in environments protected under the patronage of Hellenistic kings. 

These scholars categorized and classified knowledge of the inhabited world (oikumene) 

into various categories, very much like the practitioners of the modern academic 

profession. These were the first “Classical scholars” whose mission was to preserve the 

heritage of the Greek past. This scholarship, in turn, aided in the ideological support of 

growing kingly authority.
6
 With his hold on the knowledge of the world, the king could 

claim to act on the behalf of mankind and to bend individual will and interest towards a 

universal kingly power. The most renowned and influential exemplar of this outlook was, 

no doubt, Alexander the Great, whom Plutarch represents as a visionary figure, inspired 

in his military missions by a motive of constructing the “universal” reality.
7
   

 As the pursuit of knowledge became an exclusive profession, it was associated 

with a new social distinction, set up between the educated and the uneducated, between 

the refined and the crude. The professional scholar, who enjoyed knowledge for its own 

sake, felt certain disdain for the mass of men who knew much less than he did. Through 

their studies, the educated classes introduced a book cult into the cultural domain of the 

polis. This inevitably reduced the uneducated mass‟ access to knowledge, which was 

previously communicated primarily through traditions of oral memory. It is not 

                                                 
6
 When Demetrios of Phaleron, the cultural and religious counselor Demetrios of Phaleron, founded the 

Library of Alexandria, he began to use his wealth to acquire or copy manuscripts from Greece and other 

parts of the civilized world. He wrote studies entitled On Homer, the Iliad and Odyssey. 
7
 Plutarch, On the Fortune and virtue of Alexander 392C. For an interpretation of Plutarch‟s account, see: 

Pollitt, 1988, 11. 
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accidental that the word parchment comes from pergamenê: it is well known that the 

material was first used in the time of Eumenes II as writing paper. If the printing press 

marks an important turning point in the history of architecture, as Victor Hugo claims, the 

invention of parchment in Pergamon must also hold a prominent place in history of 

knowledge.
8
 Hugo states that architecture relinquished its expressive power and textual 

character after Gutenberg and his printing press. The invention of parchment seems to 

have had the opposite effect: it increased the power exercised through architecture 

precisely because architecture became a repository for esoteric knowledge.  

 The invention of parchment was contemporaneous with production of the 

artistic and architectural works designed to be appreciated simultaneously on an 

immediately apparent level, to be grasped by common people, and on a less obvious level 

designed to be appreciated by the few who were qualified to understand. In other words, 

the knowledge contained in the body of architecture functioned very much like the 

knowledge of the Mysteries, which had a public component as well as a “secret” side 

exclusively accessible to initiates. The Gigantomachy of the Great Altar at Pergamon 

(Chapter 5), for example, represented a spectacular rendition of a familiar myth known to 

all ancient viewers. But only an educated few, like the Stoic scholar Krates of Mallos, 

who is thought to have had a major influence on its design, likely saw in it not only a 

variety of literary allusions but also an allegory expressing a conception of the cosmos as 

envisioned by Stoics (Simon, 1975). The more abstract form of knowledge encoded in 

the narrative of the Gigantomachy was also manifest in spatio-visual forms. The 

                                                 
8
 Hugo, 1993. See also, Levine, 1984. 
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unlettered would have been fascinated by the glittering surface of works like the temple 

of Athena at Priene, while those who were educated would have been aware of a series of 

scientific “rules,” embodying the ratios apparent in nature (Pollitt, 1988, 15). It is one of 

the premises of this study that a similar set of rules were also at work in planning of 

urban space, yielding an understanding of “controlled space,” and “controlled effect” 

(Holloway, 1973, 186). This premise, I believe, provides a necessary reorientation to 

understand the Hellenistic sanctuary, emphasizing the critical role the sanctuary played as 

a means of access to knowledge.  

 

The Hellenistic Sanctuary: Problematics and Methodology 

 In seeking to identify the formal principles governing the shape of the 

Hellenistic sanctuary the difference between the Hellenistic and Classical periods must be 

emphasized. Although Greek urban planning may come across as disorderly to the 

modern eye, its order reflects a direct relationship between the temple and the landscape. 

According to Scully,  

  

 The Greek temples…not only created an exterior environment —which it is one of 

 architecture‟s primary functions to do— that was wider, freer, and more complete than other 

 architectures have encompassed, but, as sculptural forces peopled it with their presences as well, 

 in ways that changes of outlook and belief generally made inaccessible to later ages 

 (Scully,1979, 1).  

 

 The principles of Greek planning still remain largely “inaccessible,” to modern 

eye, because of the unmediated reciprocity of natural and built environment. In the 
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history of Western architecture, the planning principles of temples for the first time 

became recognizable to the modern eye in the Hellenistic period. This is precisely 

because in the Hellenistic period, the temples receive their constructed environments. In 

other words, the urban space as we know it, as an enclosure within an urban fabric, 

emerges as an interior, separate from the landscape, which remained an exterior. What 

makes the Hellenistic sanctuary familiar to the modern eye is the conception of vision 

behind its articulation. The Classical Greek temples were laid out according to a system 

predicated on a circular universe with human vision as extending across a 180˚ arc of that 

circle (Doxiadis, 1972). The Hellenistic temples, on the other hand, were placed within a 

geometrically regular precinct surrounded by stoas. In other words, their rectangular 

spatio-visual frame preceded the “window” of Renaissance perspective, which is based 

on a later interpretation of the Euclidian conception of human vision.
9
 It is one of the 

premises of this study that Euclid‟s Optics was fundamental to the urban planning in the 

Hellenistic period.
10

 The Hellenistic planners —along with artists and architects— 

developed a design methodology, skēnographia that applied Euclid‟s geometric 

conception of vision to art and architecture.
11

 The geometry of the Hellenistic sanctuary 

was thus governed by a perspectival rather than an abstract methodology.
12

 To be sure, 

                                                 
9
 On the compatibility of the Euclidian Optics and linear perspective, see: Brownson, C.D., 1980, 165-194. 

10
 On the relationship between Euclidian Optics and Roman planning, see: Bek, 1993, 27-50. 

11
 For a review of the ancient uses of the term skēnographia, see: Panofsky, 1991, 97-100. Panofsky, for the 

first time, provides the correct interpretation of the term as a design method. 
12

 Urban research mainly seeks an abstract logic of planning in ancient Greco-Roman settings. Wightman 

(1997) considers the genesis of Imperial fora as a result of an abstract (geometric and arithmetic) design 

process. Senseney (2007) analyzes the geometry of the Temple of Asklepios at Kos with a similar premise 

in mind. Wilson Jones (2000) adopts a parallel approach in his quest for the design principles that governed 

Roman architecture. 
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abstract design is an intricate form that also inhabits the urban precinct, but perspectival 

logic is key to its interpretation.
13

 My analysis finds a dialogical process at work in the 

Hellenistic sanctuary, an interaction between skēnographia —implemented with a desire 

for potent display —and a range of resistant forces, historical, topographical and social. 

These forces distort the ideal order implicated in skēnographia. 

 Skēnographia is often considered as a pictorial method for representing three-

dimensional objects on a flat surface. Panofsky was the first to identify skēnographia as a 

Greco-Roman design method, “the application of optical laws to visual arts and 

architecture in their entirety; that is not only the rules for making flat pictures on a flat 

surface, but also the rules of architectonic and plastic construction, insofar as the latter 

are interested in counteracting the distortions entailed in the process of seeing.”
14

 Implicit 

in Panofsky‟s definition is the significance of skēnographia for urban design; since it 

entails a consideration of the position of the viewer with respect to the monument.
15

 

Urban space was a determining factor in this relationship, in other words the sanctuary 

itself. The sanctuary was neither a neutral, functionalist void nor merely a place of public 

encounter, but a highly valued artifact intimately bound to the temple. The temple was 

saturated with a high level of symbolic meaning, intrinsically and in its specific 

                                                 
13

 Haselberger (1999, 1-56), for instance, explains how “ideal proportions” of buildings were modified 

according to the rules of perspective. 
14

 Panofsky, 1991, 97. Despite its significance in identifying the correct meaning of skēnographia, 

Panofsky‟s work has been rarely consulted by classical archaeologists. The understanding of skēnographia 

solely as a pictorial practice prevails in the works devoted to Second-Style Pompeian paintings. Despite its 

novelty, Panofsky‟s articulation of visual mechanism behind skēnographia remains problematic. For a 

revision of his interpretation, see Chapter Two (Skenographia as a Design Method). 
15

 For consideration of skēnographia as an urban planning methodology, see: Gleason, 1994; Hoepfner, 

1997. 
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iconography, producing a radiant symbolic energy that transformed its setting. 

Conversely, the sanctuary provided a spatio-visual frame for the iconic radiance of the 

temple. This frame may be said to produce the iconicity of the monument embedded in 

and aligned with the field of sociopolitical space and experience. The sanctuary, in other 

words, was the means by which the Hellenistic temple was effectively realized as a 

representational form.    

 Given these underlying conditions, the space of the Hellenistic sanctuary 

followed three distinct, though closely interrelated principles: 

(1) The first and simplest principle is the space-positive design. The major 

monuments of the Hellenistic period tend to be displayed within a spatio-

visual frame. In the formation of the sanctuary precinct, either the temple 

gave shape to its urban precinct (e.g., Sanctuary of Athena at Pergamon) or 

the spatio-visual form of the sanctuary generated the form of the temple so 

that the temple fitted to perceived effects of the open space (e.g., The 

Sanctuary of Dionysus at Pergamon). This process is interactive in that the 

evolving monument, in turn, puts new demands on the surrounding space, 

and so on.
16

 The fine tuning eventually ends at a point determined by certain 

formal criteria and the limits of financial resources. 

(2) The second principle concerns the design of the monuments. The Hellenistic 

architects did not abstractly conceive the monument, but calculated its 

                                                 
16

 Sitte (1965, 181ff.) observes a rough correspondence between the shape of the buildings and their 

squares; in other words the narrow high buildings take deep, narrow squares, broad buildings wide shallow 

spaces etc.  
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proportions with respect to the spectators‟ distance from the building in the 

vertical and horizontal angles of vision. The proportions and the details of 

the temple were adjusted to provide optimum visibility to the spectator who 

first saw the monument upon his/her entrance to the sanctuary (Doxiadis 

1972). This design made the sanctuary frame an integral part of one‟s 

perception of the monument, heightening its picturesque effect.  

(3) The third principle is that the space of the Hellenistic sanctuary tends to take 

shape around an axis. I emphasize “tends” because numerous factors 

contribute to the variation in this form of order. The axiality of the 

Hellenistic sanctuary concerns not an abstract axis, but the axis of visual 

perception. In some cases the axis functions solely as a trajectory of 

movement, designating the successive positions of the spectators with 

respect to the monument. In others, the movement axis tends to overlap with 

the visual axis ordering the sanctuary towards a Vitruvian ideal of spatial 

regularity.  

 

 The variable aspects of Hellenistic planning involve the historical dimension of 

the Hellenistic sanctuary. The history of a site, including the monument and its spatio-

visual frame, is fundamental to the study of Hellenistic urbanism. Unlike the regular, 

orderly Roman sanctuaries, whose construction (aided by the invention of opus 

caementicium) was actualized in relatively short spans of time, construction of Hellenistic 

sanctuaries often lasted for centuries. Thus, the Hellenistic sanctuary directly interfaced 
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with the historical realities of its physical context that it accumulated over several 

construction phases, initiated by individuals with distinct interests at different historical 

moments. The result is that few Hellenistic sanctuaries are geometrically perfect in the 

way an Imperial Roman forum could be.
17

  As we can see particularly in the Sanctuary of 

Athena in Pergamon and the Asklepieion at Kos, the layout of the Hellenistic sanctuary 

was conditioned by distorting inflections of preexisting monuments. These monuments 

were often conceived in an earlier conceptual style overlapping with an earlier mode of 

visuality (human vision as extending across a 180˚ arc of a circle). Deforming contextual 

pressures are thus characteristic of the Hellenistic period, whose principles contained no 

single-minded spatial typology like the Roman forum, which conformed to the powerful 

Vitruvian ideal. 

 Thus, it is nearly impossible to understand the underlying order of many 

Hellenistic sites without knowing the history of their formation. In other words, the study 

of a Hellenistic site requires its deconstruction into phases of development as precisely 

available as information permits. One may try to make sense of the final configuration 

only through the reconstruction of the sequence of planning events leading to it, and 

guided by an understanding of the planning principles of Hellenistic practice with all of 

its irregularities. 

 Spatial practices are critical to the interpretation of the changes that occurred at 

each planning phase. For Lefebvre, the space of any given culture is best understood in 

                                                 
17

 The distorting effects of the preexisting conditions should be considered relevant to the planning of 

Roman sanctuaries to some extent. and yet, it is characteristic of the Hellenistic period, whose principles 

contained no single minded typology 
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terms of a conceptual triad: spatial practices, representations of space and 

representational spaces, considered within a historical dimension. Spatial practices, 

performative engagements with specific, culturally significant places, are among the 

primary means of configuring the meaning in space.
18

 According to Lefebvre, spatial 

practices refer to what members of a society actually do, how they have learned to live 

and work in space, following practices that ensure social cohesion. He gives the Greek 

festival as an example of an ancient spatial practice, as the festival was part of the “work” 

as well as the “play” of the whole society.  The festival experience in Greek poleis 

embodies a close association between the perceived space and the rhythm of daily reality 

at the practical/social level. Particularly because this experience was significant to the 

lives of ordinary citizens, festivals were a primary means by which political elites 

configured urban landscapes in the ancient world. Through such performances, urban 

landscapes constituted networks of socially significant places and landmarks (i.e. agora, 

temple, theater, etc. linked through processional practice), which became imagined, 

mythologized, and contested in their various representations.  

The perceived-conceived and lived triad (spatial practice, representations of 

space, representational spaces) loses all its force if it is treated in an abstract model. The 

lived, conceived, and perceived realms must be interconnected, so that the subject —the 

individual member of a given social group— may move from one to another without 

confusion. At certain periods in history, as in the Hellenistic period, this triad also 

constituted a coherent whole. Hellenistic representations of space, skēnographia, codified 

                                                 
18

 For a creative analysis of the everyday practices as performative strategies, see: De Certau, 1984.  
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a common language, a social consensus. Greek painters, architects and theorists 

developed skēnographia, on the basis of a spatial practice, the theatre, which itself 

contained verbal conceptualizations of space (i.e. representational space). Theatrical 

space created by the architect is necessarily a representation of space — corresponding to 

a particular conception of space (in our case that of Greek drama). The representational 

space, mediated and yet directly experienced, is established as the dramatic action itself. 

Skēnographia, therefore, combines the two functions in an inextricable way. On the one 

hand conveys the abstract order of the world (space-time), while on the other hand it lays 

hold of the concrete (practical and social) space-time, wherein symbolisms hold sway, 

where works of art are created, and where buildings, temples and palaces were built. 

In this project, the analysis of the Hellenistic urban space is thus conducted 

through a reconstruction of spatial practices, that constitute the content, i.e matter, or 

bodies that filled the urban space. The bodies, i.e., animals as well as “body” of a human 

group, are capable of demarcating space and orienting themselves on the basis of angles. 

Bodies can create networks and links, symmetries and asymmetries through three aspects: 

gestures, traces, and marks (Lefebvre, 174). The “reading” of urban space for such traces, 

in the context of the sequence of productive operations involved, constitutes the basis of 

my reconstructions.  Such an investigation suggests a criterion for exposing the links 

between ideology and practice as well as between ideology and knowledge. It allows me 

to discern the interrelationships between the lived on the one hand and the perceived and 

the conceived on the other, and what they reveal versus what they conceal.   
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 A no less critical methodological issue concerns the nature of the evidence for the 

urbanistic theories here advanced. The spatial practices of any Greek polis are often 

accessible to us in the form of fragments scattered in place and time. Furthermore, the 

record of the practices performed in the city of Pergamon is severely limited. To 

overcome the scarcity of evidence pertaining to Pergamon, and the arbitrariness caused 

by the accidents of survival, I study rituals that were recorded in a recognizable form 

throughout the Hellenistic world. These include theatrical performances, processions and 

sacrifice, which occasionally took place in a consecutive order in the context of a civic 

festival. The study of Greek religion proves that there is much correspondence and 

analogy in the rituals of Greek poleis. The ethos may change from place to place but the 

basic forms and structures of ritual remain the same (Parker, 1989). This is certainly true 

for festivals, which occupied a prominent place in the calendar and life of the Greek polis 

and which have indeed been suggested to have played an instrumental role in the 

formation of the Greek polis.
19

  

 Even though I draw on the evidence from the wider Hellenistic world, especially 

from Athens, I strongly emphasize the physical site as the primary “text” of my analysis. 

In order to avoid the misleading conclusions that might arise from using out-of-context 

written evidence, I articulate a legitimate historical basis for the reading of each site. I 

investigate the major sites of Hellenistic Pergamon with respect to comparable spaces in 

the context of how they were used. The remarkable consistency in the spatial and visual 

                                                 
19

 Nilsson, 1906. According to Polignac‟s (1995) model the performance of public processions from the 

centre to the periphery (i.e. extra-urban sanctuary) unified the social space and encouraged the integration 

of social body which periodically affirmed its control over the territory.  
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ordering of the major Hellenistic sanctuaries, which initially suggested to me the 

presence of underlying operational principles, constitutes strong circumstantial evidence 

that formal structures were conditioned by comparable spatial practices. In this mode of 

historical discursivity the evidence is read (both from written documentation and 

architectural remains) with and against the design theory. 

 In presenting the evidence and interpretation, I have chosen a trajectory from 

theory to practice and from urban artifact to historical context. In the first two chapters, I 

ground the Hellenistic design methodologies in contemporary thought, theatrical practice, 

optical theories, pictorial trends and other streams of artistic practice. In the following 

chapters, I specifically focus on the festival rituals in the four Hellenistic sanctuaries at 

Pergamon, the capital of the Attalid dynasty. I analyze the theatre, the theatre precinct 

(precinct of Dionysus), the precinct of the Great Altar and the sanctuary of Athena in 

relation to the ritual practices. Through reconstruction of the pattern and trajectory of 

movement in each sanctuary precinct, I demonstrate how the spatio-visual order of these 

sanctuaries facilitated Attalid kings‟ appropriation of Pergamene urban setting as a 

constituent of their sovereign power. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Framing Theatricality as a Visual Discourse 

 

 Hellenistic artists, architects and theorists invented a design methodology that 

linked diverse phenomena including painting, sculpture, architecture, urban design and 

sociopolitical forces. The mapping of such discursive intersections is necessary to any 

deeper understanding of the origins and peculiarities of Hellenistic urban design. In 

pursuing this mapping, I consider theatricality as a discourse, a historical ground that 

governed the production and perception of urban space. My discussion of theatricality 

demonstrates that Hellenistic design methodology was informed by the cultural and 

intellectual production of the period.  

 Hellenistic design principles were deeply entangled in the problem of the viewing 

subject, visuality and representation in the arts of the Hellenistic period. The way artists 

dealt with the viewer suggests that how things were seen is a critical aspect of what was 

seen in the full sense of perception, cognition and affect. My proposal is that the 

positioning of the viewer in Hellenistic urban space and the shaping of that space in 

reference to the viewer-subject were part of a broad discourse that encompassed, in 

differing ways, all the visual arts of the period. In other words, the Hellenistic discourse 

of visuality, which I describe as theatricality, encompassed in different ways all of the 

visual arts of the period, none of which ignored the spectator.   

 Skēnographia, the Hellenistic design method based on the geometric definition of 

vision, was at the center of this scopic discourse. Skēnographia, which is usually referred 
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to as an architectural representation on the skēnē or a pictorial practice of creating spatial 

depth, is defined more broadly here as a comprehensive design method that applied 

Euclid‟s geometrical theory of vision to art and architecture.
20

 The relation between 

skēnographia and theatricality essentially corresponds to the distinction between vision 

and visuality. According to Hal Foster, “the difference between vision and visuality 

signals a difference within the visual ―between the mechanism of sight and its historical 

techniques, between the datum of vision and its discursive determinations— a difference, 

many differences, among how we see, how we are able, allowed or made to see, and how 

we see this seeing or the unseen therein” (Foster, 1988, ix). In other words, skēnographia 

suggests sight mostly as a physical operation based on Euclid‟s geometrical theory while 

theatricality grounds sight as a social fact.
21

 

 J.J. Pollitt offered the first comprehensive discussion of the “theatricality” of the 

Hellenistic art in his seminal work, “Art in the Hellenistic Age.” He defined the term as a 

metaphorical “period-eye,” as an attitude towards life that found expression in diverse 

media in sometimes overlapping expressive forms. Pollitt‟s treatment is based on a 

thematic approach and hence is mostly focused on the discussion of the subject matter in 

relation to the formal and stylistic inventions intended to startle, surprise and emotionally 

                                                 
20

 Panofsky (1991) for the first time establishes that skēnographia is a design practice based on Euclidian 

Optics. For a discussion and revision of Panofsky‟s interpretation of skēnographia, see Chapter 2. On the 

link between optical science and Hellenistic planning practices, see: Onians, 1979, 167-179; Bek, 1993, 

127-150. On applications of skēnographia to individual buildings, see: Gleason, 1994, 13-27; Hoepfner, 

1997, 109-148. On the link between optical science and proportions in architecture and sculpture, see: 

Haselberger, 1999. 
21

 Euclid ignores for the most part, the physical problems associated with the nature of visual rays and their 

encounter with visible objects, the physiology of sight, and the psychological factors influencing the 

perception and localization of visible objects. His is a geometrical theory of vision (Lindberg, 1976) 
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engage the Hellenistic viewer.  Building upon Pollitt‟s work, I argue that Hellenistic 

theatricality should refer to more than a metaphorical “period-eye,” as it was literally 

conditioned by the period model of the eye and vision itself, i.e. skēnographia.
22

 I argue 

that the art and architecture of the Hellenistic period did not merely reflect the 

theatricality of the time, but instead conditioned the perception of theatricality on the 

basis of optical science. Furthermore, I articulate numerous zones of overlap among the 

practices of Hellenistic urbanism and architecture and close links between the spatial 

structures of architecture, sculpture and painting that constituted a coherent visual 

discourse. In the last three chapters I demonstrate that the sociopolitical “context” of 

urbanism was also interactively connected with spatiovisual discourses to produce a 

unified field of power.  

Theatricality provides a useful historical ground to explore discursive 

intersections, overlaps and parallelisms between reception and production of the 

Hellenistic city.  For the purposes of this study, I define theatricality, following Elisabeth 

Burns, as an historically and culturally determined “mode of perception.”
23

 Theatricality 

can be understood as a conjunction of discursive practice where theatre (as an institution 

and aesthetic form) intersects with wider cultural contexts. Theatricality as a mode of 

perception means that things and actions, places and people, are not in themselves 

theatrical, but rather are rendered as such by a combination of aesthetic conventions and 

discursive practices, which create a “frame” of theatrical apprehension. The theatrical 

                                                 
22

 For an analysis of the art and architecture of the Hellenistic period and ancient theories of vision, see: 

Onians, 1979; Bek, 1993.  
23

 Burns, 1972. For a parallel definition, see: Erasmo, 2004. 
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mode of perception is thus a complex one, consisting of interlocking, mutually 

conditioning elements from different genres and forms of representation. Expressed more 

concretely, theatricality is a mode of perception and representation that either merges 

verbal, visual and corporeal dimensions or forms a bridge between them.  

 I seek to understand the Hellenistic period through the metaphor of theatricality. 

In the context of the theatrical aspects of the internet, German philosopher Mike 

Sandbothe has argued that metaphors, and the metaphorical field of theatricality in 

particular, are characteristics of transition periods (1998, 583). When times or situations 

are out of joint, metaphors may be the most accurate way of rendering comprehensible 

phenomena, which no longer correspond to pre-existing categories and concepts.  The 

Hellenistic period was such a period of transition; perhaps it was the last phase in the 

metamorphosis of Greek culture or an epilogue to it. Alexander‟s conquests and the 

founding of the Hellenistic kingdoms broke open the relatively sealed world of the 

Classical polis and brought about increased confrontation with unfamiliar cultures and 

forms of expressions. Such a significant expansion of social reality must have inevitably 

created feelings of strangeness and rootlessness that provoked anxiety. The perceptual 

changes wrought through spectacles, art and architecture demonstrate that in the 

Hellenistic period the anxieties of transition and dislocation were primarily expressed 

through the metaphor of theatricality. 

 I would note that the Hellenistic sanctuary is an unusually good topic for such 

inter- or trans-discursive interpretation. Whereas most studies in this interpretive mode 

involve literature, painting, and other artifacts produced in socio-cultural and discursive 
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spaces at several removes from the dominant socio-political power field, or insulated 

from it within specific discursive formations, Hellenistic urbanism (e.g., in Pergamon) 

was produced directly by and for the state. Therefore, political and spatio-visual 

discourses closely interrelated.  The interaction between them was mediated only by 

planning methodologies produced by the agents of regime working within a state 

governed institutional structure (Hansen, 1971, 219-274; Pollitt, 1988, 79-110 and 230-

247; Allen, 159-177). Thus the ideological messages of the dominant power structures of 

the ruling-elite were not diffusely or circuitously propagated in urbanism, but instead 

were installed directly through code-governed practice —through application of 

skēnographia. The underlying compactness and unity of these two discursive fields 

moreover, can be observed in the Hellenistic city, where the theorists, scientists, 

architects, playwrights, astronomers, painters, sculptors and others involved in urbanism 

—all part of an elite society— produced an unusual overlap among the roles of planning, 

patronage and reception. 

 

Theatricality as Mimesis 

While the term theatricality in the English language dates back to the eighteenth 

century, its possible denotations and connotations connect it with terms, concepts and 

practices that have a long history. The idea of the world as a stage, of men as actors 

assuming and discarding different roles, and the world of social reality becoming a play 

contrived by hidden, superhuman and impersonal forces, has been familiar in literature as 

long as drama has existed. What is often called theatricality has gone by various names in 
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the past, or we might say that various concepts and practices have often struggled 

towards a name which has remained elusive. Likewise, in the Hellenistic period, the 

concept of theatricality was not named as such, but in reading the literary and visual 

works of the period, I identified concepts and practices that could be discussed under the 

rubric of theatricality. First of all, the Hellenistic theatricality was a discourse on the 

“truth” of images. In the Hellenistic period the discourse has erupted as a consequence of 

the invention of a new artistic technology —skēnographia. Its roots, however was based 

on an earlier concept, mimesis —the social technology.   

The concept of mimesis provides a key to understanding Plato‟s vision of the 

world as stage. Plato, in the Laws, conceived the world akin to stage imagery in which 

human beings existed as actors whose strings, representing conflicting impulses of fear 

and confidence, were manipulated by the gods. Mimesis, which literarily can be 

translated as “imitation,” broadly denoted to representations, as well as persons, who 

imitate nature. Plato constructed the two-realities model of the world with the concept of 

mimesis in mind, implying that the world of sensory reality is in turn a mimesis, an 

imitation of the realm of Ideas. According to Plato, reality is an appearance (the world of 

representation and phenomenological world) and it is inherently inferior in that it consists 

of imitations (mimesis) which will be always subordinate and subsidiary to their original 

(equated with essence or truth).  By the same token, artistic representation is but a 

shadowy simulacrum of an already degenerate world, a mimetic imitation of an imitation, 

and hence it is two steps removed from the Truth, the realm of pure Ideas and Forms. 

Thus Plato concludes that art does not approximate the eternal, but rather produces 
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appearances and illusions that affect the perception and behavior of the man. In Platonic 

thought mimesis is primarily discussed within the sphere of aesthetics, and the illusion 

produced by mimetic representation in art, literature and music is viewed as alienating, 

inauthentic, deceptive and inferior.  

In his Poetics, Aristotle follows Plato in defining all art as mimetic. Unlike Plato, 

Aristotle views mimesis as a natural, human desire to produce imitations and to derive 

pleasure from these imitations. Having rejected the Platonic notion of pure Ideas, 

Aristotle does not denounce art for depicting the sensory realm. He rather views mimesis 

and representations as fundamental expressions of our human experience within the 

world, as a means of learning about nature that, through the perceptual experience allow 

us to get closer to the “real.” Aristotle argues that representations do not dupe humans 

into believing their “reality,” but rather reproduce what is probable and likely in the 

sphere of actions and experiences (Aristotle 9.12). Aristotle thus believes that mimesis 

not only functions to re-create “reality,” but also beautifies, improves upon and 

universalizes it. Mimesis creates a fictional world of representation in which there is no 

capacity for a non-mediated relationship to reality.  

   Hence mimesis is an extremely broad and theoretically elusive term that 

encompasses a range of possibilities for how the self-sufficient and symbolically 

generated world created by people can relate to any given “real” fundamental, exemplary 

or significant world. From mimesis arises the ambiguous metaphor of theatricality, an 

expression of the discrepancy between reality and illusion as fundamental to human 

existence. Thus, theatricality as mimesis precedes theatre, in the sense that it is a faculty 
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universal to human species (and animals); it is at the same time ritualistic and heuristic. It 

has been observed by social anthropologists in their interpretations of ritual performances 

of variety of cultures (Turner, 1982). What is unique to Greek culture was the articulation 

of the reality of illusion as a conceptual apparatus (the social technology) which makes 

mimesis a means of understanding of human action itself.  This knowledge, which 

surfaced in 20
th

 century approaches to mimesis, in the writings of authors such as Walter 

Benjamin, Adorno, Girard and Derrida, was already apparent to Plato, who stated that 

mimetic activity produces appearances and illusions that affect the perception and 

behavior of people. By articulating individuals in detail, mimetic representations 

(whether verbal or visual) exert an unprecedented amount of power over the spectators‟ 

comportment and relationship to himself/herself. This is the reason why Plato bans all 

artists, who excelled in the arts of mimesis, from the ideal Republic (394c-396a).   

Plato‟s link between mimesis and human behavior helps to explain why theater 

was at the center of both the spatio-visual field and the socio-political discourse. In the 

Hellenistic period theater personified subject positions. Highly generalized melodramas 

dealing with stock themes articulated “realistic” human types such as querulous fathers, 

aggressive sons, scheming servants, braggarts. These characters gave expression to 

emotions which are personal and universal —no cultural conditioning required to 

understand them— rather than communal. This is the most obvious in the comedies of 

Menander, who was admired in Antiquity for the “reality” of his plays.
24

 Menander treats 

                                                 
24
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 24 

themes such as misunderstandings in love, the discovery of long lost children, and cases 

of mistaken identity with common human types. Further, these characters are often 

represented as being in transit, about to depart for another city on business or for 

mercenary military service. Lacking the control over their lives, they were realistic, since 

the force, which created and resolved their problems, was Tyche or Fortune conceived as 

the playwright.
25

  

The literary evidence demonstrates that Tychē was conceived as the force behind 

all kinds of human actions. The title of Alexander‟s biography written by Plutarch, On 

the Fortune or Virtue of Alexander, for instance, is particularly suggestive. In this work, 

Plutarch questions how far Alexander‟s achievement may have been due to luck or to his 

own good qualities. These two factors had already been opposed by Alexander‟s 

contemporary Menander (ca. 342-289 B.C.) in the Arbitrants. Plutarch, however, 

especially emphasizes the role of fortune in Alexander‟s success. According to Plutarch, 

Alexander could have never set out to do what he did; his achievement cannot have been 

the result of calculated intention alone. He must have indeed taken advantage of every 

opportunity offered to him by chance and this is what distinguishes him from the earlier 

figures in Greek History, who usually stopped after reaching a desired goal.
26
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 Curiously, according to Pliny (NH XXXV, 103), the same combination of virtue and fortune was found 

in Alexander‟s contemporary, the painter Protogenes, who was renowned for his careful execution, and 

who also discovered the best way of representing the foam in a horse‟s mouth when he happened to throw a 

sponge at a painting in a fit of disgust: “and so chance created the effect of nature in the picture.”  



 25 

Tyche, thus, mediated the verisimilitude of world and stage —an earlier version 

of the Latin concept of theatrum mundi. Hellenistic philosophers saw her as the 

playwright for the “world theater.” Many people in the Hellenistic age seem to have 

perceived their lives as roles in a “fortune play.”
27

 This idea is best expressed by Cynic 

Teles (quoting Bion), who articulated his version of the doctrine that peace of mind in the 

world was to be found in detachment in the roles of the playwright and the actor. Bion is 

reputed to have stated his worldview in On Temperance:  

Fortune is like a playwright who designs a number of parts ―the shipwrecked man, the poor 

 man, the exile, the king, the beggar. What the good man has to do is to play well any part  which 

 Fortune assigns to him. You have been shipwrecked. Very well, give a fine rendering of the part of 

 the shipwrecked man. You were rich and have become poor. Play the part of the  „Poor Man‟ as it 

 ought to be played” (ed. Hense, p. 40. lines 1-6). 

 

 Implicit in Teles‟ sermon is how Hellenistic metaphor of theatricality, perception 

of the world as stage constructs the discourse —the metaphor defines and produces the 

subjects who in some ways personify the discourse. In this chapter, my concern will be to 

demonstrate how the discourse (representation of life as stage) acquires a further layer of 

“truth” through mediation of optical technology, the geometrical definition of Euclidian 

vision. But before that, it is necessary to demonstrate that skēnographia itself was a form 

of mimesis or a mode of architectural representation. With the knowledge of the link 

between artistic representations and human behavior (mimesis), Greek artists and 

architects were able to implement the spatio-visual technology (skēnographia) that 

mediated viewers‟ immediate exposure to reality. As a mimesis of “reality,” 
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skēnographia merged the architecture with its representation as parts of stage-design and 

thereby generated the interdiscursive intersections among theater, architecture, painting 

and urban design.
28

  

  

Skēnographia as an Architectural Representation  

 Skēnographia is most often referred to both stage painting and the art of depicting 

spatial depth. This interpretation is derived by Vitruvius‟ use of scaenographia in 

reference to an architectural drawing.
29

 According to Vitruvius, Agatharchus, who may 

have designed the scenery for the premiere of Aeschylus‟ Oresteia,
30

 was the author of a 

commentary on the subject of stage design and was credited with the introduction of a 

technique for the three-dimensional representation of buildings.
 31

  

 The scholars tend to dismiss Vitruvius‟ comment on Agatharchus‟ treatise on the 

basis that Vitruvius may have been merely attempting to give ancient lineage to a 

relatively new invention (White, 1987, 257-58). This impression is caused by the lack of 

evidence on Agatharchus and of mural paintings from the Classical period. Little is 
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known about Agatharchus, though he apparently had a long career in Athens and was in 

demand as a mural decorator into his old age (after c.430 BC). None of his paintings are 

preserved or even described. Vitruvius places the invention of skēnographia before 456 

BCE, the year of Aeschylus‟s death. This date is surprising and unsettling to modern art 

historians because the extant monuments hardly reveal a great deal of spatial articulation. 

With the growing awareness of the spatial complexity of Romano-Campanian murals, 

Vitruvius has gained credibility as far as his comments on contemporary techniques are 

concerned; still skepticism prevails with respect to his dating of the invention of 

perspective representation to Agatharchus (White, 1987, 257-58; Tybout, 1989, 191).   

  On the other hand, we are relatively well informed about Anaxagoras and 

Democritus and have no reason to doubt Vitruvius‟ report on their lost treatises.
32

 

Anaxagoras‟ optical theories are known, and Democritus‟ interest in optics and painting 

(color theory) is attested by extant titles and fragments.
33

 Exactly what the stage scenery 

created by Agatharchos and his contemporaries was like is a matter for conjecture, but it 

seems likely, judging by what we can learn about early Greek perspective from vase 

paintings, that they depicted architectural facades, rendered in illusionistic perspective.  

 A careful examination of fifth and fourth century Greek painting, moreover, 

reveals various means of articulating depth in vase paintings (Fig 1).
34

 As early as 470, 

even 480 BCE, we find a vase painter and a provincial painter trying to foreshorten 

couches (Padel, 1990, 351). The traces of perspectival treatment seen on vase paintings 
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were probably mediated by the completely lost tradition of panel painting (Barron, 1972). 

Mainly from the developments in vase painting and the descriptions of later authors such 

as Pausanias, historians attempt to reconstruct the vanished art of fifth-century mural 

painting as it was developed especially by Mikon and Polygnotos. According to their 

accounts, the revolution pushed forward by mural painting must have established the 

possibility of representing the third dimension in vase painting. And it is likely that when 

skēnographia was incorporated into the stage, its introducers interacted with mural 

painters, who were specializing in creating illusion on large flat surfaces.  

 While skēnographia, the painted scenery, first emerged in the space of the theater, 

later uses of the term, in Latin as well as Greek, are often associated purely with 

architectural drawing. According to Vitruvius, scaenarum frontes, like the buildings, are 

“designed” or “laid out” (designarent). Other cognate uses of “designare” in Vitruvius‟ 

de Architectura refer to planning and the layout of buildings, the design and positioning 

of architectural sculpture and the indication of things in a model to show formal 

information (De Architectura 7.5.2). Thus skēnographia came to be associated with an 

architectural representation, and it probably did so mainly because the stage was where 

you saw such facades drawn. Skēnographia as a mode of representation juxtaposed the 

architecture (of the stage) with its representation (mimesis) and thereby invited the 

viewer to question “reality” of the perceived world or the related issue of his/her vision‟s 

capacity of perceiving the “truth.” 

 The perception of skēnographia as an illusory medium was recorded as early as 

the fourth century BCE, when Anaxarkhos (the fourth-century Demokritean philosopher, 
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who went to India with Alexander) compared ordinary existence to the painting on the 

skēnē. He meant that ordinary things are illusory, like the impressions encountered in 

sleep, like the painted façade representing a theatrical house (Sextus Empiricus, Adversus 

mathematicos 7.I.88). In another anecdote narrated by Plutarch (Aratos 15), Antigonos 

Gonatas tried to alienate Aratos from Ptolemy III by reminding him that all the 

impressive power of the Ptolemaic king was the result of careful play acting and painted 

scenery. Similarly, the perception of the skēne, and its design, as a source of deception 

becomes clear when Plutarch praises the Spartiates for having neither halls nor any other 

kind of building for their assembly.  Taking it for granted that theatre is occasionally used 

for the meeting of the assembly, Plutarch explains that “when those who have come 

together gaze during the assembly upon statues and paintings or proscenia of theaters, or 

extravagantly decorated roofs of council halls, they become foolish, vain, and empty-

headed.”
35

  

 The kind of painting that could be given as an example of the stage scenes 

referred by the ancient authors is represented on a famous vase fragment dated c.360-350 

BCE, from Tarentum (Fig 2). It is a scene from a play. In the foreground we see two men, 

Jason and king Pelias, who is shown pouring his libation from a golden cup. In the 

background one of the two daughters of Pelias is painted at the threshold of a half open 

door, receding inwards and foreshortened. The perspectival thinking behind the pictorial 

space, its coordination to the eye of the observer, is implied by the relative proportions of 

the figures: The daughter in the background is represented smaller than the two male 
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figures in the foreground. What is more impressive, however, is the foreshortened 

architectural facade, whose wings project into the space of the viewer.  

 The illusionism of the Tarentum painting continues to puzzle the modern 

historian. Scholars argue whether the painting represents the actuality of a palace-façade 

(a favorite setting for a tragedy), a wooden paraskenion stage, or if indeed it is a 

reproduction of a stage-scene, a skēnographia.
36

 The fact that there is not a single answer 

to this question explains why skēnographia was perceived as an illusionistic medium. As 

a mode of architectural representation on the stage building, skēnographia successfully 

overlays the architectural space with its three-dimensional representation. Through 

addition of skēnographia, the skēnē wall combines the real and fantasy architecture. It 

therefore creates a “synthetic space,” in which the perception of the real and illusory are 

no longer distinguished ―where spatial representations increasingly became spatial 

propositions.  

 The theatricality of the Hellenistic age was, thus, conditioned by the stage design. 

When the painted scene panels, representing outside “reality,” were incorporated to the 

stage building, the stage itself generated the reciprocity of the social and staged realities. 

Through mediation of stage, the social reality informed the theatre. As a consequence, the 

theater permeated society to the extent that one identified the dramatic in everyday life, 

that real events were interpreted in relation to the theatre as we saw in the perception of 

Tyche, being the playwright of human action.  
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Theatricality: A Way of Seeing  

On a broader level the theatricality of the Hellenistic period found expression in 

the multiplicity of theatrical performances. In the Hellenistic world, one seems to have 

often been exposed to a variety of dramatic events — theatrical performances, festivals, 

parades and displays that are recorded in literary descriptions of public events that took 

place in the Hellenistic poleis (Chaniotis, 1997). Recent research has made clear that the 

important position theater had acquired in Athens by the end of the fifth century BC was 

paralleled with an increase in spectacles outside the context of theatrical productions, in 

the assembly or in the court (Ober 1989, Rehm 1992, Slater 1995, Chaniotis 1997). This 

impression is confirmed by an alert traveler in Hellenistic Greece. In his description of 

Athens, Herakleides of Crete gives an account of what must have impressed any visitor to 

the city in the third century BC: “festivals of all sorts; intellectual enjoyment and 

recreation through all sorts of philosophers; many opportunities for leisure; spectacles 

without interruption”
37

  

A “culture of spectators,” as it was described by Herakleides of Crete, first 

emerged in the space of the Greek theater. The separation of the orkhēstra from the 

cavea, or the space for the spectator, resulted in the transformation from a world of fully 

embodied participation in rituals to a world in which the citizen became a spectator, 

participating vicariously through vision (and hearing). Greek tragedy implicitly separated 

the theatron, where the audience went theasthai, “to watch” the orkhēstra, where the 
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chorus appeared orkheistrai, “to dance”.
38

 Theá, which means seeing or spectacle, was at 

the root of theōria, which accompanied the birth of Western intellectual disciplines in 

Classical Greece.  

Despite the separation between the actors and the audience, the citizen still 

participated knowingly in the order of culture, just as the philosopher and the scientist 

contemplated the order of the cosmos from a distance. This distance has marked Western 

civilization and continues to affect its science and art. It made reflective thought, 

authorship and metaphysics possible. It also caused “space” itself to become an object of 

artistic representation. The image of illusory space was first described on stage in relation 

to unseen events. It was one of tragedy‟s “triumphs:” to make manifest scenes “far in the 

Unapparent” through the interplay between the seen and the unseen, visible and imagined 

space.
39

 The constant juxtaposition of real and imagined space provided a means of 

expression in the drama: the conflict between male and female, public and private, god 

and humans, known and unknown. 

 In the perception of the distance between the actors and the audience, we can 

discern a historical shift upon the introduction of the skēnē or façade. Initially the 

audience gathered around a circular dancing space; the human action is contextualized in 

direct relation to the sacred landscape. When the skēnē was introduced into scenic space, 
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it created a hidden off-stage and consequent perception that the visible action extended 

beyond the audience‟s reality.  Hence, in ancient literature skēnē is represented as a 

threshold, as the boundary between seen and unseen, the margin between the reality (the 

world of spectators) and its representation on stage (illusory realm of the tragic play).
40

 

The audience knows that the skēnē is the factory of illusion where actors put on and 

exchange masks; the figures of the actors emerge from an illusion-making enclosure. The 

whole theatrical space, which they can see, contains another space, which they cannot 

see.  

 The first skēnē was probably used for around 460 BCE, and the Oresteia (458 

BCE) may well be the first extant drama to use this hidden interior, which constituted a 

façade and a door (Fig 3).
41

 A door is a pragmatically universal image of ambiguous 

temptation, uncertain invitation and hesitation. The skēne, the tragic door, crystallizes the 

ambiguities that the door itself evokes, at least in the Western tradition.
42

 The skēnē door 

is a vital passage between the seen and unseen. The ambiguity of the door, its potential to 

transport the spectators to the realm of illusion, points to the dichotomy between how 

much of a “reality” might have been revealed on stage and how much of it remained 

beyond the visual field of an audience. 
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 The dramatic scenes on vase paintings (they begin in the fifth century, though we 

have many more from the fourth) characterize the tragic scene with the prothuron, a 

small kiosk, four columns and a pediment that looks like a porch. This appears so often 

that earlier scholars believed that the fifth century stage building had a real projecting 

prothuron around the stage door (Fig 4).
43

 According to Ruth Padel, the evidence rather 

testifies to vase painters‟ perception of prothuron as a metonym for the skēnē. “It 

expresses perhaps, the painters‟ sense that tragedy happens in a “space before a door,” the 

core idea in the word prothuron.”
44

  

 The development of the Hellenistic stage seems to have been the result of an 

effort to extend the prothuron further into the space of the orkhēstra. Increasingly from 

c.300 BCE, theatres in Greece and other parts of the eastern Mediterranean were 

designed or re-designed to include a two-storey stage building with a projecting 

colonnade (Fig 5). In these so-called “thyromata” designs, a series of full or half-

pilasters, rising out of the orkhēstra, supported a narrow, raised stage, to the rear of 

which was a further series of pillars or pilasters between whose apertures (thyromata) 

were to be seen panels of painted scenery.
45

 These panels (pinakes) could be changed to 

provide varied settings for different scenes within a performance. The scant evidence for 
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scenic paintings upon the Hellenistic thyromata stage suggests that they would most 

likely have represented three-dimensional representations of architecture. 

 Such a painting, which could have been displayed on a thyromata stage, survives 

on a third century BCE stele from Pagasai (Fig 6). The scene is constructed in a shallow 

depth, which might well correspond to that of the colonnade of the Hellenistic thyromata 

stage. We are shown the interior of a bedchamber framed within pilasters. Instead of 

actors, which would populate the stage, here we are presented with painted figures: the 

haggard body of Hediste lies upon a foreshortened bed in the foreground, pushed upward 

and forward towards the space of the viewer. Behind her stands an old woman holding a 

child, apparently born dead. At the foot of the bed a man, presumably the husband of 

Hediste, stares gloomily at her. At the background another women appears at the 

threshold of an half-open door, reminding the viewer of a character entering through the 

skēnē door. The tragic setting of the picture was made clear by the poignant epitaph 

carved at its base, which leaves no-doubt that Tychē was seen as the playwright of this 

moment:  

 A painful thread for Hediste did the Fates weave from their spindles when, as a young wife  

 she came to the throes of childbirth. 

 Ah wretched one! For it was not fated that she should cradle the infant in her arms, not   

 moisten the lips of her new-born child at her breast. 

 One light looks upon both and Fortune has brought both to a single tomb, making no   

 distinction when she came upon them.  

 

 The painting‟s tragic reference was further accentuated by the half-open door in 

the background. The painting of Hediste illustrates the theatrical idea that life is 

perceived as a play, what happens at the threshold, at a “space before a door.” The tragic 

door was thus a relevant metaphor to allude to the transition from the world of living to 
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the realm of death. The theatrical door not only connects and divides the “real” world 

from that of illusory, but also provides a means of access to Hediste in her journey to 

Hades. Furthermore, the door in the painting of Hediste is more than a metaphor; it also 

expresses the spatial conception behind the painting that the pictorial space is constructed 

as a prothuron, a “space before a door.” 

 

Spatial Theory 

 At the interdiscursive level what is historically significant about the notion of 

prothuron is its conformation to ancient spatial doctrine. In Pythagorean philosophy, 

space was conceived as pneuma apeiron, and occasionally as kenon (void) and it served 

as the “limiting agent between different bodies” (Jammer, 1954, 9). Similarly, in book IV 

of the Physics, Aristotle proved to the satisfaction of antiquity that “there is no such thing 

as a self-existing void,” that space exists only in a discontinuous state in attachment to 

solid bodies. The prothuron conformed to this notion, in the sense that it was considered 

not as an autonomous and homogenous entity, but was rather seen as an extension of an 

architectural body (door, wall or façade) into a three-dimensional realm.  

 The Hellenistic philosopher Chrysippus ―descriptions ascribed to him survive in 

Arius Didymus and Sextus Empiricus— articulates a more abstract Stoic theory of space, 

underlying the various concepts of topos, chôra and kenon.
46

 To designate this concept he 

used the expression “that which is capable of being occupied by being” or simply used 
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the word diastêma (extension) ― topos is a diastêma that is de facto occupied by body, 

kenon is a diastêma (capable of being occupied) which is de facto not occupied, and 

chôra is a diastêma which is partly occupied, partly unoccupied (Algra, 1995, 263-82). 

This means that the Stoics differed from Aristotle in so far as they no longer defined the 

void as a kind of place (as unoccupied place), but instead regarded both place and void as 

species of a more general „entity‟, viz. what we might call „space‟ (Algra, 1995, 270). 

Despite this more articulate conception of space, the Stoic notion of space was object 

oriented: chôra is always the chôra of some particular body (Inwood, 1991, 248). 

Panofsky‟s famous interpretation of perspective theory conforms to this line of thought. 

Panofsky argues that only in quattrocento painting, does the conception of space break 

away from the ancient notion and emerges as homogenous, infinite and unambiguously 

isotropic.
47

  

 The first Hellenistic design principle, of the expansion of the monument into the 

space around it, closely conformed to the spatial doctrine described above. Indeed, the 

buildings‟ need of display space appears in modern perception theory as something 

inherent to the urban space regardless of the historical or stylistic period of the urban 

structure (Arnheim, 1977, chapter 1). Although one grasps that buildings require 

breathing space around them, one can not simply naturalize the impulse, for some periods 

are far more sympathetic to this “need” than the others — Hellenistic Pergamon, for 

example, far more than the Classical Athens.  
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 Moreover, monument-site interaction involves other determinants, one being the 

critical importance of the monument as an iconic form to the spectator. A Classical 

monument, the Parthenon for instance, was treated as a sculptural object, a self sufficient 

entity designed in direct relation to the sacred landscape (Fig 7).
48

 The Hellenistic temple, 

however, acquires its constructed environment, just as in contemporary painting, painted 

figures acquire painted backgrounds. In both contemporary urban design and pictorial 

practice, space adheres to and builds from the solids, or in John White‟s words, 

“gradually extends outward from the nucleus of the individual solid object” (White, 1987, 

23). The geometric configuration of the precinct of Athena Nikephoros at Pergamon, for 

instance, exemplifies an early example of emerging Hellenistic spatial consciousness (Fig 

8). As the primary dedication to the patroness of the city, the temple of Athena at 

Pergamon was constructed in the early third century BCE. It was “given” its urban 

environment later in the early second century, when it was enclosed with stoas and a 

propylon during the reign of Eumenes II (Figs 4, 9) 

 A related consideration is the relative autonomy or dependency of the surrounding 

space. In the “ideal” Renaissance piazza, for instance, the space is autonomous and the 

monument is, at best, coequal to the space in visual weight. While the Hellenistic temple 

lost part of its power as a sculptural entity, it was still an icon of unquestionable priority 

and primacy, and the space around it, no matter how large, devolves from and adheres to 

it as a dependent entity. In other words, the Hellenistic urban space is essentially a 
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transparent medium that one looks through to the monument which it envelops, adheres 

to and depends on for its ontological status. When the temple of Athena was “given” its 

architectural background in the Hellenistic period, therefore, the space in between the 

temple and the peristyle was not considered as something to embrace and dissolve the 

opposition between architectural bodies, but remained, so to speak, as a threshold 

(prothuron) in between them.  

 

Proportional Design 

The theater‟s privileging of vision over other senses had a direct consequence on 

the way theatricality emerged as a discourse on knowledge. Greek philosophers occupied 

themselves with the question of whether the human eye was an effective means of 

understanding natural phenomena. The methodologies they employed to approach this 

question reflect the almost institutionalized dualism of Greek culture. The Aristotelians 

and Stoics were concerned with showing how useful our eyes could be as a means of 

extending man‟s knowledge. In contrast, the Epicureans and Skeptics endeavored to 

demonstrate, through a study of the distortions involved in sensual perception, that the 

knowledge produced through sight was distorted, hence unreliable to establish natural 

principles. The distinction between these opposing viewpoints is also reflected in the 

theories of vision articulated by the two schools. One school of thought, represented by 

Plato and the Stoics, attributed a more active role to the eye; they believed in the theory 

of extramission. For them vision was the result of something leaving the eye and 

traveling to the thing seen and back to the eye. On the other hand, the Epicureans argued 
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for intromission: each object gives off images of itself which are received by our visual 

sense as a miniature reflection (Lindberg, 1976, 1-18). Euclid‟s Optics, written in the 

early third century responded to the problems of perception in the works of Aristotelians 

and Epicureans. Euclid treated the problems of perspective; that is, the appearance of an 

object as a function of its spatial relationship to the observer.  

 The fascination with the “reality” of images, as well as anxiety over deceptions 

caused by appearances was the subject of intense debate in Ancient Greece from Plato 

onwards. This debate should be interpreted in relation to spatial design, related issues of 

naturalism in painting and sculpture, as well as the articulations of proportions in 

architecture. From the Late-Classical period onwards, paintings were judged by their 

capacity to represent the “truth.” Similarly, the “truth” as well as the “beauty” and 

“harmony” of the proportions in sculpture and architecture were evaluated —by artists 

(i.e. Lysippos) and architectural theorists (from Philon to Vitruvius) —according to their 

“appearance” to the human eye.  The premise that the human eye is deceptive led to the 

transformation of the Classical canons of architecture and sculpture for the concerns 

related to visibility.  

In painting, the development of the naturalistic representation is linked with the 

invention of a painterly technique, skiagraphia, the art of conveying a sense of mass 

through the modulation of light and shade. It would be a nearly contemporary innovation 

to the philosophical exploration of vision. Indeed, naturalism, the three-dimensional 

representation of the human figure and objects developed far more quickly in painting 
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than three dimensional representation of architectural space (White, Perspektive, 23-25).  

This should be linked to Greeks‟ object-oriented concept of space described above.  

Skiagraphia developed in the first half of the fifth century (especially in its 

second quarter): it referred to the use of color contrast to suggest light and shade — 

shading or a light hatching on clothes, objects, and bodies (Rumpf, 1947, 10-13). By 

Plato‟s time the term skiagraphia, “painting with shadow,” was used to describe the 

presentation of illusory volume.
49

 Plato often used it as a kind of image (especially in the 

Republic with its huge-scale imagistic framework of light and shadow), when speaking of 

the contrast between reality and illusion. Skiagraphia is his metaphor for the deceptive 

world of things we should not trust, the world perceived by our senses.
50

 Like 

skēnographia, skiagraphia exploits the weakness of our vision; it allures and cheats us.
51

  

At the beginning of the fourth century artists measured themselves by their 

capacity to create an illusion of reality. Zeuxis and Parrhiasius were supposed to have 

deceived men and animals, when they painted curtains and grapes which were taken for 

real thing (Pliny NH 35.65). Few such stories of deception are told of Apelles, 

Alexander‟s court painter (NH 35.85-7) and his contemporaries later on. The horse that 

neighed at the painted horse of Apelles was apparently only giving a sign of approval 

(NH 35.95). Generally, artist‟s works were famed for the “truth” of the information 

which they conveyed. Overhearing a cobbler‟s criticisms, Apelles altered a painting by 
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putting the right number of thong holes in a shoe. His portraits were not called speaking 

likeness but they did provide enough information for metōposkopoi, face readers, to 

predict how long the sitter had lived or when he would die (NH 35.88-9). Moreover, 

because naturalism was seen as a means of access to knowledge, a sculptor like 

Demetrius was blamed “for carrying realism too far,” for he “is less concerned about the 

beauty than the truth of his work.” (Quintilian, Inst. Or. 12.10.9) All these stories, which 

are probably contemporary with the artists concerned, showed both a fascination with 

illusionistic representation of nature or things and an anxiety about their deceptive 

qualities, for illusionistic representations provided a means of access to the truth. 

 As early as 370 and 360 BCE, Plato, one of the most vehement critics of 

theatricality, warned against this new direction in visual arts towards visibility. He argued 

in favor of an “undistorted,” visually and morally “true” artistic representation. 

According to Plato, art is a powerful educational tool that must avoid deception. Artists 

should refrain from the persuasive delusions of rhetoric, such as a sophist like Gorgias 

imposed upon the minds of his audience. In his Sophist (235e) Plato argued in favor of 

the “truth,” of artworks when he criticized the artists who create “large-scale works.”  

According to Plato, the colossal works did not adhere to modeling or painting the “true 

proportions” because their upper parts appear smaller than they should and the lower 

ones large due to the wider and shorter distances to our eyes. According to Plato, “saying 

farewell to the truth, the masters, do not render the real symmetries but those beautiful in 

appearance.”  
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 Plato‟s ideas in favor of “truthful appearances” were not shared by some of his 

contemporaries. Gorgias, for instance, expresses his viewpoint using Plato‟s terminology, 

even though he articulates an opposite opinion.
52

 The sophist in his speech praises the 

persuasive power of rhetoric, an incantation irresistibly “deceiving the soul” in the same 

way that art can do by “pleasing the eye.” The message conveyed by Gorgias finds its 

precise equivalent in the sculptural commissions of the time. In the well preserved Nike 

of Paionios at Olympia (ca. 420 B.C.), for instance, Andrew Stewart observes such 

“deceptions” intended to emotionally overwhelm the spectator. The execution of drapery 

displays a flamboyant diversity of thickness and texture as it leaves the body; that is, the 

formal devices of modeling and motion are not employed straightforwardly but freely 

manipulated as expressive devices. According to Stewart, through the work‟s “unabashed 

defiance of mundane „reality‟ in favor of subjective appearance,” the Athenian- trained 

sculptor (contemporary of Pheidias at Olympia) was “anticipating Lysippos by three-

quarters of a century.”
53

  

 We learn from Pliny that Lysippos was proud to be praised for his achievement of 

finally representing men “as they appear to be,” whereas “the ancients made men as they 

are:”
54

 

 He is said to have contributed much to the art of casting statues by representing the hair in 

 detail, by making the head smaller than earlier sculptors had, any by making the bodies slenderer 

 and more tightly knit, as a result of the height of his statues seems greater. There is no Latin term 
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 for [the Greek word] symmetria which he observed with the utmost precision by a new and 

 previously unattempted system which involved altering the „square‟ figures of the older sculptors; 

 and he used commonly to say that by them [that is the earlier sculptors] men were represented as 

 they really were, but by him they represented as they appeared. What seem to be especially 

 characteristic of his art are the subtle fluctuations of surface which were apparent even in the 

 smallest details. (NH 34.65) 

 

 What this passage tells us is that Lysippos aspired to incorporate a new set of 

proportions into his statues. Lysippos criticized the older canon, most likely referring to 

Polykleitos‟ famous creation, the Doryphoros, a work that was sometimes simply referred 

as “the Canon” (Pollitt, 1986, 47). Contrary to the Doryphoros, which represented men 

according to their true proportions, Lysippos devised a system that takes into account the 

appearance of the object in the eye of the beholder. The contrast that Lysippos 

established between his canon and “the Canon” of Polykleitos, translates as a distinction 

Plato articulated between “true” and “apparent” symmetries. Lysippos does not simply 

want his statues to be tall; he wants them to seem tall, and modifies their proportions to 

achieve this effect. Contrary to the figurative arts in which the two approaches are pushed 

to polar opposites, according to Aristotle‟s Poetics, both ways of representing men 

remained acceptable in the dramatic arts.
55

  

 Aristotle connects the discussion of “truth” and “appearances” with the two 

paramount proponents of Attic tragedy in the second half of the fifth century, Sophokles 

and Euripides. With a ranking favoring Sophokles, Aristotle notes that the former 
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claimed to “make men as they ought to be,” while Euripides made them as they “are.”
56

 

Lysippos‟ testimony, by its conspicuous parallelism, refers directly to artistic discussion 

and addresses the fourth century debate with a new twist: unlike Sophokles who valued 

the ideal man both Euripides and Lysippos preferred a man who seems “true” to the eye 

of the beholder. Thereby, Lysippos legitimized his preference for beauty and elegance 

under the guise of conforming to “truth” (Stewart, 1978).  Lysippos‟ theorization of his 

personal style on the basis of human perception marks an important historical turning 

point in the way proportional design was conceived —not independent from the context 

of an object and its subjective visibility. 

 Technically speaking, Lysippos‟ ways of achieving “true” appearances were 

clear. Pliny informs us that Lysippos success rested on a “new and untried method of 

changing” the proportions, which Lysippos guarded with utmost care.
57

 Apparently, this 

method was also applied to architecture on such a wide and commonly known scale that 

the procedure served as a convenient point of reference in Philon‟s treatise of late third 

century BC.
58

 Philon discusses the importance of appearance and its consequences for 

architectural design by explaining one of the already-established principles in the field of 

architecture: the method of “adding and subtracting to and from the masses” and shaping 

them, by diminution, in a “mouse-tailed” way; because the eye does not have the same 

distance to all parts of a work and hence is deceived. Philon continues that one has to 
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learn to render architectural elements not “equally dimensioned and vertical in reality” as 

was the case with “the old, excessively artless” works; rather one should avoid seemingly 

uneven dimensions and arrangement by working out “a balanced and well proportioned” 

appearance to the eye.
59

 As expressed in these statements, Philon, like Lysippos, grounds 

his method of adjusting proportions on the deceptive nature of human perception and 

recommends altering proportions —through application of “additions and subtractions”— 

to achieve an apparent notion of beauty.  

 There are multiple parallels between Philon‟s statement and skēnographia. First, 

they share a general purpose that the final goal of architecture must be the proportions‟ 

“true” appearance. They also share the idea that the correct proportions of distant or large 

scale artworks cannot be seen as they should due to the imperfections of human eye. 

Hence they must be corrected through “counter measures” measures of “adding and 

subtracting.”
60

 Likewise Vitruvius‟ discussion of “detractions and additions,” 

detractiones et adiectiones ―i.e. curvature (addition to the middle of the stylobate) and 

entasis (additions to the middle of column)― ties into the opinions articulated by 

Lysippos and Philon, in very specific terms.
61

  

 Vitruvius establishes interdiscursive intersections between the methods of the 

architect and sculptor on the grounds of a likeness between the human body and 
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architecture (McEwen, 2003). For Vitruvius, the body of a temple, like the body of the 

man, after which a temple is modeled, not only must be symmetrical — and therefore 

coherent ― but also appear to be so. The built analogue for a man‟s well-shapedness, the 

appearance of symmetry, is what Vitruvius calls eurythmy, “the beautiful appearance 

[venusta species] and fitting aspect of the parts once they have been put together.”
62

 The 

architect must strive for “the beautiful appearance” by adjusting or “tempering” 

proportions so as to flatter the eye of the beholder.
63

 Vitruvius apparently felt a greater 

need to explain in Book 6 why it is important to apply such modifications in private 

houses (6.2); and why the task requires not just rules, but the “ingenium and acumen” of 

an architect.
64

 According to Vitruvius, the modifications are necessary, because the true 

and real symmetries, the verae symmetriae (6.3.11) are not to be relied on but only the 

adjusted ones ―modified under the actual conditions of appearance limited by space and 

the deceptive nature of human eye: “For no true results are apparently produced by the 

eyes and the mind is…deceived” (6.2.2). Vitruvius continues: “to false judgments leads 

the vision of the eyes…what is true seems false…”
65

 The symmetries adjusted by 

detractiones et adiectiones, on the other hand, creates impressions in which the 
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proportions appear “quite similar to the true symmetries” (6.3.11). Not only will “nothing 

be missed in such a work” (6.2.4), it will, moreover, “appear in its correct shape” (6.2.1).  

 The concept that Vitruvius advocates makes a clear and consequential distinction 

between the symmetries of a work as they exist ―ideal proportions― and the 

symmetries modified to appear correctly in the eye of the beholder. Thus, the reasoning 

behind the articulation of proportions and their adjustments (skēnographia) makes it clear 

that both for Classical philosophers such as Plato, and later Hellenistic and Roman 

scholars such as Philon and Vitruvius, the truthfulness of artworks was essential to their 

existence. Yet, despite this broad agreement on the principles, the way that Plato 

conceives the “truthfulness” of an artwork was in contrast to that of the following 

generations of artists and scholars. Plato emphasizes the epistemological status of art 

when he places the “truth” and the “beauty” in opposing poles and protests against the 

replacement of “ousai summetriai” [actual proportions] by the “doxousai einai kalai” 

[those appearing to be beautiful] (Plato, Sophist, 235E-236A). On the other hand, the 

future generation of artists and theorists attempted to reconcile this dichotomy between 

“true” and the “beautiful” proportions with the aid of optical science. Taking the 

deceptive nature of the human eye for granted, these artists claim to “correct” these 

deficiencies. For this purpose, they adjust the “ideal proportions” through application of 



 49 

optical science to attain beautiful proportions, which will also appear correct to the 

human eye.
66

  

    *  *  * 

 If we take a brief look at how Greek temple architecture incorporates the 

perspective of the beholder, the differences between Classical and Late-Classical periods 

are clearly apparent. In the Classical and pre-Classical period, artists and architects 

conceived work of arts‟ symmetriai as “reasons” independent from their image in the eye 

of the beholder.
67

 A related phenomenon is, no-doubt, so-called optical corrections, the 

entasis of the columns, the corner contractions, and the hardly discernible tightening of 

all horizontal lines into curvatures. Regardless of their use in Classical or late-Classical 

periods, such slight modifications of architectural forms were looked upon as optical 

corrections to counterbalance the deficiencies of human perception caused by distance 

and height. But if we look at earlier use of these measures, this is obviously not the case 

(Bek, 1993, 130-131).
 
In the Archaic Doric temple from Paestum, for instance, the 

swelling of the columns creates the visual impression of conscious exaggerations rather 

than optical corrections (Fig 9). The distortions are thus more likely to be an expression 

of the architectonic elements as individual forms, emphasizing their function as load-

                                                 
66

 Haselberger (1999, 57) proposes a two step design process to achieve the proportions adjusted according 

to their appearance to the human eye. First step concerns the articulation of ideal proportions. Second step 

is turning these ratios into measurements with regard to visibility. 
67

 The minute concessions towards visibility have lately been detected in the friezes of the Siphnian 

Treasury (soon before 525 BCE) and in the Parthenon frieze. These are, however, the two exceptions to the 

monumental evidence from the Classical period. On these fundamental properties of the Classical and pre-

Classical Greek temple, see Gruben, 1980, 7ff. (note 234). 



 50 

bearing architectural bodies. The expression of this function is literally articulated by the 

ancient term entasis itself, which means “tension” or stretching.
68 

 As opposed to the Archaic and Classical temples, the proportional relationships of 

the Late-Classical temples are so articulated that they became purely space definers rather 

than sculptural entities. The temple of Hephaistos and Athena, begun about 444 BCE, for 

instance, was the first Greek peripteral temple oriented to be seen in a frontal rather than 

a sculpturally tree-dimensional angle perspective (Fig 10).
69

 According to Vincent Scully, 

“the temple is surprisingly unsatisfactory” from any other viewpoint, except the frontal: 

“It entirely fails to become an integral sculptural body; its columns are thin and its 

entablature is high so that the whole breaks up into stiff, unresolved oppositions” (Scully, 

1979, 189). The temple thus, presents an open front room to the agora; an architectural 

background to frame the statues of Hephaistos and Athena inside it. Despite its 

“unsatisfactory” views from the sides, the temple is extraordinarily effective from the 

front as it was meant to be a space definer, rather than a robust sculptural body 

(Lawrence, 1996, 176).  

 Vincent Scully observed similar revolutionary transformations in the proportional 

system of the Propylaia columns (Scully, 1979, 199). (Fig 11). According to Scully, the 

experience of Propylaia, is essentially volumetric, of bounded space, which the solids are 

intended to frame. The thinner columns are now positively seen as structural posts 
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creating a space, and the high entablature, viewed from below, comes into proportion 

with the columns. Significantly enough, the Propylaia also features a selective, 

explorative use of entasis and curvature, applying entasis not only in its Ionic columns, 

the softest columnar entasis known, but also a curvature restricted to the pediment alone 

and for the first time, used outside temple architecture proper. 

 H. S. Büsing conclusively proves in his study on Mnesikles‟ Propylaia (438-431 

BC) that the architect consciously modified the proportions of the columns in 

consideration of their appearance to the viewer (1984, 57-62). He identifies three groups 

of columns according to their size/position: the main columns on the entry front in the 

west, steeply elevated above the approaching visitor; the columns on the inner, eastern 

front mirror-imaging the entry front, yet in a slightly depressed position; and third the 

wing columns on both sides of the entry front, about fifty percent smaller than the front 

columns. The different visual appearance of these columns, due to position and size, 

corresponds to their proportional design. Büsing observes that the adjustments are 

especially apparent in the exterior Doric columns of the building. The eastern front was 

treated distinctively probably because it was the primary view that the building presented 

to the beholder. The main columns on the eastern front were not only placed on a higher 

position but were also made longer than the wing columns and their counterparts on the 

other side. The elongation of the columns combined with the steeper angle of view due to 

their taller size, compensates the distortions caused by their height. Modified, too, is the 

height of the entablatures, which is proportionally higher over the main columns than 

over the wing columns. The adjustments introduced to the proportions of Propylaia marks 
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a significant turning point comparable to Lysippos‟ proportional system, which is meant 

to make the figures seem tall so that they appear “correct” to the human eye. The 

elongated proportions of Propylaia likewise, make the building appear structurally 

correct. 

 The tempering of the symmetriai of the monument to the beholder‟s vision 

consisted of a two-step process (Büsing, 1984; Haselberger, 1999). Before the application 

of optical refinements (i.e. entasis and curvature), the architect first adjusted the “ideal” 

symmetries to the conditions of appearance. Second, the appearance of the temple was 

further refined with the application of the counter-measures. This method resulted in a 

new sensibility towards an elegant aesthetic; the sculptural quality of the Classical temple 

was drained in favor of correct appearances of structural elements. This process, which 

was perhaps intuitively actualized in the Propylaia was canonized by later Hellenistic 

architects. Pytheos, the architect of the temple of Athena at Priene, is also said to have 

written a commentary on the proportions of the temple.  

 The substantial remains of the temple of Athena at Priene suggest that its 

proportions were generated as a result of a generalized mathematical abstraction. The 

temple of Athena (Figs 12-13) was designed in 6x11 disposition of the peripteral 

colonnade on a stylobate measuring 66x126 Attic feet. This ground plan was inserted into 

a grid of squares each one measuring 6x6 Attic feet. Each column, including its plinth 

and space between the columns exactly filled one of these squares. The cella was also 

centered in these grid squares and the naos, or the main chamber of the cella occupied 

exactly half of the cella‟s length. The columns were 43 Attic feet high and the entablature 
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surmounting them was 7 Attic feet in height, thus making a total height of 50 Attic feet, 

or half the length of the cella. One half of the entablature, or 3 1/5 Attic feet, was allotted 

to the architrave and the ovolo molding above it, and the other half to the dentils, geison 

and cornice. Further, each component of the entablature was measured in multiples of ¼ 

of an Attic foot. The temple, thus, displayed a precisely calculated order, which seems to 

have been crafted with the intention of creating an elegant style with elongated 

proportions, i.e. thin columns, high entablatures, inspired by the aesthetic sensibility 

developed in Mnesikles‟ Propylaia.  

 Unfortunately, it is impossible to know how Pytheos substantiated his choices for 

this specific canon of proportions, as his commentary on the Temple of Athena did not 

survive beyond the quotations provided by Vitruvius. The remains of the Temple of 

Athena, however, suggest that he might have crafted his reasoning similar to that of 

Lysippos, who legitimized his canon on the basis of its capacity to create realistic 

appearances. Like Lysippos, Pytheos seems to have aimed for a structurally correct 

appearance, and adjusted proportions of his temple accordingly. Furthermore, the 

elongated proportions of the Temple of Athena at Priene were essential to its visibility 

from the altar at the agora, the primary viewpoint according to which the temple was 

meant to be seen, as a “foil to the solid mass of the cliff” (Scully, 1979, 198) In order to 

create such a visual impression, Pyhteos had to elongate proportions of the temple so that 

he could “compensate” for their diminutions caused by the higher and distant placement 

of the temple in relation to agora (Fig 22).  
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 A later Hellenistic temple, which seems to have been inspired by the proportional 

relations developed for the Temple of Athena, is the well-known pseudo-dipteral Temple 

of Artemis Leukophryene at Magnesia on the Meander (Hoepfner, 1990; 1997). It was 

designed by the famous Hellenistic architect Hermogenes, who Vitruvius credited as the 

inventor of the pseudo-dipteral ground plan for temples (Vitruvius 3.3.8-9). This 

attribution was not exactly true; since there are examples of pseudo-dipteral plan in 

Sicilian Doric temples as early as the Archaic period (e.g. „Temple G‟ at Selinus), but 

Hermogenes may have been the first to apply it to the Ionic order, and it is most probable 

that he was the first to rationalize its use. Hermogenes‟ refashioning of the pseudo-

dipteral plan makes sense considering the Hellenistic tendency towards volumetric 

design. The removal of the interior row of columns from the dipteral arrangement 

increases the space between cella wall and the colonnade, contributing to the Hellenistic 

trend of conceiving the temple as space bounding edifice.   

 Hermogenes‟ innovations in the design of the Temple of Artemis at Magnesia 

were not limited to the introduction of pseudo-dipteral plan. He also very carefully 

calculated the proportions and the geometrically-structured views of the temple to be seen 

specifically upon entrance to the precinct (Schmaltz, 1995, 133 ff.).  From this vantage 

point, the layout and the sizes of the altar and temple were arranged in such a way that 

the three-meter high reliefs of the altar were exactly aligned with the width of the temple 

(Fig 14). The monumental temple front thus framed the altar and created an effect of 

depth, which is further accentuated by the surrounding colonnades. Schmaltz also 

stressed that this specific view was intended to surprise and startle the viewer through its 



 55 

establishment of contrasts among tactile qualities of different architectural elements. The 

colonnades with shady effects, for instance, stood against the mass of the marble relief. 

Likewise, the wide openings in between narrow and tall columns of the pseudodipteral 

temple front ― which is almost but not quite diastyle
70

 ― added to the light and dark 

contrast.  Contrasts were created through manipulating the proportions of not only 

architectural elements, but also the details. Particularly, the egg motives of the Ionic 

capital were deeply carved and the volutes were given edgy instead of round forms (Fig 

15).
71

 

 Hermogenes thus invented new forms, refinements and rules of Ionic order and 

thereby exerted a significant influence on the architecture of his time. He prescribed a 

complex system of proportional relationships for the proportions of the peripteral 

colonnades of the temples (Vitruvius, 3.3.1-10). His system was based on the principle 

that there should be a consistent relationship between the interaxial of a colonnade and 

the height of its column: the narrower the interaxial, the taller the column and, 

conversely, the wider the interaxial, the shorter the column. Using the diameter of a 

single column as a module, Hermogenes devised and named five specific types of 

proportional relationship: the pycnostyle (dense columnar system), systyle (the close 

system), diastyle (open system), araeostyle (the far apart system) and the eustyle (fair or 

harmonious system).  
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 The influences of Hermogenean innovations are especially visible in the design of 

the Ionic buildings of the High Hellenistic period in Pergamon.
72

 The perspectival 

practices Hermogenes developed in the Temple of Artemis at Magnesia are visible in the 

design of the Temple of Dionysus on the theater terrace (Figure 16). The temple of 

Dionysus at Pergamon was the largest temple in Pergamon, designed in pseudodipteral 

plan, conforming to systylos system.
73

 Like the temple of Artemis at Magnesia, the 

temple of Dionysus was primarily designed as a space defining edifice. The 

extraordinarily wide spacing of its columns (1.13 m.) corresponds to the width of its 

door, emphasizing its volumetric design. The frontal view of the temple of Dionysus 

creates dynamic contrasts among tactile qualities of different architectural elements. Its 

high podium and elegant colonnades with shady effects, for instance, stood against the 

dramatically receding colonnade of the stoas that framed it on both sides. The dramatic 

mass of the hill behind further complemented such anamorphic effects coordinated the 

temple with the ideal viewing angle.  

 Pytheos and Hermogenes thus were the Hellenistic followers of the Late-Classical 

architects, who innovated ways systematically design their buildings with respect to the 

human eye, a century before Vitruvius recommended the practice to the Roman 
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 The temple of Dionysus resembles the temple R next to Gymnasium. The pseudo-dipteral plan and fairly 

wide spacing of columns preferred by Hermogenes suggests that this building, too, might have been 

designed by Hermogenes. Hoepfner, 1996, 51.  
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architects. The traces of such perspectival practice ―attention to what can be seen from a 

particular viewpoint given distance and angle― are visible on every monumental 

example from the Hellenistic period. The architects of the Hellenistic Pergamon took the 

practice one step further at the full tide of its Pergamene development in the great age of 

gigantic communal monuments where such nuancing of detail became a challenging and 

pervasive problem. That the Hellenistic period was a rich and vital period for perspectival 

modalities in all media proved that this facet of Hellenistic architectural practice would 

develop in an unusually inventive “perspectival” atmosphere.  

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 58 

     CHAPTER 2  

    Theatricality and Narrative  

 

 In the previous section I demonstrated that the production of the Hellenistic art 

was determined by a discourse on theatricality that linked diverse phenomena including 

painting, architecture, and theater. I especially emphasized the stage painting 

(skēnographia) as the “source” of intersections among of these diverse artistic 

phenomena. In the theater, the ancient viewer was static, but he was exposed to a various 

elements (fragments) of a phenomenon linked on the stage into a coherent narrative. Just 

as the static spectators in the theatre were exposed to a sequence of events, through 

entrance and exits of actors on stage, and through change of scenography; the moving 

spectator in urban space, was exposed to a choreography within an architectural 

ensemble, that is the Hellenistic urban sanctuary. The Hellenistic architects coordinated 

the successive positions of the spectator with respect to monuments through a complex 

design of movement and visual axes.   

 The third design principle, axiality, was deeply connected with scientific 

developments in other fields, which equated the dimensions of size and time.
74

 In 

Physics, Aristotle treats both dimensions as being linear, and states that “time and length 

are divided into same and equal divisions.”
75

 Eratosthenes, the chief librarian of the 

library at Alexandria, brought together the information relating to both dimensions in 
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1979, 151-179. 
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 Quoted in Onians, 1979, 151.  
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Chronographiae and Geographica. The lines inscribed on the concave surfaces of 

Hellenistic sundials show how to provide a visual measure of time the same grid of 

horizontals and verticals was used as was used to measure the surface of earth in new and 

accurate maps (Figs 17-18). Another novelty of the period is the application of a system 

of proportionate cog wheels to the astronomical calculators for computing the movement 

of the heavenly bodies and the related passage of time. 

 The temporal nature of visual experience was also acknowledged by the Greek 

theories of vision.
76

 As discussed in the previous chapter, all Greek theories of vision 

depended on the assumption of movement of some kind between the eye and the object. 

Some scholars, like Plato, thought that rays emanated from the eye, getting progressively 

weaker as they travelled farther. The Atomists, and later the Epicureans, believed that 

each object gave off small images of itself which were received by the eyes. They too, 

noted that vision became weaker with distance, that the images suffer damage as they 

pass through the air. Aristotle criticizes the deficiencies of both positions that put the eye 

into an excessively active or passive role. Instead he develops a theory of vision close to 

the modern notion that vision is based on the transmission of waves through a medium. In 

the Problems, a later work of Aristotelian school, vision is described as a cone that moves 

outwards from the viewer placed at the center of the cone. According to this theory, 

waves from objects, which are farther from the viewer, will reach the eye 

correspondingly in a longer time.  
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 For a discussion of ancient theories of vision with respect to perception, see: Nelson, 2000, Introduction.  
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 Regardless of the philosophical school to which they belong, the scientists 

conceptualized vision by relating the divisions of space to the divisions of time. 

Unfortunately, Aristotle did not attempt to show how his theory of vision might affect the 

experience of visual arts except for his basic notion that it takes a much longer time to 

look at a large object than a small one because our eye has to travel around it. I already 

presented in the previous chapter that artists, and architects developed sophisticated 

measures of adjusting the proportions of their works with respect to the distance between 

the viewer and monument. That the Hellenistic artists and architects were also concerned 

with the temporal nature of visual experience is evident in the design of artworks, 

monumental architecture and urban space around linear (visual) axes as a means of 

giving articulation to a linear (temporal) experience. 

 Neo-attic vases decorated with processional friezes best illustrate the notion that 

the works of art can not be fully appreciated without walking around the vase (fig 19). 

Here the directional movement of the frieze forces the spectator to reciprocate the 

directional movement of the frieze.
77

  The artists‟ awareness of the spatial experience of 

the vase also implies his awareness of the time that is necessary for the eye to perceive 

the frieze fully. To coordinate better the viewer‟s relation to frieze in space and time, the 

artist further articulates the stops and turning points of the frieze through rhythm and 

metre. With the use of reversed figures, he subdivides the composition by marking the 

beginning and ending of points under the handles. Thereby he introduces symmetry into 

an inherently asymmetrical one-dimensional flow. In view of the fact that only a small 
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 This is already evident in the design of the Parthenon frieze, see: Osborne, 1987, 98-105.  
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portion of the frieze could be seen at any one time, the rhythmical devices could be best 

understood as the artist‟s awareness of the relationship between the spectator and the vase 

in space and time.  

 The Hellenistic urban planners, likewise, controlled the experience of 

monumental architecture through their use of linear axes that coordinated the movement 

of the spectator in a spatial and temporal dimension.
 78

 In the Hellenistic sanctuary the 

progress of the spectator from the point where he can first see the temple (propylon) to 

the point where he arrives in front of the temple is precisely matched by the experience of 

a procession. In other words, the lapse of time and movement in space that had already 

been roughly synchronized in Neo-Attic vases was exactly paralleled and almost 

generated by the movement of spectator in the Hellenistic urban space.
79

 Hellenistic 

architects used “metrical devices” comparable to that of vase painters ―ramps, staircases 

and facades (stoas, propylea, etc.), which proliferated in the Hellenistic urban space― to 

articulate a linear temporal experience.  

 

 Axial Design and Urban Drama 

 According to Vincent Scully, the sources for axial planning originate in the 

Classical period, especially in the spatial organization of mystery sites, where humans 

were given a chance of direct contact with the deity (Scully, 1979, 187). While the typical 
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spatio-visual analysis of the Great Altar at Pergamon. 
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“Classical” monuments were conceived as architectural forms to counteract sculptural 

forms of nature (i.e. mountains and their “horns”), the planning of mystery sites 

conformed to the landscape. In the mystery sites, the individual was brought back 

towards a smoother relationship with the landscape evoking that of the Minoan period, 

“so that in them the splendid classical balance, or tension, between building and 

landscape, man and nature, tended to relax into a simpler reacceptance of something 

resembling the old, pre-Greek natural order” (Scully, 1979, 187). This harmonious 

relationship with nature was achieved through application of an axial planning system. 

 The reasons mystery sites influenced Hellenistic urban planning could be related 

to their popularity in the Hellenistic period. Mystery religions provided answers to the 

growing need for personal security and salvation caused by an increased awareness of 

individuality in the Hellenistic period. Other factors of a different kind were also at work 

to reduce the Classical tension between architecture and nature. An important example 

was the growth of philosophical speculation, and its architectural corollary, the purely 

geometrical control of space developed by Hippodamian city planning. The grid of 

Hippodamos offered a wholly abstract model whereby the city could be planned with 

only minimal regard for topography. The geometrical axes that such planning eventually 

exerted a considerable effect upon the planning of sanctuaries, reinforcing in this way the 

general movement towards axial organization that previously existed solely in mystery 

sites. This space-positive attitude eventually reinforced old Italic predilections, producing 

the axial spatial complexes of the Roman Imperial period.  
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 The Hellenistic axial design was more complicated than the above explication 

might suggest. The Hellenistic period was neither quite “Classical” in the usual sense, nor 

yet Roman. It was a period of integration of the traditional system of planning 

exemplified by Athens, with the “rational” grid of Hippodamian planning (Castagnoli, 

1971). As a consequence of this integration, the traditional system of planning, which 

valued sculptural presentation of monuments as free and aggressive solids, was slowly 

replaced by a spatial and axial tendency of ordering urban space within clearly drawn 

perimeters. Because of these double (sometimes conflicting) influences, the axiality of 

the Hellenistic urban space was not straightforward: the system of linear axes was often 

juxtaposed with oblique visual axes; and the dissonance between them was intentionally 

manipulated to create unsettling, kinetic environments.   

 A famous example of a rationally planned city is Priene, dating to the fourth 

century BCE (Fig 20). Its tidy compact grid, with groups of moderate size urban precincts 

proportional to housing blocks, established a network of geometrical axes intersecting 

one another in ninety degree angles. Priene‟s Ionic abstraction has usually been given as 

an example of rule-bound, inflexibility of the Hellenistic “didactic” tradition, which is set 

in opposition to the “theatrical” approach exemplified in Pergamon (Pollitt, 1986, 246). 

In reality, neither was Priene‟s grid plan as straightforward as it appears, nor was the 

planning of Pergamon devoid of “didacticism.” In Priene, the seeming inflexibility 

imposed by the grid plan was broken in the third dimension with a system of visual axes 

established according to the relative placements of buildings in space.   
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 Such a complex choreography of geometric and visual axes can be observed in 

the planning of the agora in relation to the precinct of Athena in Priene (Köenigs, 1993; 

Ferla, 2005). In Priene, the agora was an open air area at the center of the city reflecting 

its social and political significance (Fig 21). It was confined by several buildings, added 

over time, including an entrance porch, north and south stoas, a temple dedicated to either 

Asklepios or Zeus,
80

 and an Ekklesiasterion. Priene‟s temple of Athena stood on a 

platform above the agora taking up its place in a rectangular street pattern. The temple of 

Athena was accessed through a processional way passing through the agora, defined by 

the northern stoa and the sculptures lined up on its southern side.  

 The agora and the temple, moreover, were more intricately connected in three 

dimensions. Doxiadis has attempted to show that a diagonal view of the temple of Athena 

from the agora was intended as the primary viewpoint for the temple (Doxiadis, 1972, 

136-9). The temple projected itself towards the viewer in the agora as a three-dimensional 

sculptural object, set up in direct relationship to the sacred landscape (Fig 22). The 

temple‟s slender pavilion displayed a relatively robust appearance from this angle 

recalling the classical Doric temples, such as the Parthenon (Koenigs, 1999). The contrast 

established between the dense appearance of the temples‟ colonnade and the wide 

intercolumniation of the stoas in the agora contributed to the effect created by the 

dramatic viewing angle. Considering that the agora would be the place where the 

populace gathered during a ritual celebration (i.e. a festival), the significance of this view 
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comes to the fore.
 
The angular presentation of the temple probably provided a more 

dynamic view for the immobile spectators in the agora, while the grid schema of the city 

increased the efficiency of traffic for the moving spectator.  

 Unlike Priene, which was laid out as a compact grid, the planning of the acropolis 

of Pergamon was influenced by the system executed in Athens (Radt, 1999; Wulf 1994). 

The impressiveness of Pergamon‟s city plan stems from the fact that the “rationalized” 

planning principles employed for the arrangement of individual terraces were adapted, 

following the example of Athens, to the dramatic possibilities of the terrain (Fig 23-24). 

The Attalids, the Pergamene dynasts carefully employed city planning as an imperial 

device of policy and image making and quite intentionally established the connection 

between Athens and Pergamon.
81

 As in Athens, the first and second generation planners 

of Pergamon —Philetaerus, (281-163 BCE) and Eumenes II (197-158 BCE)— 

considered topography as the primary factor when they laid out plans for the expansion of 

the city. The city owes its current shape primarily to the building activity dating to the 

time of Eumenes II, who monumentalized the city with the articulation of terraces on the 

acropolis comprising the urban activities.
82

 The contour map of the terrain shows that the 

elevation, orientation, size and shape of the terraces were determined less by functional 

considerations than by external factors having to do with the spiritual content of the 

terrain (Scully, 1979, 196-7). Because of the harsh and steep landscape of the acropolis,  
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 …all terraces occupy positions at the top edge of a steep incline; just where the terrain abruptly 

 moderates… The tortuous character of the topography therefore creates a broken arc pattern 

 whereby each platform is constructed as an entity, disengaged from the others and leaving the 

 interstices to be taken up with a poché of ramps, staircases, embankments, and ancillary buildings. 

 (Waterhouse, 1993, 108).  

 

 While the location and orientation of the terraces were determined following the 

contours of topography, their interior layouts were designed mostly independent from 

topographic concerns. Rather, the spatial organization of the urban precincts was shaped 

around the linear axes, which played a central role in determining the geometrical 

relationship of the solids and volumes. Such an early example of axial planning can be 

seen in the precinct of Athena Polias Nikephoros (Fig 25-26). The precinct of Athena, 

like many early Hellenistic sanctuaries, was not designed according to an overarching 

plan. Rather its individual monuments were added piecemeal over time in between the 

third and second centuries BCE. Philetairos, the founder of the Attalid dynasty 

commissioned the earliest monument of the precinct in the third century BCE: the temple 

of Athena Polias Nikephoros was meant to glorify the Attalids as the inheritors of 

Classical Greek tradition (Webb, 2000; Bohn, 1885).  

 When the temple of Athena was enclosed in its urban framework during the reign 

of Eumenes II, the existing temple served as the starting point for the layout of precinct. 

The precinct was formed by the addition of stoas and a monumental propylon that 

defined its northern and eastern boundaries.  The stoas not only provided a spatial 

framework for the temple of Athena, but also designated a trajectory upon which the 

temple was meant to be experienced. This path was drawn parallel to the southern 

boundary of the precinct and marked at its eastern end with the construction of a 
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monumental propylon.  The axis, extending from the propylon towards the altar, 

constituted the path of procession, which would have aimed for a sacrifice in front of the 

Temple of Athena. Hence, this path coordinated the successive positions of the spectator 

within the precinct. The directionality of the axis was further emphasized with the 

addition of a southern stoa at a later construction phase, which increased the sense of 

control that the spectator would have experienced during his procession along the axis.  

 The temple of Athena was clearly meant to be seen upon the entrance from the 

propylon (Doxiadis, 104-106; Fig 8). From this point, the temple is seen as a three-

dimensional entity, set into a dynamic relationship with the spatial framework of stoas. 

Despite its dramatic presentation, recalling Classical temples, the temple of Athena has 

none of the robustness of a typical Doric temple. Its slender and tall columns, which were 

left unfluted down to Roman times, served to enclose the western boundary of the 

sanctuary precinct, rather than acting as a three-dimensional sculptural body. Despite its 

de-emphasis of a sculptural body, the experience of the Temple of Athena was prevented 

from becoming rigid with the aid of the axis of movement. The spectators moving 

towards the altar along this axis would have seen the temple of Athena from constantly 

shifting sets of perspectives ending with the frontal view at the front of the altar. This 

effect depended on the spatiovisual organization of the urban space, which framed and 

linked the temple of Athena with its larger setting, enclosing and trapping it in 

perspective space. In this sense, the spatial articulation of the sanctuary shows that the 

Hellenistic planner‟s desire for axiality was not realized at the abstract level of plan, but 

in the visual, perspectival structure of the urban peristyle. 
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 The sanctuary of Athena was designed as an axial enclosure, however, its axial 

emphasis was rather subdued compared to later Hellenistic sanctuaries, probably due to 

its piecemeal construction over time. In the sanctuary of Athena, the beginning of the axis 

was clearly demarcated by the propylon, and yet its conclusion came to a halt without any 

architectural definition.  In other Hellenistic urban sanctuaries at Pergamon, the visual 

axis takes a greater prominence. This may become clearer if we examine the precinct of 

Dionysus, which was located at the narrow terrace adjacent to the theater (Bohn, 1896; 

Hoepfner, 1997, 119-120). The theatre terrace, dating probably to the third century BCE, 

was supported by buttresses on the western side and had probably served as a 

processional way for the ceremonies that took place at the theater. At its southeast end, 

there stood perhaps one of the earliest structures of the Pergamene acropolis: a small 

propylon that welcomed the initiates of Dionysus (Figs 27). The worshippers moving 

towards the theatre on the theater terrace must have been able to see the magnificent 

views of the entire Selinus valley and the mountains across, before Eumenes II had built 

the stoa along the western edge of the alley. Being one of the longest stoas of the Greek 

world (more than 200 meters long), the stoa of the theater terrace cut the visual access 

with the surrounding landscape and turned the sanctuary into a more closed interior 

space.  

 Contemporaneously with the western stoa, the Temple of Dionysus was built at 

the northern end of the theatre terrace (Fig 28-30). It is clear from the alignment of 

temple with the linear axis running through the entrance propylon that the axis and 

symmetry of it were both important concerns for the planners of the precinct of Dionysus 
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in the second century BCE. This new pursuit of symmetry in fact was far from a goal in 

itself. It did not arise as an abstract rule; rather it was a quality that is only desirable 

because of the way sight operates.   As the worshippers entered the precinct of Dionysus 

through the propylon, its axis naturally took on a crucial role in determining the 

alignment of the altar and the temple of Dionysus. Starting at the propylon, the precinct 

concludes (rather than ending up) with the temple of Dionysus, in front of which the 

sacrifices would have taken place. The wooden stage of the theater, as it was removed 

after the theatrical performances, would not block this axis leading to the Ionic temple of 

Dionysus, built on a high podium and accessed with an imposing flight of twenty five 

steps. Such a monumental conclusion to the processional alley clearly demarcates the 

precinct of Dionysus from the precinct of Athena Polias Nikephoros, whose axis ended 

up without a clear architectural definition.   

 The frontal view of the Temple of Dionysus was intended to be seen by the 

moving spectators on the theater terrace. The immobile spectators seated in the 

dramatically steep theater of Pergamon, on the other hand, perceived the temple from a 

more dynamic diagonal view (Fig 30). This dynamic view was a sculptural conclusion 

point for the landscape scene that one experienced from the cavea of the theater at 

Pergamon (Fig 31). The cavea is oriented towards the southeast, from where it causes the 

eye to travel along a lower and curved hill extending westward above the town and 

directs the vision towards the north and then toward the two hills in the westerly distance 
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whose shapes echo those two tumuli near at hand.
83

 At the same time, the eye also travels 

southward with the turn of the theater toward the southerly tumulus in the plain beyond 

the town. A wide circular movement from solid hills nearby towards the hollow of the 

valley liberates the long view toward the sea as a central factor in this dynamic 

experience. At the northwestern end of this dramatic vista stands the temple of Dionysus 

concluding the expanse of the view with its dynamic, sculptural presentation.  

My analysis of the viewpoint from the cavea of the theater at Pergamon brings to 

forth some of the sources and methods of the Hellenistic and Roman picturesque vision.
84

 

In the Hellenistic theater, like in the theater of Pergamon, the skēnē was rarely built high 

enough to enclose the space entirely. Rather, the Hellenistic theater provided a venue to 

present the clearly abstract, man-made patterns of drama against a stage building beyond 

which the greater scale of the natural landscape could open out to the left and right or, 

from the upper seats, below. Such a dynamic presentation of landscape as a scenographic 

backdrop to the theatrical narrative was probably effective in the emergence of painted 

landscape scenes imbued with effects of visual relief, surprise and atmosphere, which 

were intended to evoke the emotional states fabricated through drama.  

Such a presentation of landscape survives on the walls of Romano-Campanian 

houses. A well-preserved example, the famous Odyssey frieze, was found in a house on 

the Esquiline hill in Rome, integrated within a Second-Style composition. Painted 
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approximately a century later than the construction of the Theater at Pergamon, the 

narrative panel originally consisted of eleven scenes depicting episodes in the wanderings 

of Odysseus separated by illusionistically painted pilasters (Fig 32). Behind this painted 

architecture is a panorama-like continuous but shifting terrain against which Odysseus 

and his men, periodically reappear to mark progressive episodes in a continuous 

narrative.  

 A peculiarity of the Odyssey frieze is that the individual scenes are designed to 

give the illusion of being seen from a high vantage point, as if the viewer were seated in 

the cavea of a Hellenistic theater. This seems out of place considering the location of the 

scenes in a house, at the eye-level of a walking spectator. According to Pollitt, this 

suggests that the scenes were not originally conceived for the viewing conditions of the 

house in which they were found (Pollitt, 1986, 185). It could be argued, however that the 

high vantage point of the scenes might have been intended to emulate the viewing 

conditions in Hellenistic theaters (Blanckenhagen, 1990, 10-27). The scenes on the walls 

of the Esquiline house, therefore, might have been intended to transport the viewer to a 

Hellenistic theater, where he/she would have seen a theatrical performance set against 

shifting perspectives of a mythical landscape.   

 The theater was not the only place to see a theatrical performance in Hellenistic 

Pergamon. The urban layout of the sanctuary of Demeter (Fig 33) repeats the 

architectural scheme of the theater terrace providing a perfect stage space for the rites of 

Demeter during the Thesmophoria (Bothz, 1981). The layout of the sanctuary of 

Demeter, like the theater terrace, was designed to control the movement of initiates along 
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a movement axis. The eastern end of the axis was marked with a propylon, outside of 

which there was a small plaza where the initiates would have stopped for purification at 

the sacred fountain and preliminary sacrifices at the sacrificial pit (Fig 34). The propylon 

was aligned with the centrally placed altar (bomos) and a modest temple in antis (14.14 x 

7.97 m) at the western end of the axis.
85

  

 While the worshippers walking towards the temple have seen it from the front, the 

spectators sitting on the stepped seats that lean over the citadel hill have experienced the 

temple from a dynamic three dimensional views (Fig 35). The stepped seats built along 

the northeastern side of the sanctuary, overlooking the sacrificial ground in front of the 

temple, accommodated up to eight hundred initiates who would watch the dramatic 

performances in the court. This court, which was bounded on all four sides with two-

storey stoas, created an axial enclosure much more controlled than any other urban 

precinct in Pergamon. 

 Attention has so far been concentrated on the development of architectural 

organization right and left of the axis of vision. Based on Euclid‟s theorems in his Optics, 

however, it would be reasonable to expect that the architects also took into consideration 

planes lying above and below eye level. Euclid states that of planes lying above the eye, 

the further parts appear lower, and those below the eye, higher (Theorem 10). The 

increasing tendency to organize the areas between the lateral lines into plane surfaces, 

suggest that the architectural space was organized to correspond with the optical 
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theorems. The organization of lateral areas into regular surfaces is clearly documented in 

the increasing use of stairways, ramps and terraces. This is best demonstrated in the city 

planning of Pergamon, as well as the great sanctuaries which took their present form in 

the second century.  

 The sanctuary of Asklepios at Kos was one of these great complexes (Herzog, 

1932). At Kos, the monumental approach to the sanctuary was achieved by constructing 

an elevation through large terraces that were enclosed by porticoes (Fig 36). The line of 

sight of the approaching visitor is captured by the projecting propylon that was placed 

high on the broad stairs. The scene that the viewer was exposed to upon his entrance from 

the propylon constituted one of the most climactic moments of this experience (Fig 37). 

At this point, the scenography of the whole sanctuary was laid out in front of the viewer. 

The grand staircase is seen almost from a three-dimensional view as a continuous 

element, and yet it is dramatically foreshortened. In the distance, the monumental temple 

of Asklepios, the final destination of the procession, was displayed in its spatial 

framework. The visitors are inevitably drawn to the stairs, through a path that is defined 

by the water channels on the ground (Fig 38). This path is not regular and stands off to 

the right of the courtyard. Ahead, the retaining wall of the second terrace lied on two 

sides of the stairs. As one reaches up the stairs and looks up, the temple of Asklepios 

would almost appear on the axis ahead, but not exactly so, since the stairway which leads 

to the temple is decidedly off line with the first. 

 The organization of the Sanctuary of Asklepios at Kos represents a quite different 

approach from what will follow. As we will see in the layout of the Sanctuary of Fortuna 
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Primigenia at Praeneste, most monumental buildings and other works of art produced by 

Romans exhibited an internal symmetry generated by a linear axis of vision.  Such a strict 

imposition of the visual axis was not the case in the Hellenistic sanctuaries. At the 

Sanctuary of Asklepios at Kos, the solids and volumes around the visual axis were not 

organized to unify and dissolve the individual elements into a preconceived whole. 

Rather, each monument had been treated in such a way that it can be seen as a separate 

whole within the precisely defined volume of the enclosure. As an excellent example of 

regularized Hellenistic planning, the sanctuary of Asklepios still retains that sense of 

actual human movement and of optical and functional fitness which had informed the 

Classical world (Scully, 1979, 207).  

 The continuities and contrast between the Hellenistic and Roman design practices 

can be best established through a closer analysis of the Republican Temple of Fortuna at 

Praeneste, situated seventeen kilometers southwest of Rome (Figure 39-40). At 

Praeneste, the sanctuary climbs a hillside in a series of terraces echoing the Asklepieion 

at Kos. Unlike the sanctuary of Asklepios, however, the processional stairway connecting 

the terraces of the Sanctuary of Fortuna is strictly regular and axial. The change in 

attitude could be explained by the invention of new technologies that significantly 

improved the speed of the construction process. Aided by the invention of Roman 

pozzolana, the sanctuary of Fortuna Primigenia, was probably completed fairly quickly in 

the late second or early first century BCE. Thus, the form of the sanctuary reflects 

application of a master plan: the elements at Praeneste are rigidly symmetrical and axial, 

unlike those in the sanctuary of Asklepios. The central axis of movement at Praeneste 
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seems fixed, and the parts are therefore distributed to define the symmetrical spaces to 

the left and right according to an internal spatial principle.  

 Despite its apparent rigidity, this axis of the Sanctuary of Primigenia introduces a 

sense of Hellenistic ambiguity, renouncing the sense of security suggested by its fixity. 

The axis is the central force to the beholder approaching to the sanctuary from the valley, 

as one sees the axially situated conch of steps leading to the tholos—the temple of 

Fortuna. From below, the eye of the viewer is directly led to the door on the third terrace 

as the sole opening on a triangular blind wall. This opening, which might be presumed an 

entrance to the sanctuary, is indeed, a blind door. It does not provide access to the 

monumental stairs leading to the tholos. Instead, visitors who want to ascend its stairs, 

have to use the vaulted galleries on either side of the terrace. The blind door of the 

sanctuary of Fortuna Primigenia thus evokes the skēnē door (prothuron) that appears 

frequently not only in Hellenistic paintings but also on the painted walls of the houses in 

Pompeii and Herculaneum. Like the skēnē door, the door of the sanctuary of Fortuna 

Primigenia is “half-open.” It creates the impression of a “real” opening with its 

suggestion of visual continuity, and yet it is “closed”: it offers a “visual” journey to the 

beyond, but it denies the physical access to the sanctuary.  

 The duality of the theatrical metaphor, the “half-open” skēnē door, was 

appropriate to the function of the sanctuary of Fortuna Primigenia, where priests 

interpreted divine will by drawing lots. Divination was valued by Greeks and Romans as 

a means of access to divine knowledge. However, the paradox of oracular knowledge was 

that it provided a “half-open” access to reality. Ancients knew that interpretation of 
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oracles was a meticulous process and did not always lead to the decipherment of the 

actual course of events (Vernant, 1991, 315). The theatrical “half-open” door of the 

complex probably implied this dilemma: the goddess Fortuna Primigenia might have 

revealed knowledge of future, but the human intellect would not always be capable of 

perceiving the true significance of her revelations. 

 

Hellenistic Pictorial Perspective Reconsidered 

 

In the case of flat surfaces lying 

Below the level of the eye,  

the more remote parts appear higher. 

In the case of lines extending forward, 

Those on the right seem to be 

Inclined toward the left, 

And those on the left seem to be inclined toward the right 

 

Euclid, “The Optics” 

 

 So far I have attempted to demonstrate that the Hellenistic artworks and 

architecture are deeply intertwined with the problem of the viewing subject, visuality and 

the representation of space in the arts of the Hellenistic period. In other words, the way 

the Hellenistic period dealt with the fact that how things are seen is a critical aspect of 

what is seen in the full sense of perception, cognition and affect. My proposal is that the 

positioning of the viewer in Hellenistic urban space and shaping of its space toward the 

subject were part of a broad discourse that encompassed, in differing ways, all the visual 
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arts of the period. Hellenistic artworks were not self-contained; regardless of their 

medium, they were addressed to the vision of the spectator.
86

  

 In the search for a comprehensive Hellenistic design methodology, I have stressed 

the formation of theatricality as a broad multi-layered discursive field inclusive of the 

production of space and visual signification. Skēnographia, or more specifically its 

application to perspectival painting, has been historically at the center of this scopic 

discourse.
87

 Earlier in this study, I suggested several connections between urbanistic and 

pictorial vision, identifying what appeared to be a close relationship in their development 

in the space of the Hellenistic theatre. As a mode of representation skēnographia merged 

the actual and virtual, and thereby spatial representations (skēnographia) became spatial 

propositions. Such an argument, however, raises a fundamental question: How were the 

pictorial perspective and the visual structure of the urban sanctuary actually related? Did 

a valid underlying connection exist, or was the relationship superficial?  These and 

related questions require that we begin with a review of the formal structure of the 

Hellenistic sanctuary. 

The principles of urban order make a Hellenistic temple more than an absolute, 

monumental form in space. The temple is not confined by its outer boundaries, but in 

effect expands into its urban precinct. This expansion, the first design principle, is more 

complex than it might seem, for it was governed by the other principles (proportional 
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 My elaboration of skēnographia was inspired by Trachtenberg (1996) who finds a similar design 

methodology at work in the Trecento, when the ancient art of perspectival painting was reinvented on a 

new basis. 
87

 Gleason (1994) and Hoepfner (1997) discuss skēnographia as an architectural method. Following 

Vitruvius, scholars more frequently associated the term with a painterly technique to represent spatial 

depth, see White, 1956; Tybout, 1989.  
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design and axiality). The building does not expand into space merely as an outward 

extrusion of its plan, but its expansion adheres to the optical rules of Euclid‟s geometric 

construction of human vision. Through application of skēnographia ― a design method 

privileging human perception — the image in the eye of the beholder becomes integral to 

the existence of Hellenistic monuments.  

The Hellenistic sanctuary thus may be said to work like a perspectival painting. 

The architect converted buildings‟ form through skēnographia into the geometric 

structure of its urban precinct, just as the painter, through the geometry of perspective, 

visually ordered the space in front of the pictorial representation by fixing the ideal 

viewpoint of the observer and coordinating the eye of the observer with the picture plane. 

This is an important premise, for it would mean that skēnographia not only codified a 

common language, a spatial code among the Hellenistic painters and architects, but also a 

common viewing experience of both painting and architecture. In the second part of the 

section, I will demonstrate how the two functions of skēnographia were intertwined in 

the late Hellenistic Romano-Campanian houses.
88

 Before this, it is necessary to clarify 

the spatial conception behind Hellenistic painting.  

The ancient art of perspective was invented during the Hellenistic period. Our 

understanding of the rationality behind the spatial structure of the early Hellenistic and 

Romano-Campanian painting, however, remains problematic. Despite the solid works of 

Panofsky (1991), White (1967) and others on ancient perspective, its formal principles 
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 Roman painters also coordinated the content and the iconography of the paintings with respect to the 

rituals that took place in a specific room; for instance the decorations in “kinetic” (corridor) and static 

spaces (bedroom) were articulated differently (Clarke, 1991).   
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lack clear definition. Although we can fairly compare the architectural order of the 

Hellenistic urban sanctuary to Romano-Campanian painting, without such a definition, it 

remains an open question if such a comparison goes beyond sharing common “façade-

esthetics.”
89

 The clarification of the spatial principles behind the Hellenistic painting 

would enable us to pursue the following questions: Does Hellenistic and Romano-

Campanian painting structure the observer‟s space in front of the painting, and if so, 

how? 

To understand if and how early Hellenistic and Romano-Campanian painting 

affects the space of the observer ―ultimately, architectural space— we must first 

determine how its “internal” pictorial space is structured. The extensive literature on this 

subject —mostly concentrated on Romano-Campanian paintings— is misleading, for 

unfortunately it has been often influenced by the approach to the Renaissance 

perspective.
90

 That is, the spatial structure of the Romano-Campanian painting is seen as 

groping toward the Renaissance perspective; the ancient perspective (perspectiva 

naturalis) is interpreted as a pseudo-geometrical representation technique ultimately 

leading to the invention of the Renaissance perspective (perspectiva artificialis). The 

association of the spatial order of ancient painting with perspectival objectification is 

partly caused by misinterpretation of Vitruvius‟ use of scaenographia in reference to a 
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 While Engemann (1967) shows how Italian paintings related to past and contemporary Italian 

architectural corpus, Tybout (1989) integrates the Second-Style repertoire in a mainly Eastern Hellenistic 

architectural aesthetics.   
90

 Beyen (1937), White (1967) and Little (1971) broadly claim that ancient perspective bore a general 

resemblance to Renaissance perspective and that the ancient Romans already knew the apparent 

convergence of lines to a vanishing point. Tybout (1989) argues that Vitruvius presents two different 

theories of perspective; one of them can be related to the vanishing point perspective.  
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painterly technique.
91

 Scaenographia ― “semblance or shaded image of the front and the 

retreating sides, and the correspondence of all lines with respect to the center of a circle 

[compass point]
92

 — is generally assumed to be a literal description of perspective 

objectification, guided by the interpretation of Vitruvius‟ use of circini centrum as the 

vanishing point of a perspective objectification. This assumption, however, contradicts 

the ancient pictorial conception. 

The Renaissance perspective (perspectiva artificialis) is conceived as a “window” 

to the world, “we are meant to believe that we are looking through this window into a 

space.”
93

 The material surface on which the objects are drawn, painted or carved is thus 

negated, resulting in a mere “picture plane” opened to a homogenous space. The frescoes 

on the walls of the Pompeian houses, on the other hand, do not offer a view through a 

homogenous space; rather the viewer is constantly reminded of the materiality of the wall 

surface. The space of Pompeian frescoes both recedes beyond the wall surface, and also 

projects its illusion forward into the space of the spectator, transforming the room into a 

stage proper to the performance of a specific ritual action (Fig 41). The manifestation of 
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According to Vitruvius‟ de Architectura, the ideae of architectural arrangement, necessitate the use of 

ichonographia, ortographia and scaenographia, which respectively refer to the conception of a building in 

plan, elevation and in three-dimensions. Ideae, in the context of de Architectura, however, should not be 

translated as drawings in the modern sense. Rather, the term implies the elusive quality of tools of 

representation at the inception of Western tradition, effectively occupying a space between thought, process 

and lived experience (Pérez Gómez and Pelletier, 1997, 97-105). 
92

 “frontis et laterum abscedentium adumbratio ad circinique centrum omnium linearum responsus” 

(Vitruvius, De Architectura, 1.2.2.) For the translation, see: Pérez Gómez and Pelletier , 197, 98). 
93

 This assertion is made with full awareness of Elkins‟ recent discussion of Renaissance pictorial practice. 

Elkins reminds us that despite the invention of linear perspective, the Renaissance pictorial practice 

remained “object-oriented,” and that the perception was a dynamic action of the beholder upon the world 

(1994, 12-15). Yet in view of the epistemological concerns of Alberti‟s treatise (and perspectiva artificialis 

in general), it is important to emphasize that in the Renaissance, perspective painting was legitimized on 

the ground of its capacity to reveal the ontological truth of the world.  
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depth in Pompeian frescoes is thus far from the homogenous space represented in a 

perspective drawing.  

 At the interdiscursive level, this description is historically significant because it 

conforms to the Hellenistic spatial doctrine. In antiquity, the notions of both natural place 

(topos), void (kenon), and Hellenistic concept extension (diastema) were conceived in 

attachment to physical bodies.
94

 That is, neither in architectural nor in painterly practice, 

was space ever considered as an autonomous and homogenous entity but was rather seen 

as an extension of a human or architectural body into a three-dimensional realm. 

Panofsky‟s (1991) famous interpretation of perspective theory conforms to this line of 

thought. Panofsky defines ancient spatial conception as psychophysiological and 

disassociates it from the continuous and homogenous space of perspective construction.   

 The obligatory reference for a discussion on this topic is Panofsky‟s foundational 

study on the history of perspective.  Panofsky, for the first time, establishes the 

distinctions between ancient and Renaissance perspective by comprehensively surveying 

the translations and interpretations of the concept of skēnographia from antiquity to the 

early twentieth century. Following Proclus, Panofsky establishes that skēnographia refers 

to the application of the law of optics to art in general, included painting, sculpture as 

well as architecture (Panofsky, 1991, 97-100). Despite his major discovery that broadens 

the meaning of skēnographia ―from that of an architectural representation to a method 
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 The Hellenistic concept of space (diastema) differed from the Aristotelian notion of place (topos) or 

space (kenon) in the sense that the Hellenistic philosophers no longer defined the void as a kind of place (as 

unoccupied place), but instead regarded both place and void as species of a more general „entity‟, viz. what 

we might call „space‟ (Algra, 1995, 270).   
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of artistic production concerning the perception of distance— Panofsky fails to grasp the 

incongruity between Renaissance perspective and the pictorial space of Greco-Roman 

painting.
95

 Looking for an explanation for the appearance of the “vanishing axis” in 

Pompeian frescoes, he proposes a pseudogeometric model, which mimics the 

Renaissance construction of perspectiva artificialis (an “axis” developing toward a 

“point” and so on).
96

 Following Damianus, Panofsky places the eye of the viewer at the 

base of the visual cone and assumes a circular plane (retina) intersecting the visual rays 

— instead of the flat “picture plane” of Renaissance perspective. According to Panofsky, 

the projections of these intersections result in the “vanishing axis” of the Roman 

frescoes.
97

  

 As mentioned earlier, the Hellenistic painter did not conceive a “picture plane” 

intersecting the visual rays. Nor did he/she conceive of a “vanishing axis.” The parallel 

lines on Pompeian paintings do not “vanish” towards an hypothetical axis. Instead, they 

project or recede above “in the case of flat surfaces lying below the level of the eye” and 

“incline toward the left” or “toward the right” depending on the place of the object at 

either side of the visual axis (Euclid, Optics). Thus, the spatial field is fractured into 

multiple sets of planes constructed frontally, from below, above, the right or the left, but 

their relative sizes and positions are not mathematically calculated.  
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 For a critique of Panofsky; see: Perez-Gomez and Pelletier, 1997, 101-104; Trachtenberg, 1997, 184-165. 
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 Panofsky‟s interpretation contradicts his own conception of ancient space as psychophysiological, as his 

argument for the “vanishing axis” suggests a mathematical treatment of pictorial space. 
97

 Panofsky equates the cone of vision in a perspective drawing with the pyramid of vision described by 

Euclid.  
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 With Panofsky‟s proposition of a “vanishing axis” disproved, we can now look 

for an explanation for the appearance of a centric axis in the Pompeian frescoes. I 

propose that this axis might correspond to the visual axis in theater or the urban setting 

upon which the (illusory or real) movement of the spectator is fixed. Schnyder (1962) 

similarly argues that the three spatial characteristics of Pompeian paintings ―a 

symmetrical axis (corresponding to the central axis of cavea), a low-lying horizon (as 

experienced by the theatre spectators who look down upon the actors and their backdrop), 

and a view into a concave, enclosed space― were conditioned by the spatial structure of 

ancient theatres. The significance of the centric line of vision also finds its place in the 

later interpretations of Euclidian optical theory; Claudius Ptolemy (127-148 AD) argued 

that the pyramid of vision consists of discrete rays and that vision through the central axis 

is the clearest (Linberg, 1976, 71).
 
 

The centric axis of Pompeian paintings is, thus, more than an instrument of 

technical convenience or the result of conceptual limitation. Like the visual axis in an 

urban precinct, the visual axis of the frescoes guides the ideal viewing point(s) of 

spectators, according to which optical distortions could be corrected, making the image 

appear harmonious to the eye. Figure 41 highlights one of the many elements of optical 

corrections in Pompeian frescoes. Blazeby‟s analysis shows that the positions of the 

bases and capitals of the piers framing the lower left aedicule are mutually distorted 

(Beacham et al., 2005, 229). The left column is slanted leftward and forwards to 

compensate for the perspectival distortion spectators experienced when they were 

positioned by the centric axis of the image.  



 84 

 These set of analogies implies conceptual overlap of pictorial and urban 

perspectives, and yet it is incomplete. The essence of the urban scheme is that the visual 

axis controlled the position of the observer in urban space (peristyle sanctuary), and the 

angles of his or her view of the focal monument (temple). Yet, to what degree was 

pictorial space deliberately made continuous with the space outside it? Clarke‟s (1991) 

observations of the decorations of Pompeian houses leave no doubt about the matter. 

Clarke‟s analysis of early (80-60 BCE), mature (60-40 BCE) and late (40-20 BCE) 

phases of the Second Style ensembles shows that in Pompeian houses the visual axis of 

the frescoes very clearly indicated the “optimum viewpoint” of the onlooker.
98

 Clarke 

demonstrates that visual axes in both the “asymmetrical” and “symmetrical” schemes of 

Pompeian frescoes were coordinated with the movement axis in the houses to create a 

uniquely improvised whole (Clarke, 41-54).   

 The “asymmetrical” schemes of Pompeian frescoes, moreover, had important 

precedents in the painted tomb scenes from Hellenistic Macedonia. The painted 

decoration of the Tomb of Lyson and Kallikrates, dated to ca. 250 BC, employs an 

“asymmetrical” system consisting of a continuous trompe l‟oeil colonnade wrapped 

around the four walls of a room with columns and piers “folded” into corners (Fig 42).
99

 

The wall is divided into two horizontal zones, the lower one forming a podium or 

platform on which the piers of the upper zone rest. Orthogonals and shading support the 

idea that the tomb chamber is an open, pier-supported pavilion. A curious aspect of the 
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 This observation is first made by Scagliarini (1974-76, 9, 23) following Wesenberg (1968, 102-9).  
99

 Engemann, 1967, 62-86; Wesenberg, 1968, 102-109; Scagliarini, 1974-76, 3-44; Clarke, 1991, 41-45; 

Ling, 1991, 5.  
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orthogonals defining the illusionistic column bases is that they slant to the left on the 

right wall and the right half of the back wall. The scheme is reversed for the left wall and 

the left half of the back wall. The coordinated perspective treatment of objects on the 

antechamber‟s walls (altar and perirrhanterion base) reinforces that emphasis created by 

orthogonals. In other words, there is only one visual axis in the center of the rear wall. 

Furthermore, the orthogonals and the shading system in the Tomb of Lyson and 

Kallikrates both contributes to their three dimensionality and coincide with the direction 

of movement extending from the entryway as the vantage point with the center of the rear 

wall as focal point.   

 The (cubiculum II) paintings in the House of the Griffins on the Palatine 

constitute the earliest example of the “asymmetrical perspective” in Rome (Figs 43-45). 

Despite its much more elaborate architectural perspectives, the painted decoration in this 

barrel-vaulted room is based on the system initiated in the Tomb of Lyson and 

Kallikrates.
100

 The wall is divided into two horizontal zones, the lower one forming a 

podium or platform on which the piers of the upper zone rest. Orthogonals define these 

column bases and make them seem to project in front of the actual wall surface. 

Furthermore, the shading system of the columns emphasizes their projection and 

coincides with the direction of the actual movement and light source. This system of 

orthogonals is called “asymmetrical” because the rear and side walls of the room are 

treated “asymmetrically” to enhance the perception of perspectival distortions 
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 For a discussion of the “asymmetrical perspective” in Pompeian houses, see:  Engemann, (1967, 62-86); 

Wesenberg, (1968, 102-109); Scagliarini, (1974-76, 3-44); Clarke, (1991, 41-45). 
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experienced by the spectator. For instance, the projection of the column bases from the 

wall gradually diminishes from the front to the fore, creating the so-called “corner 

problem,” where the three-dimensional illusion breaks down.  

 The “asymmetrically” painted walls of Cubiculum II in the House of the Griffins 

position the viewer on an axis, defined by the entrance door and the visual axis at the 

back wall from the room‟s entryway. A person entering the room is expected to progress 

along this long axis, prompted by the centralized composition on the back wall and the 

placement of an emblema with a design in cut marble (opus sectile) marking that axis 

(Fig 44). The socle that runs around the room between the columns is painted with the 

same motif as that of the emblema, a design of trompe-l‟oeil cubes in perspective. The 

perfect point for appreciating the convergence of the colonnade in perspective and this 

motif is marked by the emblema itself. Reaching this goal, the viewer is expected to turn 

around and look out to the real colonnade outside the room‟s space.
101

 Standing on the 

emblema, or resting on the kline, the viewer would then be expected to perceive the 

fictive colonnades of the side walls as a continuation of the real colonnade of the 

peristyle outside the entryway of the room (Clarke, 1991, 43). 

 The paintings belonging to the mature phase of the Second Style (60-40 BC) more 

directly addresses the spectator‟s movement. In these rooms, each view opening up 

behind the fictive colonnade has its own visual axis. If the viewer does not position him 

or herself along the axis, he or she will experience perspective deformation (Scagliarini, 
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 The described movement scheme is articulated by Scagliarini based on Wesenberg‟s explanation of the 

“asymmetrical” systems (Scagliarini, 1974-76, 9, 23; Wesenberg, 1968, 102-109). 
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1974-76, 10). In the Boscoreale cubiculum (Fig 46), for example, the fictive columns and 

piers frame scenes, each has its own visual axis. There are three different kinds of scenes 

corresponding to Vitruvius‟ description of the theatrical scenes in tragic, comic and 

satyric style (De Arch. 7.5.2). On both the side walls of the deep anteroom space, painted 

doors mark the visual axis of sanctuaries surrounded by city houses, probably 

representation of a comic setting. The tragic setting appears on the side walls of the 

alcove, or the space for the bed: sanctuaries with peristyle halls; in these all orthogonals 

are angled towards the visual axis of the central tholos. The alcove‟s back wall, although 

interrupted by a window, is painted as a rocky landscape opening to a grotto beneath, 

evoking a satyric setting. To appreciate each of these images, the viewer would need to 

move on the room‟s longitudinal axis. While moving on the axis, he or she is expected to 

assume positions defined by the visual axes of each scene.  

 In the later phase of the Second Style paintings (30-20 BC), the asymmetrical 

scheme of earlier phases is replaced by the symmetrical arrangements. The artist no 

longer worked out a wrap-around perspective scheme that would guide the movement of 

the viewer along the longitudinal axis of the room. In the central oecus of the so-called 

House of Livia on the Palatine, instead of the regularly spaced columns defining the 

room‟s perimeter and appearing to support the architrave, a single central feature 

becomes the focus of each wall. This so-called symmetrical perspective system 

encouraged the viewer to look at each wall separately, the eye drawn to the central axis of 

each scene (Clarke, 49-54).  It is worthwhile to note that the “symmetrical” perspective 

system also had precedents in Hellenistic tomb paintings. In the “Great Tomb” at 
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Lefkadia for instance, the “asymmetrical” perspective is abandoned in favor of the 

independent treatment of each wall. Here, the painted decoration consisted of a stuccoed 

fictive colonnade in projecting relief. The dentils, however, were painted in perspective, 

inclined toward the center of each of the four walls.
102

 

 These and other examples demonstrate unequivocally that both the Hellenistic and 

the Romano-Campanian mural painters, like urban planners, were intensely engaged with 

the observer, as they controlled the location and angle of vision, coordinating what is 

seen and where it is ideally seen from. This scopic desire led to the devising respectively, 

of illusionistic and real spatial structures that fixed the ideal viewing point of both 

painting and monumental architecture, sometimes with extraordinary precision. Both 

media designated the spectator on an axis along which the spatially structured and 

structuring pictorial image was ideally to be produced by the senses and visually 

consumed. Whether this experience is “pictorial” or “architectural” is rather immaterial. 

Rather than the chronological priority of one medium over another, the essential point is 

that these diverse visual media participated in common discourse, of theatricality, if not 

initially then in due time.  

 

Sculptural Narrative 

 Analysis of sculpture from the Late Classical to the Hellenistic period presented 

earlier showed artists‟ increased ability to manipulate optical rules in favor of a 

subjective appearance of beauty aimed to forcefully overwhelm the spectator. Moreover, 
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like the painters and architects of the period, sculptors sought to control the way that 

sculpted forms were viewed, and they often manipulated their work to create effects that 

are visible from certain viewpoints. In this endeavor, it is not the spatial environment that 

is reshaped towards the monument, but the monument that is inflected in relation to the 

surrounding space.  

 A well-known mode of such perspectival effects in Late-Classical sculpture 

occurs in the statues claimed to belong to Lysippos. Not only are the heads of these 

statues smaller than had been the case in earlier Greek sculpture (about one eighth the 

height of the body, as opposed to one seventh), which makes them seem taller, but also 

the torsos are twisted in such a way that the frontality of the Classical figure has been 

broken. Furthermore, arms and knees project out of the „square‟ envelope and intrude 

into the viewer‟s space. All of these features had the effect of making the statue expand 

into a three-dimensional realm in which the viewer is made to adopt several viewpoints. 

 According to Stewart, Lysippos‟ famous relief sculpture Kairos, the “only creator 

of beauty,” was a visual expression of his artistic manifesto, his definition of beauty as an 

exercise in proportion (symmetria) and composition (rhytmos) (1978, 163-171). Stewarts‟ 

interpretation of the Kairos suggests that Lysippos‟ innovations in proportion had a 

spatial dimension that complemented his satisfactory solution to the problem of 

movement. The work that best embodies the hallmarks of Lysippos‟ style is the 

Apoxyomenos, “Athlete scraping himself with a strigil,” a work universally accepted as a 



 90 

Roman copy in marble of an original Lysippian bronze (Figure 47).
103

 The Apoxyomenos 

was composed in such a way that it synchronizes movement with time in an effort to 

create continuous movement. The positioning of legs and torso in opposite directions 

combines the two successive moments of an action into one ―a solution only later 

rediscovered in the nineteenth century by Auguste Rodin (Stewart, 1978, 170). The 

dichotomy of successive action is carried up through the neck and head. In Rodin‟s 

words, (describing his own Age d‟Airain) “…the eyes are forced to travel upward…and 

in so doing they find the different parts of the figure represented in successive instants, 

and have the illusion of beholding the movement performed.”  

 A composition of this kind, which depends on the fine balance of two absolutely 

antithetical movements into a single work of art, marks a final break with the classical 

concept of movement represented in the Diskobolos of Myron. The action of the 

Diskobolos, the choice of the split-second of rest between the back-and-fore swings, is a 

perfect example of composition both illuminating the moment before the action and 

announcing the future. Lysippos, in his Apoxyomenos, takes Myron‟s innovation one 

step further by combining two successive moments in a single statue, suggesting an 

uninterrupted representation of a continuous movement.
 

  Lysippos‟ articulation of movement and “apparent” proportions must also be 

considered within a larger tradition that may have influenced it: the architecture in which 

it was set. In general, the viewing conditions of statues were determined by the 

movement axes of the urban setting in which they were most likely displayed. The statues 
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 The original is known to have been in Rome in the time of Tiberius, see Gardner, 1905, 234-59.  
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usually marked the movement axes along the major processional routes whether it would 

be in a street, sanctuary or agora. The statues thus were designed for moving spectator, to 

create an impression of a continuous sequence of moments constituting an action.
104

 One 

of the most typical ways of experiencing the sculpture therefore must be by the viewers 

moving in an axial direction.  

 The sequence of viewpoints that the Apoxyomenos would be seen from was 

probably determined by its urban setting. Even though the original context of the 

Apoxyomenos is not known, it is plausible to reconstruct its hypothetical setting in an 

urban context in which the statue was most likely displayed parallel to a movement axis, 

and perhaps framed by a colonnade. In such a setting the spectators would first see 

Apoxymenos from afar, at an almost ninety degree angle, as seen in the Fig 47a. As they 

moved closer to the statue, they will see it from an almost three quarter view (Fig 47b). 

Since his right arm is slightly foreshortened from this viewpoint, the viewer gets the 

impression as if he/she sees a successive moment in the act of scraping. According to 

Filseck, who wrote a monograph on the Apoxymenos, this is also the point from which 

the statue would be best appreciated (Filseck, 1988, 30-35). If the viewer keeps moving 

on the designated axis, he/she can keep experiencing an illusion of continuity in the act of 

scraping. The action comes to a conclusion in the frontal view, from where the viewers 

see the right arm from a perpendicular angle (Fig 47c).  

 The Hellenistic artists‟ interest in movement is manifested in manifold forms. For 

instance, an account of Pliny recorded that Lysippos‟ colossal statue of Zeus at Tarentum 
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could be moved by hand as it was equipped with some sort of device which made this 

possible ― and yet it could not be overthrown by the most violent storms (NH 34.40). 

There are also references to moving devices used during theatrical performances. Already 

in the early Hellenistic period Demetrios of Phaleron constructed a mechanical snail in 

Athens, which led his procession to the theater during the Great Dionysia of the year 

309/8, spitting out saliva.
105

 Similarly, Pergamenes used a spectacular device to honor 

Mithridates (88 B.C.). In the theater, where they had assembled, they set up a machine 

(mēkhanē)
106

 of some kind, which could lower a statue of Nike, holding a crown in her 

hand which could then be placed on the king‟s head.
107

 These accounts indicate that 

moving sculptures became a common way of startling, surprising and emotionally 

engaging the viewer in the theater. In addition to the moving sculptures, the drama in the 

theater was also created with the entrance and exits of the actors.  While the seated 

spectator was presented with the movement of figures on the stage, he/she was made to 

move in urban space so that he could experience the kind of continuous movement that 

he/she saw in the theater.  

 The intention to represent a continuous movement constituted by combining 

successive moments in one statue becomes the most impressive in a later Hellenistic 

work, the famous statue of the Dying Gaul in the Capitoline. Like the Apoxyomenos, the 
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Dying Gaul was probably displayed in a sanctuary or agora, where it would have been 

seen by viewers moving parallel to it on an axis (Fig 48). If we reconstruct the sequence 

of its viewing angles on such a trajectory, the total experience adds up to an almost 

cinematographic revelation of a continuous narrative.   

 The three vantage points are critical to perceiving the Dying Gaul in its totality. 

The first is the sharp, almost perpendicular angle, from which the statue will be seen as 

dramatically foreshortened (Fig 48a). The effect of foreshortening is further emphasized 

with the smaller proportion of the head, which makes the body to appear more 

monumental than it actually is. Another peculiarity of this viewpoint is the imbalanced 

posture of the Gaul, which is created by the slight inclination of the elliptical base 

towards the right (Figure 48b). At this moment the Gaul seems suspended in air while he 

is falling on a shield, as if he has not yet reached the ground. From this viewpoint, the 

narrative is implied to the viewer; he is given the identity of the figure from the bushy 

hair and the trumpet on the shield.
108

  The remaining components of the story however, 

are not yet revealed.  

 The viewer walking along the axis will next see the Gaul from a three-quarter 

view. From this angle, the Gaul is seen in a relatively balanced pose; he seems as if he is 

just hitting the ground. The drama of the pose is increased with the revelation of the 

Gaul‟s facial expression, and a more definitive clue to his identity is also given with the 

torque he wears on his neck, which is known to have been typical of Gauls (Diodorus 
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Siculus (5.28.1-3). His facial expression, the combination of animal ferocity with an 

unusual sort of dignity creates an expression of pain at the climax of a drama with which 

the viewer is expected to be engaged. From this point the action performed by the figure 

is most clearly revealed. This is probably the viewpoint from which the composition of 

the statue can be best appreciated (Fig 48b).  

 Walking on the axis, finally, the viewer would be exposed to the frontal view of 

the Dying Gaul, from where s/he will see the resolution of drama. Form the front, the 

Gaul is presented on a stable, calm pose—the falling motion is completed—and the 

viewer is finally exposed to the end and the cause of the drama, the blood gushing from 

the wound on his chest (Fig 48c).  

 In the Dying Gaul we also encounter a technical device that is typical of 

Pergamene art, to the point that it became one of its stylistic hallmarks. The fluctuations 

of the surface, “subtractions and additions”  made to the form — bulges on the brows, 

wrinkles on the forehead, and individual muscles in the chest — “are rendered in 

exaggerated depth, as if they have become swollen by some explosive force, so that they 

become almost independent expressionistic motifs conveying a sense of anguish, tension 

and crisis” (Pollitt, 1986, 86). Likewise, the rendering of surface details in the sculptures 

of the Gigantomachy frieze of the Pergamene Altar display the same intensification and 

exaggeration of small details, but here they are carried to an unparalleled extreme. The 

illusionism first introduced by Lysippos, “the subtle fluctuations of surface” were further 

exaggerated on the Altar frieze. These features were probably meant to convey a more 

intense expression of movement, creating almost a mannerist style (Pollit, 1986, 103). 
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 The anatomy of the figures on the frieze becomes a vehicle for its style (Fig 49-

50). Every conceivable muscle and tendon is swollen, and surrounded by furrows set in 

deep relief. The same swelling and deep carving is applied to the faces of the Giants, 

whose earthy nature, like the Gauls, necessitates an expression of animal ferocity. The 

hair of the Giant grasped by Athena, for instance, ripples like waves immersed in dark 

shadows, creating an illusion of exaggerated motion. On his forehead the wrinkles are 

carved so deeply that they seem like wounds; likewise the deep slots around eyes leave 

them in dark shadows. Even the drapery of the gods and goddesses is rendered 

independent from the figures themselves creating depth and a sense of continuous 

movement. As seen in the drapery of the Zeus in Fig 50, the articulation of restless, 

undulating surfaces is especially effective in providing smooth transitions between the 

actions in opposing directions. 

 The comparison of the Zeus from the east frieze to the Apoxyomenos would 

reveal how far the sculptors of the Pergamene altar advanced application of the 

compositional innovations of Lysippos. Lysippos combines only two successive moments 

in the Apoxyomenos and these are in balance, with the result that the statue remains more 

or less self-contained. In the Zeus figure, on the other hand, more than two successive 

moments are represented in the same figure and furthermore the sequence of consecutive 

moments is left open impending the future action. The use of undulating surfaces and 

open forms exaggerates the expression of motion, forcing the viewer to be on the move to 

experience the flow of the action. The movement of the viewer around the altar was also 

required by the urban setting of the relief sculpture. Placed on four sides of the altar base 
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as a continuous narrative, the Gigantomachy frieze was best seen in its entirety while 

spectators circumambulated the Altar (Fig 51).
109

  

 The sculptural phenomenon must also be considered parallel to the larger tradition 

of architecture that may well have influenced it. That is all of the figures and reliefs 

concerned were in a sense architectural sculpture, or least closely affiliated with the 

genre. For this reason the concern for the viewing angle for the display of sculpture was 

closely related both to the painter‟s fixing the ideal viewpoint and to the geometrically 

structured views of the Hellenistic temple in the urban space. All were part of a common 

discourse of creative manipulation of vision and subjectivity, of the conscious control of 

how monumental art and architecture were seen and thus, finally what is seen and 

communicated.  

 

Optical Theory and the Euclidian Sanctuary 

 Until now, I have established several links between urbanism, architecture and 

artworks based on optical theories. I argued that the Hellenistic planners may have 

designed their architectural environment by taking into account the geometry of human 

vision as it was articulated by Euclid in his Optics. This argument is strengthened by the 

fact that Euclid probably established his theory of optics on the basis of his experience of 

architecture (Onians, 1979, 175). Euclid talks about planes when describing the way the 

human eye perceives the lines above/below/right/left of the centre of vision. Certainly 

one experience that would generate his observations would be that of being inside of a 
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stoa (Fig 52). In such a setting, not only the ceiling and the floor would recede 

downwards and upwards but also the parallel lines of the colonnades would recede 

towards right or left depending on the position of the spectator. The importance of this 

architectural form to Euclid is more understandable if we recall that two of the major 

contemporary schools of philosophy both inhabited these structures. The Aristotelians or 

Peripatetics received their name from the peripatos or covered walk in the Lyceum and 

the followers of Zeno, the Stoics, from the Stoa Poikile.  

 Euclid systematically ignores every physical and psychological aspect of the 

vision and restricts himself to that which can be expressed geometrically. However, the 

postulates and several propositions of the Optica have inescapable implications vis-à-vis 

the ontology of visual rays and thus spill over into the physical realm. Firstly several 

expressions used by Euclid suggest that he conceives vision as a result of the rays issuing 

from the observers‟ eye (Lindberg, 1976, 13). The eye is thus the active participant in the 

visual process, reaching out to apprehend its object. Other than the inclusion of the 

eye/observer in the process of vision and the (to us self evident) doctrine that light travels 

in a straight line, for the visual arts the key components of optical theory concerned the 

pyramidal structure of vision. This basic tenet of Euclidian theory held that the visual 

field forms a theoretical pyramid with its vertex at the eye and the base at the surface of 

the objects seen. This pyramid of vision, as one might expect, had a fixed geometrically 

ideal structure. A geometrical point that was to be of great importance is the recognition 

that within the pyramid only the centric line of vision was perfectly clear, even though 

this is not specified by Euclid, but his follower Claudius Ptolemy (127-148 AD) 
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(Lindberg, 1976, 17). The significance of this proposition becomes clear in the preceding 

discussion that shows how axiality was made to govern the formal structure of the 

Hellenistic urbanistic perspective. Even though this construct only becomes part of 

optical theory in the Roman period, the formal analysis of Hellenistic art, architecture and 

urban design suggests that its recognition was part of urbanistic practice much earlier 

than its documentation in literary form.  

 I would go beyond this somewhat diffuse though important connection, and 

suggest that if we follow my account of the Hellenistic and Romano-Campanian painting 

as outlined earlier, two quite specific aspects of optical theory may be seen to bear 

directly on the new art. The great attention given in the Hellenistic period to the role of 

observer, to the positioning of the ideal viewing subject, was perhaps as great a 

revolution in pictorial practice, in spatial illusionism (with which it was intimately 

linked). The emphasis of optical theory on reception, on the internal structure of the eye 

and of the human mind as critical to vision, can only have reinforced the restructuring of 

painting now to include the observer explicitly in its design. The other aspect of optics 

that may have been engaged was the tenet that light travels in a straight line. This 

proposition is fundamental to the development of so-called orthogonals, which seem to 

recede toward the back or project forward in Pompeian frescoes. Although this technique 

occurs in the Hellenistic period, it becomes highly developed and precisely deployed in 

the Second-Style Pompeian frescoes.  

 The resemblances between the painted architecture of the Second-Style Pompeian 

frescoes and Hellenistic architecture, specifically the colonnaded, rectangular and axially 
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arranged Hellenistic sanctuary, were already noted by scholars (Tybout, 1989). 

Considering the parallels in their spatial articulation ―spatiality, proportional design, 

axiality― it is plausible to suggest that optical discourse did not have to wait until the 

first century BCE for its intellectual pressure to powerfully affect the visual arts.  I 

propose that it was not only in Hellenistic painting that the breakthrough came but also in 

what we have found to be a closely associated practice: in urbanism, in the planning 

methodology of the Hellenistic urban sanctuary. Here the eye of the observer becomes as 

critical a factor as it is in painting and optical theory.  

 Moreover, the ideas concerning the pyramid of vision effectively informed urban 

design as it did contemporary painting. As mentioned earlier, the viewing angle was 

already a concern in the planning of monuments in the Classical period. According to 

Doxiadis, Greeks planned the layout of their monuments according to a radial system 

predicated on a circular universe with human vision as extending across an 180˚ arc of 

that circle (Doxiadis, 1972). The system laid out by Doxiadis was slowly transformed 

with the coming of the Hellenistic age towards an increased tendency to present the 

temple from a frontal view, enclosed within an axially arranged urban framework. The 

enclosing of the temple within the regular boundaries of an urban precinct was influential 

in narrowing the wide arc of vision into a rectangular frame defined by stoas. The 

Hellenistic architects wanted the scenographic form of their most important monument to 

fit in the visual field, so that the entire image, comprising both the monument and its 

spatial frame, could be immediately comprehended from the entrance. The rectangular 

frame, might have been considered essential as it would maximize the effect of the 
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temple without any distracting peripheral detail. This spatial configuration was related to 

the progressive development of Euclid‟s Optics in the sense that it limited the cone of 

vision within a defined geometrical frame.  

 The hypothesis of the optical modeling of the piazza ―that is modeling not by a 

metaphorical “period eye,” but literally on the period model of the eye and the vision 

itself ―finds further support in some considerations of the actualities of urbanistic 

practice. In the Hellenistic period, obviously, there was no specialized profession of 

urban planning. Official and professional surveyors, who were most probably familiar 

with Euclid‟s propositions since they applied them as surveying techniques, contributed 

their part in drawing street lines, making property appraisals and so forth. Moreover, 

primary builders of the cities, mainly what we call architects and designers from various 

media, were probably given creative authority over planning and construction. Whatever 

their background, they necessarily became engaged in creative manipulation of geometry, 

which was the theoretical and practical basis of all architectural design in the period.  

 Finally, it is perhaps worth going a step further in ascribing the application of the 

optical model to these planners. In studying the ordering principles of the sanctuary, I 

emphasized the development of Hellenistic axiality: shaping of the form and space 

around a linear axis. In the Classical period, as it was illustrated by Doxiadis and others, 

the visual and movement axes were conceived independently. The focal points of 

movement axes were left open and provided a view to the landscape, as was also seen 

also in the Hellenistic sanctuary of Athena at Pergamon. In the course of the Hellenistic 

period however, the axis of movement gained a greater significance when it began to be 
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conceived as a visual axis that shaped the form and space of the sanctuary precinct. This 

would have meant that the line from the ideal viewer to the center of the focal monument 

was not only a line of sight/movement but also was considered a structural line that 

defined the spatio-visual center of the sanctuary, just as, in the optical model, it defined 

the center of the cone of vision. Thereby the sanctuary would have gained not only much 

desired axiality, but an attendant mode of optical symmetry regardless of the actual shape 

of the sanctuary boundaries.  
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     CHAPTER 3  

     On the Politics of Urban Order 

 

 This study has construed a Hellenistic spatial code that had a political role. The 

Hellenistic planners/architects, who applied that code (skénographia) to urban space 

established a spatiovisual “order” whose articulation in theory and practice was the 

subject of the first part of this study. Until now I have been concerned with the pure 

visual aesthetics of the order as the concept came to rule the urban space. The subject of 

the following section is the political signification of such spatio-visual “order” in the 

Pergamene civic setting. By this I refer not to the order of the whole city, which involved 

the interrelationships between the urban precincts, but to the urban unit of the individual 

precinct (peristyle sanctuary). In the end, however, I demonstrate that my interpretation 

applies to the larger entity as well (notably in its role as power display). 

 The presence of a given urbanistic order requires some concrete, 

phenomenological understanding of the actual workings of state power within it. 

Urbanistic order is often seen as an instrument of state authority, serving purposes of 

domination in one way or other. Such a conception of order, however, is misleading if 

used to describe the experience of skēnographia in the Hellenistic urban space. As a 

spatiovisual order that originated in the space of the Greek theater, skēnographia served 

to fascinate the viewer with the effects of mimesis: skēnographia constructed an effect of 

reality (rather than being “real” itself) only to reveal that “reality” is nothing but a staged 

world, objectified in accordance to the rules of perspective. The “reality” of the images 
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created by skēnographia, was intended to persuade the beholder that the reality of the 

image is his own, while also reminding him of the distance that separates the reality of 

the spectator from that of the image.
110

 It is this sudden disruption in perception that 

emotionally engaged the viewer by making him aware of the perspectival mechanism. In 

other words, the order of skēnographia primarily served purposes of enchantment even 

though the control exerted through its order could, at a practical level, serve purposes of 

domination, for instance, as a crowd control mechanism.  

   *  *  * 

 This is an important premise, as it requires an elaboration of a politics of 

enchantment rather than a command-and-obedience conception of political life. 

Influenced by modern political theory, scholars produce histories of the Hellenistic 

monarchies in terms of the command-and-obedience model.
111

 They often conceive the 

Hellenistic state as “roads, garrisons, governors and officials” (Ma, 2005, 183) that 

administered a territory through exercise of control and coercion.
112

 Their focus has been 

on the “realities” of power—war, politics, administration, and diplomacy. In this way 

they treat the symbolic dimensions of state power, “State divinity that obeys affections of 

persons” (Geertz, 1980, 122)—from myth, insignia, and etiquette to state sponsored 

ceremonies— as solely instrumental to the real business of politics or social domination 

                                                 
110

 Baudrillard, 1979; Elsner, 1995.  
111

 Wallbank, 1984, 62-100. 
112

 For this prevalent treatment of the “realities” of power at work in the Hellenistic world; see: Rostovtzeff, 

1959; Musti, 1966; Sherwin-White and Kuhrt, 1993, 40-71 (Seleucid Empire); Chatzopoulos, 1996 

(Macedonian Empire); Allen, 1983, Malay 1996 (Attalids); Orrieux, 1983 (Ptolemies); Billows, 1990 

(Antigonid Kingdom). 



 104 

(propaganda).
113

 As a result of this dominant socio-political conception, the divinity of 

the kings is treated as an artifice, more or less cunning, more or less illusional, designed 

to facilitate the more prosaic aims of rule.  

 Obviously, the scholars, who grounded the Hellenistic kings‟ sovereignty on his 

military power and bureaucratic control are correct to some extent. It is a truism that no 

ruler remains dominant politically for very long who cannot in some way promise 

violence to the disobedient, extract surplus from producers, portray his interests as 

collective sentiments, or justify his actions as sanctioned practices. Yet to reduce the 

divinity of Hellenistic kings to an instrument of legitimization is to allow what is the 

most interesting about the Hellenistic institution of kingship to escape our view: 

Hellenistic kings attained their claim to rule through their divinity, which guaranteed 

loyalty of their subjects (Walbank, 1984, 74). The impression that the Hellenistic king 

was a divinely-favored personality with an overwhelming claim to his subject‟s loyalty is 

revealed by the frequent repetition of cult titles, such as “Savior” and “Benefactor” which 

mark the king out from ordinary man. This loyalty was secured in various ways, as 

paymaster, as the victorious general who claimed dominance over a territory, but not 

least through the charisma surrounding kings‟ persona, which was constructed through 

his assimilation to a hero or a divinity.
114

 The king drew his power, which was real 
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enough, from the imaginative energies of his subjects and from his capacity to make his 

divinity enchant.  

   *   *  * 

 The extant literary record shows that the master image of socio-political life in the 

Hellenistic period was the king. Power rested constitutionally in the hands of the king and 

the state was embodied in his person (Walbank, 1984, 71-74). The Hellenistic kings bore 

“the same relation to the state as God to the world,” (Diotogenes),
115

 and the king was 

conceived as “a dynamic revelation of deity,” a “living law” (nomos empsychos, lex 

animate), “himself the state, its constitution and its link with the world order” (Oakley, 

48).
116

 The driving aim of higher politics was thus to construct a state in the persona of 

the king.
117

 This construction itself was mimetic: If a state was constructed by 

constructing a king, the self-image of the king was modeled after a hero or a god.
118

 This 

was reflected again in the epithets of the Hellenistic kings, whether they were Ptolemaic, 
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Seleucid or Attalid, who claimed themselves as “the Savior” of their peoples and to be 

deserving of such elevated titles as “Benefactor,” “Mediator,” “Theos Epiphanes”—“god 

manifest” or, perhaps “god incarnate”—or “Kallinikos”—“the winner of fair 

victories.”
119

  

 The distinctive feature of Hellenistic kingship was inevitably said to be its 

„diviness‟― a hazy formulation at best. Greaco-Roman paganism, while recognizing 

boundaries between sacred and profane, preferred to conceive divinity in relative rather 

than absolute terms (Gradel, 2002). Accordingly, the ruler-worship was organized by 

mutual obligation in which individuals of lesser power/social standing celebrated entities 

of vastly superior power/social standing, establishing a system of honors-for-

benefactions.
120

 Divine honors, whether accorded to “real” gods or to men, stood at the 

apex of a sliding scale of honorific activities and differed in degree, not in kind, from 

“secular” accolades.  Defined in terms of varying distances from divinity, status and the 

varying compulsions (i.e. rituals) surrounding it, animated most of the emotions and 

nearly all of the acts which, when we find their like in our own society, we call political.   

    *     *  * 

 In concrete terms, because the Hellenistic kings were at the apex of the status of 

hierarchy, they were also at the center of what is called “sacred space.” “Sacred space” 
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was the realm in which the content of Hellenistic kingship was made material through 

display, in myth, rite, art and architecture. Here, I am interested primarily in two types of 

display: spectacles and their urban setting in Hellenistic Pergamon. Each sacred precinct 

in the city of Pergamon, defined and separated by individual terraces, presents a 

compelling paradigm of décor théâtrale, where the state ceremonial encountered and 

merged with the cult practices of a single deity. The theatricality of the urban setting, 

created by the Hellenistic spatiovisual code, served to manipulate the rituals of the 

traditional festivals in the service of state ideology. As the image of the divinity acquired 

increased visibility (epiphania) on the urban stage through the application of 

skēnographia, the viewer‟s identification with the divine grew stronger. The more 

affective the immersion of the viewer with the divine image, the more enchanting was the 

king as the central figure of the Pergamene state. 

 To demonstrate this vision of social life in the Hellenistic Pergamon, I will 

describe the political signification informing the ceremonies that took place in major 

urban precincts. I start my analysis with the theater precinct, because it was not only the 

most impressive urban shape but also the “source” of the skēnographia and the urban 

theatricality produced through application of this code to urban space.  

 Likewise, the Hellenistic theater was the source of the socio-political order 

created by skēnographia. The Hellenistic theater was the site, where the social standing 

of the king at the apex of societal hierarchy was performatively established through his 

identification with tragic heroes. The Hellenistic king was the divine “Other,” who did 

not have a place in a democratic polis. He was incorporated into the regular life of the 
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community through the place assigned to heroes on the Hellenistic proskenion stage, and 

through a mimetic process that allowed male citizens to identify with mythical heroes. As 

the spatiovisual frame of the most thoroughly political and politicized of all Pergamene 

precincts, the theater‟s most effective way of producing power was empowering the 

actors, who constructed a social role for the king as a tragic hero.  

 Moreover, the Hellenistic theater was not only the site of dramatic performances. 

It was also a space for “secular” or non-illusory politics. The regulated assembly of 

citizens was brought to witness and verify the power of the regime in civic ceremonials 

that took place in the theater, including the meetings of assembly, reception of foreign 

kings (i.e. Mithridates), processions of the festivals of Athena, Dionysus, and festivals 

dedicated to the ruler-cult, where elaborate homage was paid in the theater to the regime. 

But these “functions” would have been served equally well by virtually any large space in 

the city of Pergamon ―agoras, precincts of Athena and the Great Altar― regardless of 

its plan. The problem here is to determine how the particular shape of the theater 

precinct, its singular ordering of space and visuality, worked politically, how the 

experiential effects of its spatiovisual form, indeed the very process of its construction, 

may have contributed psychoperceptually and semiotically to the agendas of the regime. 

At this interpretive level much of what we discover at the theatre may be said to apply 

also to the other planning areas, i.e. the precincts of Athena and the Great Altar. Having 

been civic in their iconography, their kingly patronage and political relevance, these 

precincts are the subjects of subsequent chapters. 
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 In order to answer these questions, it is necessary to start with the complex history 

of Hellenistic scenic space —the relation between the auditorium and the acting area. My 

purpose is to articulate the production process of spatial order (skēnographia) in the 

Hellenistic theater, as critical to the experience of the socio-political order that supported 

the hierarchy between the Hellenistic king and his subjects. As I am interested in social 

order and its articulation in the space of the theater, I shall look for evidence of spaces as 

well as spatial practices. A study of comparable spaces, in the context of how they were 

used, will reveal the distinctiveness of the socio-political order that was generated by the 

scenic space that the Pergameneans conceived for theatrical performance.  

 

On the Order of the Hellenistic Scenic Space 

 Two shifts in the arrangement of scenic space were critical to the articulation of 

the spatio-visual order in the Hellenistic theatre in Pergamon and elsewhere. The first is 

the introduction of Hellenistic proskēnion stage and the second is its gradual integration 

with the auditorium.
121

 These changes not only improved the geometrical order, but also 

visibility of the stage action. In this layout, the spectators no longer focused on the khoros 

at the orkhēstra level as their gaze was directed upon the actors on the proskēnion stage. 

The visual effect of this spatial order was an increased involvement in “staged reality” on 

the part of spectators. The fictive world of the play is separated from the world of the 
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 Wiles (1997, 1-86) demonstrates the political significance of these shifts, even though he is primarily 

interested in the spatial articulation of the fifth century scenic space in Athens as a performative ground for 

the democratic city. 



 110 

audience by the space of the orkhēstra, and the stage action can now purport to mirror 

“social reality” to a greater extent, as we see in the plays of Menander (Wiles, 1991).  

 How can we interpret the political significance of an increased concern for 

visibility in the Hellenistic theatrical space? The increase in geometrical order, no doubt, 

served the practicalities of crowd control and created a balanced aesthetic, aspects related 

to the political concern with order. However, the key terms in the above description are, 

“staged reality” and “social reality” and their increased resemblance to one another. 

These are assuredly the terms that have significant political overtones, when considered 

in relation to the parameters of production and reception and the political dimensions of 

these consciousnesses. The new kings of the Hellenistic period, both the Ptolemies of 

Egypt and the Attalids‟ of Pergamon, definitely had greater control over both the 

production and reception of drama than the aristocratic elites of Classical Athens.
122

 

Hellenistic kings exercised power over the production process of drama through the 

financing of festivals and guilds of actors, Dionysiac tekhnitai, who were responsible 

from the organization and carrying out of festivals and dramatic performances.
123

 

Likewise, the same kings sponsored urban planners, architects and mathematicians, who 
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 In Classical Athens, the festival of Dionysia was financed by a range of methods, but the most common 

was the special leitourgical method of introducing the wealth of individuals as the sponsors of khoregia 

under the supervision of the city. The consequence of such a model was a competitive rivalry among the 

wealthy elite to acquire prestige through their sponsorship, which allowed the display of personal and 

cultural wealth, permanently found expression in the form of khoregic monuments commemorating the 

victory in Dionysia (Wilson, 2000, 11-49). Even though the competitive political environment of the 

democratic polis had disappeared in the Hellenistic period, the motives of the sponsorship seem to have 

been a similar interest in prestige acquired through public expenditure.  
123

 On the Hellenistic festivals; see: Chaniotis, 1997; on the grand procession of Ptolemy Philadelphus; see: 

Rice, 1993; Hazzard, 2000, 60-75; On the Dionysiac tekhnitai; see: Burkert, 1993, 239-259; Le Guen, 

2007.  
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configured a spatio-visual order for the theatrical space that conditioned the perception of 

the drama. I will argue that the perception of this scenography was the main determinant 

of the increased overlap of staged and social reality, and the source of Hellenistic 

theatricality. 

 Hellenistic theatre with its spatio-visual order, designed for increased visibility, 

forced the viewer to respond to the visual effects of theatrical performance and to accept 

its ideological validity. That the public was engaged with the overt representational 

“content” of this scenography was virtually self-evident given its explicit, openly civic 

character in the Hellenistic theatre. Similarly, a viewer‟s perception of the spatial 

hierarchies established in the theatre, served to structure the Hellenistic socio-political 

order. In the following, I will “read” the history of the Greek scenic space from the 

Classical to the Hellenistic period, with respect to the transition from an earlier socio-

political order (democracy) to the other (monarchy). I will demonstrate that the rise of the 

political leader in the social ladder was made visible on the proskēnion stage, which 

emerged in the Hellenistic scenic space as an alternate focus, and a locus for individual 

expression of power —in tension with the collective reality represented in the orkhēstra.  

 

On the Order of the Classical Scenic Space 

 To elaborate the argument summed up above, our starting point must be the 

theater of Dionysus Eleuthereus in Athens, for which most, if not all, extant Greek 

tragedies were written. I follow both Scullion (1994) and Wiles (1997) in accepting, after 

Dorpfeld (1896) that the earliest remains of the theatre of Dionysus at Athens indicated a 
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circular orkhēstra, and a temporary skēnē (Fig 53). The fifth-century layout illuminates 

our understanding of the Hellenistic theatre in two ways. First is its spatial order, which 

will help us visualize the performative link between the circular orkhēstra and the 

democratic institution. Second the form of the early skēnē, which provided a spatio-visual 

frame for the stage action, will help us envisage what prompted the development of the 

Hellenistic high stage in the fourth century BCE. 

 The archaeological evidence for the shape of the earliest phase of the theatre of 

Dionysus is confined to a tiny arc of half a dozen stones; the rest vanished in the course 

of later phases of construction. Despite the meager evidence, the shape of the perimeter 

of the orkhēstra in the fifth century theatre at Athens has been the subject of a lively 

debate prompting numerous reviews of the archaeological evidence.
124

 The scholarly 

opinion leans towards reconstructing the fifth century theatrical space with a circular 

orkhēstra and a temporary skēnē.
125

 According to Wiles (1997, 44-55), the circular form 

of the orkhēstra was performatively conditioned by the principal dance at the festival of 

Dionysus, the dithyramb or the “circular khoros” (Fig 54).
126

 The theatre of Dionysus at 

Athens was designed for the express purpose of honoring the god at his festival and thus 
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 The archaeological evidence is first documented by Dorpfeld and Reisch (1896). For a review of the 

scholarly opinion on the shape of the fifth century theater, see; Wiles, 1997, 44-55. 
125

 Some scholars (Scullion, 1994; Wiles, 1997; Ley 2007) firmly believe that the perimeter was circular, 

while others propose a rectilinear shape (Anti, 1947; Bieber, 1961; Rehm 2002). The evidence cited in 

favor of either view is circumstantial and likely to remain so. Yet, the primary importance to Athenian 

democracy of the large circular khoroi of the dithyramb at the Dionysiac festivals would seem to require a 

circular orkhēstra.  
126

 In the Classical period dithyramb occupied only the first of the five days of performance, and yet this 

first day accounted for almost the three-quarters of choregic expenditure on the festival, and involved 1000 

citizen performers.  For a discussion of the earliest orkhēstra in Athens being circular, see Wiles, 1997, 23-

62.  
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distinguished from the trapedizoal or rectangular theatres elsewhere, which were intended 

for multi-purpose religious and political gatherings.
127

  

The dithyramb with its circular form was a democratic performance per se.
128

 The 

introduction of the dithyrambic competitions between Athenian khoroi in the context of 

the festival of Dionysia is to be associated with the late sixth century democratic 

revolution of Kleisthenes (Wilson, 2000, 12-19). In the Constitution of the Athenians by 

the so-called “Old Oligarch” the “cultural revolution,” the “democratization” of 

gymnastic and musical contests refers to the inauguration of the formal polis controlled 

liturgical institution of khoregia (Nagy, 1995, 47). The great circular khoroi brought into 

the center of Athens representatives of the ten tribes, phylai, for festival interaction just as 

Kleisthenic society gave to political and military participation a new centralized focus.
129

  

D‟Angour (1997) proposes the circularity of the dithyramb as a solution to the 

acoustic problems generated by obtrusive „s‟ sounds, which were more easily controlled 

when performers could all see their conductor in a circular form rather than a linear 

khoros. This explanation, however, does not rule out interpretations stressing political or 

symbolic factors associated with the circular form.
130

 The site of major urban choral 

performance might have served as a kind of testing ground for competing socio-political 

                                                 
127

 In Athens, the Agora or the Pynx, provided ample space for other multi-purpose gatherings. On the 

relation between the Agora and the Theater of Dionysus, see: Kolb, 1981. 
128

 Wilson (2000) showed that financing and the organization of the festival choruses were fundamental to 

the workings of the Athenian democracy. 
129

 The new council of 500 was made up of fifty members of each phyle, and so analogous to khoroi. The, 

the tholos, the building which accommodated the standing committee of councilors was likewise circular 

(Wycherley, 1978, 49). 
130

 In the history of the Greek theater, the solutions to acoustics problems almost always involved changes 

to the spatio-visual layout. On the relation between articulation of the scenic space and the science of 

acoustics, see: Onians, 1979, 160-164. 
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models. As opposed to the linear khoros, the circular order of the new khoros symbolized 

the establishment of an ordered, if highly competitive sharing of positions of cultural and 

socio-political prominence in an urban center which had previously been occupied, 

symbolically and actually, by the tyrants, or torn by real and threatened inter-elite 

violence. Dithyrambic khoregoi led collectives, which were constituted precisely so as to 

mediate these conflicts, performed in a central site (probably in the Agora soon after 500 

BCE) and in a centralized form conditioning the circularity of the orkhēstra in the 

Athenian theatre.  

  The circular orkhēstra, in turn, performatively shaped the socio-political order of 

Athenian society through performances of dithyrambs and tragedy. For the fifth century 

Athenians, to gather around the orkhēstra to watch dithyrambs performed during 

Dionysia festival was inherently political (Fig 55).
131

 The wedges of the auditorium were 

assigned to named tribes, who were also the organizers of the procession of the Dionysia. 

The ten judges and the ten generals who poured libations before the performances came 

from the same ten tribes.
132

 From this and other evidence, we may infer that the 

dithyrambic dancers would have watched each other perform and so would have been 

seated in blocks (Wiles, 1997, 38). Through dithyrambic performance the audience in the 

Athenian theater must have put itself on display as a political entity and have 

contemplated the performative order revealed in communal dance. Tragedy, likewise, 
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 Simon Goldhill (1992, 97-129) has stressed how, during the celebrations of Dionysia in Athens, displays 

of Imperial power and the confronting of honors at the theatre gave emphasis to the political content of the 

plays that followed.  
132

 Some fourth century tickets also have the tribal names (Pickard-Cambridge, 1988, 58, 95, 97). 
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invited the audience to compare their contemporary social order with the pre-democratic 

order articulated through the performance of the myth. For this, the spectators needed to 

be able to see myth enacted from the point of view of a citizen (Vernant, 1983, 33). The 

circular orkhēstra surrounded by an encircling auditorium, as we see in the theatre of 

Dionysus at Athens, allows the spectator such a viewpoint as it put on display for the 

citizen not only the play itself but also his fellow Athenians. 

 The primacy of circular orkhēstra to the communal dance (and hence, to the 

democratic institution) was probably the reason for the construction of the early skēnē 

with temporary materials (Fig 53).
133 

The early skēnē, which would have been a portable 

structure made of wood, could have been located to the rear and south of the playing 

space intersecting the orkhēstra circle.
134

 At a later period, arguably in the later fifth or in 

the early fourth century, stone foundations were provided that must have also been 

completed by a wooden skēnē. Being a temporary structure, the early stage need not have 

been in place on the first day of the Dionysiac festival, when the full circle was needed 

for dithyrambic dancing, and when people in the lower seats would have preferred an 

unobstructed view of the sacrifices taking place in the sanctuary of Dionysus.
135

  

                                                 
133

 Taplin proffers evidence that the adoption of skēnē took place just before the Oresteia of 458 BCE 

(1977, 457). On the portable aspects of early stages; see: Billig, 1980, 35-83; Mastronarde, 1990, 247-294. 
134

 This is scarcely a new hypothesis. See; for example, Allen‟s sketch of 1920 reproduced in Bieber (1961, 

fig 232) and Hammond (1972, 387-450). Hammond constructed a temporary “low stage” partly within and 

partly outside the perimeter of the terrace. The alternative is to suppose that a solid skēnē existed in the fifth 

century and afterwards; and the performance of dithyrambs may have occurred in front of it but without 

reference to it. Unfortunately there is no evidence that can conclusively solve this dilemma for us.  
135

 This arrangement is assumed by Csapo (1995, 106), and Wiles (1997, 49); but contrasts the views of the 

editors of the revised edition of Pickard-Cambridge (1988, 66). Unfortunately there is no certainty about 

the order of the performances at the festivals in Athens. 
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 The Athenians conceived of their drama as a choral performance, one that sat 

easily alongside the purely choral genre of dithyramb.
136

 At the very point at which the 

institution of khoregia —which was fundamental to the production process of both 

dithyramb and drama— was instantiated, there emerged important questions of the 

dynamics of individual and collective in Athenian society (Wilson, 2000). These 

questions insistently recurred in the tragedies themselves and the duality established 

through them —that of the individual and the collective— spatially found expression in 

the scenic space, in the relation between actors and khoros.
137

 Actors struggled to 

maintain and enforce a heroic identity and authority and to impose meaning on the flux of 

events in terms of that identity, the individual „I‟ (Fig 56). The role of the actor was, thus 

set in tension with the voice of the khoros who articulated a collective, an “anonymous” 

experience and response to events.  

 The skēnē provided a visual frame to the actor, to the representation of heroic 

“truth” and set “the excess” of the heroic figures against “the truth” embodied by the 

khoros, “the collective truth, truth of the mean, the truth of the [democratic] city.”
138

 To 

visualize how the early skēnē worked, it is necessary to consider the viewing conditions 
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 Recent studies (Wilson 2000; Ley, 2007) emphasize the significance of khoros to the Classical theater 

practice as opposed to traditional studies, which accounts the khoros less amenable element to drama 

following Aristotle‟s Poetics. 
137

 In one surviving fragment of a satyr-poem by Athenaios, dated to late sixth or perhaps early fifth 

century, the choral voice apparently expresses annoyance to a trend in contemporary musical practice 

which saw the aulos take on domineering role over the songs of khoroi in performances for Dionysos. For a 

discussion of the date of the fragment, see: Wilson, 2000, 19-21. 
138

 Gould, 1996, 219. Vernant and Vidal-Naquet (1988) attributes the khoros the voice of the civic 

ideology. Gould opposes this view on the basis of the „otherness‟ of the chorus‟ voice. Yet, he agrees that, 

even as an “other,” the chorus represented a collective voice set against the individual voice of the hero.  
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in a large open-air theater (Fig 57).
139

 Plato speaks of a fifth century Athenian audience 

of 30,000 implying a gathering of the entire male population.
140

 In such a big 

performance space the relative positions of a few distant protagonists and a distant khoros 

had to sustain the narrative interest. In the typical layout of the performance space, the 

khoros occupied the orkhēstra circle, while the actors/characters were “those from [or on] 

the skēnē.”
141

 Without the skēnē, the individual actors/characters would have been lit by 

the sun from behind and were thus seen to a large extent in silhouette (Wiles, 1997, 51). 

The skēnē offered an elevation and a possible “frame” for speech and action that allowed 

the actors/characters to “appear” from or “enter” the skēnē.   It is this aspect of skēnē that 

distinguished the actors/characters —which consisted of a few performers— from the 

khoros.
142

 The portability of the early skēnē, along with the late development of the 

permanent skēnē, then, could be seen as a precaution taken against individual expression 

of voice pronounced by the actor. Providing a permanent locale for such an expression 

might have been perceived as a threat to the collective will expressed in the orkhēstra, the 

spatial ground of the democratic institution. 
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 For a spatial analysis of early scenic space, see: Padel, 1990, 336-365 
140

 Symposium 175e, discussed in Pickard-Cambridge (1988, 263; 1946, 141).  
141

 In the fifth century there was coming and going between these spaces. Actors step into chorus space and 

vice versa. Taplin, 177, 128, 442; Bieber, 1961, 66, fig. 253 (Orestes and Pylades stand on orkhēstra level, 

represented as soil). Segregation of actors and khoros really began in the fourth century (Taplin, 1977, 452 

n.1) but was not invariable even then. For spatial analysis of the relative positions of actors and the khoros 

in the fifth century scenic space in Athens, see: Ley, 2007, passim. 
142

 In the Poetics (chap. 4), Aristotle states that originally there was only one actor/performer distinguished 

from the chorus, and then a second was added and finally a third.  
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On the Order of the Proskēnion Stage  

  The tension that seems to have shaped between the actors and the khoros in the 

Classical period anticipates the innovation of the proskēnion stage (Fig 58). Increasingly 

from c.300 BCE, theatres in Greece and other parts of the eastern Mediterranean were 

designed or re-designed to include a two-storey stage building and a proskēnion, that is 

the porch, veranda or colonnade whose roof was at the same level as the floor of the 

upper story.
143

 The actor‟s transition from the orkhēstra to the Hellenistic high stage 

would have been a simple one if we consider that the roof of the skēnē was already used 

in the Classical period for appearances of actors/characters as well as for epiphanies of 

gods.
144

 The visual effect of the proskēnion stage was to individuate actors as they 

appeared to the audience with a “relief-like precision” (Bieber, 1961, 108), against the 

khoros, who performed (principally) in the orkhēstra as a group.  

With the emergence of Hellenistic proskēnion, the stage became a more powerful 

focus, a locus of individual expression of power, where an individual actor was spatially 

raised above the khoros. The historical development of the Hellenistic scenic space 

shows that the importance attached to the proskēnion stage grew with time. Initially, the 

proskēnion stage stood outside the circle of the orkhēstra in Epidauros. In later 

Hellenistic theaters, the stage was brought further into the audience‟s focus through 

diminishing the circle of the orkhēstra. Thereby, the architects gradually integrated the 
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 For a review of the forms of the Hellenistic proskēnion stage, see: Moretti, 1997, 13-39 
144

 Mastronarde, 1990, passim.; Wiles, 1991, 36-55. The assumption of Gerkan (1961) that the proskēnion 

was first built to serve as a decorative background, but in the second century BCE, the scene of 

performance was transferred to the roof of the colonnade seems unlikely.  



 119 

proskēnion stage and the auditorium, perfecting the articulation of Hellenistic spatio-

visual order in the theatre.  

 Despite Hellenistic architects‟ effort to diminish the distance between the 

proskēnion stage and the center of orkhēstra, the tension between these two focal points 

is obvious in the layout of most Hellenistic theaters.  For the analysis of the tension 

between these focal points, we have to turn to theatre practitioners as the problem lies 

outside the normal discourses of classical scholarship. Clive Barker, for instance, 

explains in some detail how “all spaces have their focal points and positions of strength 

and weakness relative to this point” (1978, 143-53). He explains how directors “increase 

and decrease tension in a play by working into or away from „points of interests‟ on a 

stage.” The actor, who wants to be strong on stage needs to be aware of „lines of force‟ 

oriented upon the focal points and coordinate his movements accordingly.  

 We should start our spatial analysis of the „points of interests‟ and „lines of force‟ 

with the theatre at Epidaurus, as it is often considered to be the first theatre to acquire a 

permanent skēnē and a circular curb defining the perimeter of the orkhēstra.
145

 Recently, 

Epidauros has also been proposed as the first Hellenistic theatre to acquire a proskēnion 

stage.
146

 Whether this was true or not is impossible to prove, yet the layout of the scenic 
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 The theater of Epidauros, which is admired by Pausanias (ii.27.5) for its beauty and harmony, built in 

330-320 BCE. The construction date of the theatre of Epidauros is securely attested by building records: 

Annual of the British School at Athens 61(1966), 297. The standard account is Gerkan and Muller-Wiener, 

1961.  
146

 Moretti (1997, 16) argues as such based on the material remains of the proskēnion stage, which 

stylistically seems to be the earliest of its kind. Whether it was actually the earliest proskēnion or not is 

impossible to prove for sure. The stylistic analysis of the parados door yields conflicting results: Goette 

(1995, 33) attributes the earliest edifice at around 350 BCE, while Hesberg (1994, 126) dates it to 200 

BCE. 
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space at Epidauros, more specifically the placement of the proskēnion stage outside the 

orchestral circle, suggests that it could indeed have been the earliest “high stage,” for in 

later Hellenistic theaters a greater effort was spent to unify the stage and the auditorium.  

 According to Wiles (1997, 41), the stage could become a permanent structure at 

Epidauros precisely because it lay outside the circle of the orkhēstra. This layout implies 

that the choral dance was still the primary concern of the architect, who cared less about 

empowering the actors. At Epidauros, the centre of the orkhēstra is clearly the focal 

“point of interest,” while the stage is secondary.
147

 Modern visitors to Epidauros seem to 

experience the power of the centre (Fig 59): A magnetic force draws them to the thymelé, 

the cylindrical stone at the centre of the orkhéstra, where they sense that they have some 

kind of command of the auditorium (Wiles, 1997, 66). The guides use this marking stone 

in order to impress visitors with the acoustics of the theatre, dropping coins or tearing 

sheets of paper above the stone. Tourists sense instinctively that the theatre has a focus. 

Professional actors would have developed a more subtle sense of where, in any given 

space, they have the greatest strength, where the gaze and the ears of the audience seem 

best focused upon them. That the centre was the position of command has been 

confirmed by contemporary actors familiar with Epidauros in similar terms: “the favored 

positions for the performers in the orkhēstra are near its center (focus) or somewhat 

behind and at either sides of the center.”
148

  

                                                 
147

 According to Wiles in the fourth century tragedy the focus was not at the stage but at the orkhēstra 

(Wiles, 1997, 66). 
148

 Members of the Athens Theatre School cited by Shankland (1973, 32). 
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 A valuable modern experiment testing “points of interests” of the spatial 

arrangement at Epidauros has been conducted in Newcastle. In his production of the 

Oresteia, Michael Ewans directed the actors to perform in the orkhéstra rather than on 

stage. As a result, he discovered that “the further the actor was away from the centre in 

any direction, the less commanding he became — with the one exception that there was 

…a focus of considerable theatrical power along a line drawn from the centre of the 

skéné doors to the thymelé base.” (Fig 60) (Ley and Ewans, 1985, 75-84) This is precisely 

in line with Barker‟s analysis of the proskenion stage. Barker maintains that the actor 

standing upstage and facing forward is most powerful when standing on the line of force 

connecting the centre of the orkhēstra with the stage (1978, 148). More significantly, 

Ewans‟ findings with respect to the axial line of force conform to the practice of the 

Hellenistic designers. As explained in chapter one, the Hellenistic artists, architects and 

urban planners shaped the form and space around a centric axis, which they designated as 

the ideal viewing position for the spectator.    

 Hellenistic architects, who were aware of the power of the focus and the axial 

„line of force‟ connecting it to the stage tried to further unite these two critical „points of 

interests.‟ The Hellenistic phase of the theatre of Dionysus at Athens was likely the result 

of such a deliberate effort to create a certain degree of unity between the stage, orkhéstra 

and the auditorium (Fig 61). In the theatre‟s Hellenistic phase, archways form a bridge 

between the auditorium and the stage building and the scenic space has become an 

enclosed environment. Wings (paraskenia) on the stage building would have framed the 
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action, and a wooden proskēnion stage likely ran between them.
149

 In Athens, the 

orkhēstra and the stage were still separated, but the stage was not excluded from the 

focus of the theater in the same way as at Epidauros. The layout had two different center 

points: one defined by the circle of the drainage channel, the other by the circle of the 

auditorium. The proskenion stage remains outside the circle defined by the boundary of 

the drainage channel, while it is inside the circle projected from the center of the 

auditorium (Wurster, 1993, 28). This layout brings the proskenion stage closer to the 

architectural focus, without destroying the circular form of the orkhéstra, which was 

traditionally occupied by the khoros.
150

 

 From the discussion above, it becomes clear that Hellenistic architects strove to 

increase the visibility of the actor vis-à-vis the khoros.
151

 Previously, I suggested that the 

increase in actor‟s visibility eventually enhanced the power of the Hellenistic kings. This 

is because Hellenistic kings constructed their self-image after that of tragic heroes, who 

were brought into life on the Hellenistic stage. The increased visibility of the actor thus 

served to articulate the mythical hero as a “real” character to be identified by citizens in 

contemporary space and time. The more “realistic” the presentation of the actor on the 

stage, the more enchanting the king would have been as the real-life embodiment of a 

tragic hero. The convergence of the roles of actor and Hellenistic politician, mediated 
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 Towsend (1986) reconstructs a colonnade. Dorpfeld also assumed that there was a wooden proskēnion 

in between the wings. Pickard-Cambridge, 1946, 156-7. 
150

 The Hellenistic layout of the scenic space at Corinth (Stillwell, 1952) and Priene also resembled that of 

Athens in the sense that the orkhēstra circle was diminished so that the proskēnion could be placed within 

the natural focus the auditorium. On the Hellenistic theater building, see: (Bieber, 1961, 108-29). 
151

 This observation is also confirmed by the literary and epigraphical evidence, see Sifakis, 1967. 
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through the image of tragic hero, is well attested in ancient literature. We now turn our 

attention to this evidence. 

 

Political Significance of the Proskēnion Stage 

  The invention of the Hellenistic proskēnion stage must also be linked to the Late-

Classical tragic tradition, which made theatrical allusion sensible outside the theatre. This 

happens to be a triggered by an earlier process: Once offstage reality pervades dramatic 

reality, as we see in the plays of Euripidies, reciprocity ensues. Culture informs the 

theatre and theatre permeates society to the extent that one identifies the dramatic in 

everyday life.
152

 Euripidian drama pictured mythical heroes thinking and behaving like 

ordinary men and thus caused a dilemma: how could an audience recognize the 

otherworldliness of heroes if they talked and acted like men? To solve this confusion, the 

khoros had to be separated from the actors, “for the characters on the stage are imitating 

heroes; and in the old days only the leaders were heroes, but the rest of the folk to whom 

chorus belong, were only men.”
153

 The proskēnion stage, assigned a space and personae 

for actors, who represented heroes, to distinguish them from ordinary men. The actors 

appeared on the proskēnion, in an elevated position, while the khoros performed from the 

orkhēstra. The Hellenistic proskēnion stage, thus, introduced a spatial hierarchy between 
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 For the definition of theatricality from the literary point of view, see: Erasmo, 2004, 1-8.  
153

 Probl. Aristot. XIX 48 ―trans. W.S. Hett. According to Sifakis (1967, 134), the concern with actors 

visibility also led to the invention of a new type of tragic mask bearing the so-called onkos, a tower of hair 

dressed over the forehead.  
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the khoros (collective), and the actors (individual), which seems to have corresponded to 

that of the citizen body and the political leader, the protagonist of real life action. 

 The performative effect of the proskēnion stage was to spatially anchor the actor 

at a space previously inhabited by heroes and gods. The mass of the khoros at the foot of 

the stage emphasized the larger-than-life stature of the tragic actor. According to Sifakis 

(1967, 113-35), the proskēnion stage also provided great advantages to the theater 

director: As the stage of action was detached from the orkhēstra, the khoros ceased to be 

an obstacle to the change of scene. Now, heroes could pursue their adventures in different 

places designated by the painted scene panels, periaktoi, which better represented the 

“reality” outside the scenic space (Fig 62). When the stage merged the “reality” of the 

outside world with the illusory space of the play, it generated the convergence of the 

social and staged reality, or the so-called Hellenistic theatricality. Unlike classical 

scholars who define theatricality solely as a literary phenomenon, I therefore argue that 

its source was the stage, more specifically the perception of scenic space during the 

performance of dramas.  

 The use of scenic space for “real” events —such as lectures, concerts, 

performances of various entertainers, other cultural activities, and festivals 
154

— further 

blurred the perception of “real” and “staged” events. The staging of non-illusory events in 

the theater altered the perception of reality, both on and off the stage. For the audience 

who witnessed “real events” on stage, the question became whether the event he sees was 
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“real” or dramatized. Such a perception of reality surfaces in historical accounts, which 

frame the Hellenistic politician as an actor and his performances as staged appearance 

(Chaniotis, 1997). The way the ancient historians spatialized the appearances of 

Hellenistic rulers in the theater shows that conflation of the roles of actor and the 

politician, mediated through the image of tragic hero, was established performatively in 

the space of the Greek theater.
 155

  

 Plutarch‟s way of framing of King Demetrius‟ life illustrates how the competing 

realities of stage and the “reality” —“real” persons and events on stage— were blurred to 

the extent that it became impossible to distinguish whether the Macedian king Demetrius 

was an actor (Fig 63).
156

  Plutarch narrates the most striking instances of Demetrius‟ 

“acting,” a central element to his character: Demetrius changed his behavior as soon as he 

received the diadem. According to Plutarch, in doing this he resembled the tragic actors 

who “adapt to their costumes, their gait, voice, posture at table, and manner of addressing 

others” (Demetr. 18) Plutarch further adds that, like the other diadochi, Demetrius 

assumed Alexander the Great‟s majesty and pomp, in performing like an actor on stage. 

Likewise, Demetrius‟ change of fortune was described as a transition from the comic to 

tragic stage (Demetr. 28). When Demetrius realized that his case was lost “he went to his 

tent as if he had been an actor and not a real king, put on a dark cloak in place of his 

                                                 
155

 The increased theatricality of the politics could also be read in the history of Pynx. The history of Pynx 

shows that at each consecutive construction phase, the scenic space (of the political actor) was re-designed 

to increase the visibility of the (political) actor on “stage.” For a history of its construction phases; see, 

Wiles, 1997, 34-37. 
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and drama in the Hellenistic world, in particular the framing of events by historiographic sources in the 

context of drama; see: Wiseman, 1994, 1-22. 
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stage-robes of royalty, and stole away unnoticed” (Demetr. 44). Likewise, Demetrius‟ 

situation after his defeat was narrated through passages quoted from Sophokles‟ 

Menelaos and Euripides‟ Bacchae. 

 Demetrius‟ performative tactics were not limited to his manipulation of theatrical 

costume and gestures. He also utilized the stage space to display his authority. When 

Demetrius captured Athens in 294 B.C., he staged his first appearance in front of the 

Athenian audience in the Hellenistic theater of Dionysus at Athens (Fig 61).
157

 He 

ordered the Athenians to assemble in the theatre, fenced the stage-building round with 

armed men, and encompassed the stage itself with his bodyguards. Athenians were 

puzzled by these arrangements, until Demetrius finally appeared through one of the upper 

side-entrances like a tragic actor cowing the Athenians into submission with his theatrical 

display of authority. According to Plutarch, “the Athenians were gripped with terror even 

more than previously,” following this entrance, “avoiding harshness of tone and 

bitterness of speech, Demetrius rebuked them gently and in a friendly manner, and 

declared himself reconciled with them.” We can gauge the success of this performance, 

from the fact that for a few years following this incident, the festival of Dionysus became 

the festival of Demetrius.
158

 

 Plutarch‟s literary construction of Demetrius is, no doubt, obvious enough: a 

“carefully fashioned tragic actor, becoming for an instant a real tragic actor on the stage 
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 Thonemann (2005, 63-86) analyzes the changes to the politics in Athens following Demetrius‟ capture 

of the city. 
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 See W.S. Ferguson, „Demetrius Poliorcetes and the Hellenistic League” Hesperia 17 (1948) 131ff. 

Demetrios‟ conquest of Athens alters the civic calendar at 296/5 as well as the festival calendar 
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of the theatre of Dionysus”
159

 But the anecdote deserves more than a purely literary 

analysis. It is clear from the framing of the plot that Demetrius significantly increased the 

persuasiveness of his show by his command of scenic space.  

 Demetrius‟ appearance on the proskēnion stage is probably the key to the political 

significance of his self-presentation. Demetrius lay claim to heroic grandeur when he 

appeared on stage. A mass of his soldiers and bodyguards encircling the stage like a 

khoros must have created a hierarchic structure communicating his larger than life-

stature. A conqueror would have used the stage in order to hold the audience in his field 

of vision, and to feel empowered by physical elevation, as Demetrius did when he 

“liberated” Athens. The message underlying Demetrius‟ performance also left its mark on 

the Athenian stage. According to Atheneaus, a painting of Demetrius carried by 

Oikoumene, the symbol of his conquest of the “world,” was displayed on the thyromata 

panels on proskēnion stage.
160

  

 If Demetrius‟ strategy was to play the democrat rather than the dictator, he would 

have assumed a position at the centre of the orkhēstra (Wilkins, 1997, 68-69). The centre 

seems the natural position for a democratic orator to assume, as it was equivalent to his 

position in a conventional covered council chamber.
161

 The radial lines of the Pynx 

converge upon the speaker‟s platform or just in front (Fig 64).
162

 In the covered 

assembly-hall at Priene the speaker‟s position is central, but somewhat towards the rear, 
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160

 Xii, 536a. For the translation, see: Thonemann, 2005, 79. 
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so that he has most of the audience on three sides, but some, (who are perhaps in office) 

remain behind him (Fig 65). The position is equivalent to that which he would assume in 

a conventional covered council chamber or in the theatre: the audience embraces and 

looks down upon him (Wilkins, 1997, 69). That the Greek audience expected a politician 

to assume a position at centre of orkhéstra was also implied in Plutarch‟s account of why 

Corinth joined the Achaean League (Aratus 23. 1-4). When the Corinthians gathered in 

the theatre, the general Aratus, who had just liberated the city from Macedon descended 

from the stage and took up his position in the centre of the orkhéstra. Instead of behaving 

like a conqueror, as Demetrius did, the general chose to present himself as a vulnerable 

human being, leaning on his spear in a display of complete physical exhaustion. After 

standing silently to a lengthy applause, he successfully persuaded the Corinthians to join 

the League.  

 Significantly enough, the scenic space of the theatres at Athens and Corinth 

resembled each other in their Hellenistic phase (Fig 66). In Corinth, as in Athens, the 

orkhēstra and the stage were divided. The stage building lay outside the circular 

orkhēstra defined by the line of the drainage channel and yet a circle that projected from 

the auditorium overlapped it. Thus the stage is not excluded from the audience‟s focus; 

the tension between the stage and the orkhēstra, and the conflicting realities represented 

by each locus (individual versus collective expression of the “truth”) were apparent to the 

viewer. It is clear therefore that the proskēnion stage signified hierarchy, while the 

orkhēstra was a moral leveler (Styan, 1982, 75-85). Probably aware of this perception, 
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Aratus chose to appeal to the democratic sensibilities of his audience rather than 

displaying himself as a conqueror.   

 The reading of the literary evidence completes the spatio-visual analysis presented 

in the previous section. The archaeological evidence already indicated the tension 

between the proskēnion stage and the orkhēstra, which represented the locales associated 

with conflicting powers. And when the leaders themselves actually performed on the 

Hellenistic stage, as we see in the accounts narrating the performances of Demetrius and 

Aratus, the tension between the stage and the orkhēstra played a significant role in 

political actors‟ articulation of their image. This observation is significant to evaluate the 

novelty of the late-Hellenistic scenic space at Pergamon, the subject of the following 

discussion.  

 

The Theatre of Dionysus at Pergamon: The Stage of the Attalid Power  

 Anne Ubersfield, in her L’Ecole du spectateur (1981), distinguishes three modes 

of space: theatrical (the entire building), scenic (the acting area) and dramatic (the text). 

The “theatrical space” is open to two types of analysis: external, in its relation to the 

surrounding city from which it is demarcated, and internal, in the relationship between 

auditorium and acting area.  If we begin with the external relations of the theater at 

Pergamon, its placement on the western slope of the Acropolis signifies its central 

position in the Pergamene urban setting.
163

 Positioned below the precinct of Athena, the 
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theater is the main focus for the visitor approaching from the plain (Fig 67). The 

orientation of the four upper terraces of the Acropolis spectacularly highlights the 

impressively steep theater building as the focal point of the whole city, as an architectural 

allusion to the centrality of the place of theater in the civic life and collective identity of 

the polis.  

 The Attalid residences are above the theater, placed nearby the sanctuary of 

Athena Nikephoros (Fig 23).
164

 Their location at the summit of the Pergamene acropolis, 

above a series of terraces that ascended toward “successively more elevated (literally and 

metaphorically) levels of spiritual intensity,” (Pollitt, 1988: 231) spatially expressed the 

Attalid kings‟ claim to superiority above ordinary humans —comparable to heroes or 

divinities.
165

 While the Attalid kings‟ divinity („Dionysism‟) has been much emphasized, 

its relation to the theater, as the site where artistic, religious and political practices 

converged, has not been sufficiently explored.
166

 How did the theatrical space, its spatio-

visual order, work politically to promote the Attalid kings? How might the process of its 

construction from the early-Hellenistic to the late-Hellenistic period have contributed 

psychoperceptually and semiotically to the agendas of the Attalid regime? In order to 

answer these questions, it is necessary to turn our attention to the history of the 

Pergamene scenic space. 
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 On the history of the Attalid dynasty, see: Allen, 1983; Hansen, 1971, Rostovtzeff, 1959, 553-566. 
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 The earliest theatre at Pergamon, probably dates to before the reign of Philetairos 

(281-263 BCE), the founder of the Attalid dynasty (Gerkan, 1972) (Fig 68). In essence, 

the acting space at Pergamon was the dead-end of a narrow road that had been widened to 

create a circular orkhēstra. At the southeast end of this road stood a small propylon, 

which was one of the earliest structures of the Pergamene acropolis. The initiates of 

Dionysus made their processional entries through this door. For this, they had to take the 

frequently used paved road connecting the theatre terrace to the sanctuary of Demeter 

from outside the Philetaeric wall (Fig 69). In other words, the Dionysiac procession, 

which would culminate with dithyrambs performed in the orkhēstra and sacrifices at the 

altar of Dionysus, followed a path outside the territory defined by Philetairos.
 167

 The 

exclusion of the theater from the area defined by Philetairos may simply have been a 

matter of convenience, but it may equally be the case that Philetairos preferred this layout 

for the theatre as there was no separate ekklesia in Pergamon, and the theatre was the 

most likely meeting place for the democratic assembly. Philetairos‟ general philhellenic 

policy —of implanting Athenian cults and promoting ideals of Greek culture 

(Rostovtzeff, 1959 [1941], 553-566)— might have influenced this decision to exclude the 

theater from the boundaries he had defined, as a sign of his respect for the democratic 

institution. 

  The exact nature of the relation between the royal institution and the city of 

Pergamon during the reign of Philetairos can not be fully pictured in the present state of 

our evidence. The early history of the city before the reign of Attalids is almost unknown, 
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even though the archaeological evidence makes clear that it was far from insignificant.
168

 

Like all the capitals of the Hellenistic monarchies Pergamon was the residence of the 

dynasts and the administrative center of the kingdom. The city of Pergamon was unique, 

however, because it existed before the evolution of the kingdom, and functioned as an 

independent Greek city, at least in constitutional terms.
169

 Whereas Pella, Antioch and 

Alexandria were the chief cities of kingdoms already in existence, the Attalid kingdom 

was built around Pergamon after its acquisition, as a feature additional to the existing 

community, whose separate political and constitutional identity was maintained.
170

 The 

distinction between the royal and the civic institutions was thus prominent from the 

outset of Philetairos‟ reign. In this regard, then, the exclusion of the theatre from the 

boundary defined by Philetairos shows that he recognized the demos as a distinct political 

entity and respected the sanctity of its regular meeting place. 

 The link between the Pergamene scenic space and democratic institution can also 

be established through an analysis of the layout. At this early phase, the theater at 

Pergamon consisted of a natural steep auditorium with a dancing ground at the bottom 

(Gerkan, 1972, 49-63). The wooden seats articulated the natural slope while a tent skēnē 

was probably installed in the orkhēstra during the performance of plays. As in the fifth 

century theatrical space at Athens, the circular orkhēstra was the primary focus of scenic 

action, and the skēnē building was marginal to the performance space.  

                                                 
168

 For the pre-Attalid city, see: Cardinali, 1906, 1-4. 
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 The Pergamene architects‟ preference for a circular orkhēstra can be linked to the 

performative requirements of dithyramb. Following Wiles‟ (1997) argument concerning 

the earliest form of the Athenian scenic space, I have already emphasized the aptness of 

the circular form to dithyramb. Contrary to the traditional view, the dithyramb did not 

wither away at the close of the Classical period.
171

 The kyklikos khoros, the circular 

khoros of dithyramb remained for centuries a major institution for social re-creation and 

reflection on issues of social cohesion.  The second century testimony of Aelius 

Aristides, a long time resident of the Asklepieion at Pergamon, confirms that the ancient 

analogy between a single, unified and euphonous khoros and a well-ordered community 

(e.g. Xen. Oec. 8.3.) persisted into his age.
172

 Aristides‟ association of choral 

performance with homonia (concord) suggests that the practices and mentalities enabling 

socio-political katharsis through communal dance and song lived long in the Greek 

world. The performative link between the circular orkhēstra and the democratic order 

established in Athens through performance of dithyrambs, thus, can be considered an 

important determinant of the spatial layout of theatre buildings elsewhere in the Greek 

world, as well as in Pergamon.    

 This earliest phase of the theatre at Pergamon did not last long. The changes to the 

scenic space were made either during the reign of Philetairos (281-263 BCE) or Attalos I 

(241-197 BCE).  These included the construction of the earliest wooden skēnē, the stone 
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seats of the lowest half of the auditorium and the enlargement of the processional road 

(Fig 68; Gerkan, 1972, 53). Even though the scale of these changes might seem dramatic, 

they did not suggest a completely altered spatial order. Rather, part of the auditorium was 

rebuilt in permanent material and the stone foundation sockets were embedded in the 

ground of the orkhēstra to be completed by a wooden skēnē (Fig 70). By the time these 

renovations were made in the third century, the stage buildings in other Hellenistic cities 

were already being built with two stories and permanent materials. The preference for a 

wooden skēnē in Pergamon might be explained by the fact that it stood on the 

processional road leading to the second century altar of Dionysus.
173

 Yet, it is not certain 

if the altar of Dionysus was already placed at this location during the early Hellenistic 

period. Thus, the temporality and the modesty of the stage building might as well indicate 

cautiousness on the part of Attalid dynasts, who, like the nobles of republican Rome, 

would have preferred a temporary stage, not to permanently alter the existing spatio-

visual layout associated with democratic order.   

 Despite the modesty of its scale, the early Hellenistic skēnē would have increased 

the visibility of the actor, indicating a desire to articulate scenic space as a locus of 

power. The stone foundations of the skēnē at the edge of the orkhēstra shows that the 

stage was not excluded from the focus of the theatre in the same way as at Epidauros. In 

Pergamon the stage could intersect the orkhēstra, as it was a temporary structure. The 
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Pergamene architect also seems to have been concerned with creating a scenic space 

complete unto itself by unifying the circular orkhēstra with the rectangular stage 

building. For this, he built the diagonally placed parados doors marked by the post holes 

designating entrances and exits for actors/characters. Also significant was the axial 

alignment of the skēnē door with the center point of the orkhēstra and the central wedge 

of the auditorium, which was marked by a loggia.
174

 To judge from a bronze statue of a 

king —probably Eumenes II— that was found in front of the central wedge, we can 

speculate that the Attalid king himself was seated at the loggia of the lower auditorium 

during the performance of plays.
175

   

 The early Hellenistic scenic space was significantly transformed when the single 

story skēnē was replaced with a proskēnion stage during the reign of Eumenes II.  This 

change should be considered in the context of the relationship between the city 

administration and royal authority during the reign of Eumenes. The reign of Eumenes 

was a period of increased prosperity in Pergamon. After the Treaty of Apameia (188 

BCE) created the first true Attalid kingdom, Pergamon became a royal residence of 

greatly enhanced fame and prestige, and this brought a further measure of royal control 

over the city‟s affairs. We find, in the first place, a range of new officials not encountered 

before 188 BCE, and these collectively point to a reform in the administration.
176

 The 
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increased control of the royal authority over the city‟s affairs was also reflected in the 

religious sphere. Pergamon, with Teos, was made one of the two centers of the royal cult, 

and the worship at Pergamon of Dionysus Kathegemon was formally linked with the 

activities of the Dionysian tekhnitai at Teos.
177

 This amalgamation of the worship of 

Dionysus at Pergamon and Teos, which was to outlast the Attalid dynasty,
178

 provided a 

suitable context in which the cults of the members of the Attalid royal family could be 

placed, further attesting to the association between the status of the Attalids and that of a 

deity or hero.
179

 These cult activities formed the strongest bond between the dynast and 

city, especially after 188 BCE. 

 Moreover, the „Dionysian Tekhnitai of Ionia and Hellespont and those gathered 

under the patronage of Dionysos Kathegemon‟ were not the only artists‟ association in 

Pergamon during the reign of Eumenes II. The famous aulos-player, Kraton, who was 

associated with both guilds, moved from Teos to Pergamon, where he founded another 

association attested under the name of Attalistai.
180

 Probably established during the 

lifetime of Eumenes II, the Koinon of Attalistai, an artists‟ association devoted 

exclusively to the ruler worship, was comparable to that of the Eupatoristai of Delos, 
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established in honor of Mithridates VI Eupator (Dittenberger, 367), or to that of the 

Basilistai of Upper Egypt (Dittenberger, 130, 1.6.). The name Attalistai suggests that the 

guild might have been devoted to the cult of Attalos I, who was posthumously named 

theos after 188 BCE (Le Guen, 2007, 263, no.75). Yet, this does not rule out the 

possibility that the guild was established to honour Eumenes II in his lifetime, in a 

manner fitting the services rendered to deities.
181

 

 The increased power of the king during the reign of Eumenes was reflected in the 

scenic space through construction of a proskēnion stage (Figs 71-72). The architects of 

the Pergamene theatre perfected the spatio-visual order of the scenic space by bringing 

the stage one meter closer to the centre than its early Hellenistic precedent. With the 

extension of proskēnion and parodos doors, the stage was unified with the auditorium, 

turning the scenic space into an enclosed environment. The result was a geometrically 

ordered scenography, but more significantly, the projection of the proskēnion towards the 

center of the orkhēstra resolved the split between stage and the centre of the orkhēstra 

that was characteristic of Hellenistic theaters elsewhere. As a result, the orkhēstra was 

reduced to a half-circle and the proskēnion stage arose as the sole „point of interest.‟   

 The performative implications of the change from the early-Hellenistic to the late-

Hellenistic skēnē are fascinating (Fig 73). Baker notes that in the theatre-in-the-round the 

focus is the centre point, though he adds that “in productions this must be one of the least 

used points on the stage. It creates such an intensity of concentrated attention on any 
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actor standing there that the audience tires if he stays there for long.” Therefore, the 

favored position for performers, somewhat behind the side of the center, could have been 

the exact position of the actor on the proskēnion stage in the late-Hellenistic theater at 

Pergamon. The actor, standing at the centric line of the proskēnion stage at Pergamon, 

would have been far enough from the center not to feel imprisoned by its concentric 

power, yet he would also have been close enough to the focus to hold the audience under 

the power of his gaze. The proskēnion stage at Pergamon, thus, could have empowered 

the actor much more effectively than the layouts of the Hellenistic theaters at Athens and 

Corinth.   

 The political significance of such an empowerment becomes more apparent if we 

imagine the king Eumenes himself appearing on stage. No evidence for such a 

performance of Eumenes or any other Attalid king in the theatre of Pergamon is 

preserved in the literary record, even though Mithridates‟ crowning of a victory on the 

Pergamene stage in 88 BCE suggests that the practice was not foreign to the Attalid 

traditions.
182

 Thus, it is not pure speculation to imagine king Eumenes II crowned by a 

victory on the stage (Fig 74). On such an occasion, he would have exerted his power on 

stage more comfortably than, for instance, king Demetrius. When Demetrius appeared on 

the Athenian stage, he had to negotiate the spatio-visual power of the centre of the 

orkhēstra, as well as its symbolic associations with the democratic order. The unification 

of the centre of the orkhēstra with the proskēnion stage in Pergamon resolved this 
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dilemma for king Eumenes, who could more convincingly appear as a heroic or divine 

figure. The underlying message of such a performance, no doubt, would be the 

presentation of Eumenes as a „new Dionysus.‟
183

 By reminding the audience of his 

military victories and through exaltation of his kingly power on stage, Eumenes could 

claim that he was like Dionysus, who returned victorious from campaigning in India, and 

dispensed great promises of happiness both in this world and beyond the grave.
184

  

 Even if Eumenes himself did not perform on the Pergamene stage in the manner 

described above, the increased visibility of the setting would have nevertheless served to 

empower the king through mediation of Dionysiac artists. The close links between the 

royal house and artists of Dionysus Kathegemon have already been noted. The political 

significance of this special relationship was revealed by the fact that the Pergamene 

branch of the guild of Dionysiac artists —the Artists of Dionysus Kathegemon— had to 

move from Pergamon to Elea soon after Attalos III had willed his kingdom to Rome 

(Rigsby, 1988, 127-130). According to Rigsby, it is not probable that the move was 

caused by troublesome behavior on the part of the Artists;
185

 rather the move was 

motivated instead by the Artists‟ close relationship with the political faction in Pergamon, 

the supporters of monarchy against Roman rule. In this context it is significant to recall 

several ancient testimonies concerning the low moral character of the theater people. 
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Scholars usually take these accounts at face value to explain artists‟ impermanence in a 

single city state, their several moves from one city to the other.
186

 We can instead 

interpret the moral argument as an indication of actors‟ power, their critical role in 

maneuvering between the monarchic will and that of people, which might explain their 

frequent expulsion from various city states.  

 Hence the late Hellenistic scenic space significantly empowered the king over his 

subjects, and yet this hierarchical order could have been easily altered —or so Eumenes 

wanted his subjects to believe— by the removal of the proskēnion stage. In Pergamon, 

the stage could cut through the orkhēstra precisely because it was a temporary building. 

It could have been removed and the orkhēstra could have been used as a full circle for 

communal dancing, which would have allowed the temporal re-creation of pre-Attalid 

order. The ambiguity of boundaries inherent in Dionysiac religion —between the human 

and divine, the here and the beyond— was ingeniously reflected in the articulation of the 

Pergamene scenic space.  The late-Hellenistic architects of the theater at Pergamon, not 

only perfected the spatio-visual order of the scenic space, but also implemented an 

interchangeable order which allowed the competing realities of the actors and the 

audience to alternately take over.  
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     CHAPTER 4  

   On the Spatial Order of the Theatre Precinct 

 

 In previous chapter, I have primarily discussed the political signification of „the 

scenic space‟ at Pergamon, without considering the immediate context of the „theatrical 

space,‟ that is the precinct of Dionysus (Fig 27).
187

 The precinct of Dionysus, or what I 

would call the theater terrace, was renovated contemporaneously with the late-Hellenistic 

scenic space during the reign of Eumenes II. This renovation included an altar and an 

impressive temple to the god that would have been the final destination of any Dionysiac 

procession. The western stoa, which was also built contemporaneously with the temple of 

Dionysus and the altar, enclosed the precinct by cutting across the magnificent view of 

the entire Selinus valley and the mountains across. With the completion of these 

monuments, the viewing conditions in the precinct of Dionysus resembled that of the 

theatre. As the worshippers moved along the axis connecting the propylon and the 

Temple of Dionysus, they faced a frontally oriented temple placed on a high podium 

resembling a proskēnion stage (Fig 28). Therefore the temple of Dionysus became the 

sole visual focus of the theatre terrace, whose spatio-visual layout was instantly 

“theatricalized.” Upon his entrance from the propylon, the worshipper‟s gaze was fixed 

on the Dionysiac stage, a tetrastyle Ionic temple on an imposing flight of twenty five 

steps leaning on impressive and steep bedrock (Figure 16).  

                                                 
187
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 Although the present remains of the temple belong to the Roman period, many of 

its details indicate that it is a reconstruction of the Hellenistic original. Designed by the 

famous Hellenistic architect Hermogenes, the temple is novel in many ways. Its huge size 

is apparent upon entrance from the propylon, from where it was initially meant to be seen 

(Doxiadis, 1972). No other building in Pergamon has columns that are 1.13 meters 

across. They reach a height of more than eleven meters. With a length of 21.60 meters 

and a width of 13.17 meters, this is the largest prostyle temple of Hellenistic times, 

worthy of being dedicated by a king. The most spectacular aspects of the temple are its 

frontality and the high podium that led scholars to compare it to a stage-front (Hoepfner, 

1996, 51). This form of stage-like architecture, repeated in places such as the sanctuary of 

Athena at Lindos and the Asklepieion on the island of Kos. The analogy between the 

Ionic temple —attributed sometimes to Dionysus Kathegemon, sometimes to the dynastic 

cult—and proskēnion stage becomes obvious if we look at a wall-painting from Pompeii 

visualizing a sacrifice on a similar „stage‟ during a festival of Isis (Figure 75). In this 

image, the figure in the center-background (probably a priest) appears in the front of the 

temple door like a tragic actor accompanied by two sphinxes and a black priest 

(„Anubis‟) and a priestess („Isis‟).  His priestly robe and his scale in comparison with the 

other figures suggest that he is in a position of power. Two symmetrically arranged 

choruses placed on both sides of the stairs and singing under the direction of an Egyptian 

maestro further emphasize his larger-than life status. Thus, in this image, we see that the 

temple front “functions” like a proskēnion stage in the sense that the setting empowers 
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the “actor” over chorus in the eye of the spectator who becomes a participant to this 

performance.     

 Inspired by this visual comparison, and by the kingly patronage of the Pergamene 

temple, I will speculatively argue that Eumenes II could have used the Ionic “stage,” in a 

similar manner, to hold his audience in his field of vision during a procession celebrated 

in his honor. Dressed appropriately for the occasion, in a splendid royal robe, Eumenes 

would have emerged at the temple door like a tragic actor, as Demetrios did, when he 

appeared on the Athenian stage.
188

 In this position, Eumenes would have had religious 

power entirely appropriate to the occasion. He would have not only appeared triumphant 

because of the physical elevation, but also through association with Dionysus, the world-

triumphant. Invested with the aura of divinity, he would have appeared immensely 

powerful both as Eumenes, and by transference as Dionysus himself, who was respected 

by all as a god who offered joy, exaltation, wine, love, and vitality and unbridled 

enthusiasm directed toward laughter and masquerading. To complete this picture, we 

only need to imagine an audience: the worshippers in a procession, who would have just 

entered from the propylon, being guided towards their final destination under the gaze of 

Eumenes.   

 How would the audience perceive Eumenes during such an occasion? This 

chapter seeks to address this question. Would they have perceived him as a divinity, as an 

“actor,” temporarily becoming an embodiment of Dionysus, or a mortal king? There is no 
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clear answer to these questions, not because my reconstruction is fictitious, but because 

the Greeks‟ conception of divinity was not absolute. To the Greek, the distinctions 

between honoring a king as a superior person and worshipping a god are bridged by a 

number of fine gradations of attitude and behavior; and our sources either through 

uncertainty or in some cases through deliberate ambiguity do not always make these 

differences clear. The challenge here, as I see it, is not to indulge an empirically-based 

skepticism, as many scholars do in trying to pin down Greeks‟ belief or lack of belief in 

their rulers‟ divinity,
189

 but instead to allow oneself to be brought face-to-face with and 

remain within the ambiguity, so that one might adopt the position of the worshippers in 

the Pergamene theatre terrace facing the mortal divinity of Eumenes. On such an 

occasion, how would the spatio-visual layout of the theatre precinct have performatively 

affected the worshippers‟ perception of Eumenes‟ divinity?  

  *     *  *  * 

 Before I look for an answer to this question, I need to explain why I believed that 

such a procession could have taken place in the Pergamene theater terrace. The argument 

for the plausibility of such a procession is initially implied by the spatial layout of the 

precinct: the longitudinal terrace lined up with columns acting as visual markers suggests 

the forward movement of a group of worshippers, who would have performed a sacrifice 

on the altar in front of the temple of Dionysus. The likelihood of such a performance is 

corroborated by the Dionysiac tradition, best documented in Athens, where a procession 
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ending at the precinct of Dionysus preceded the performances of dithyrambs and dramas 

in the theatre.
190

 This is to be linked with the evidence from the wider Hellenistic world 

demonstrating that the Hellenistic kings appropriated the Dionysiac procession as a form 

of royal “show” (Burkert, 1993, 259-275). At least from the time of Alexander the Great, 

Dionysus provided a role model for the Hellenistic kings, who liked to associate their 

military victories with the world-triumphant Dionysus. The Hellenistic monarch, who —

whether overtly or allusively— appeared in the guise of Dionysus in a procession would 

have also acquired Dionysus‟ charismatic power to induce mania, enabling him to 

acquire a mystical hold over the worshipping community. 

 The evidence from the Attalid realm supports the likelihood of a Pergamene 

procession performed in honour of Eumenes II. First of all, the Dionysiac ideology or 

„Dionysism‟ of Attalids is well-documented. On the one hand, the Pergamene cult of 

Dionysus Kathegemon is directly linked with the dynastic cult, and Attalids‟ active 

sponsorship of Dionysiac tekhnitai and Dionysiac mysteries indicated their control over 

Dionysiac worship.
191

 On the other hand, the eponymous festivals celebrated in Attalids‟ 

honor in the cities of Asia Minor and Greek Mainland —whether initiated and financed 

by the kings themselves or instituted by the individual poleis on the behalf of Attalids— 

showed that Attalid rulers used public spectacles as a means of acquiring political power 

(Allen, 1983, 145-158). Thus, there seems to be no apparent reason, at least for the rulers 

from Attalos I onwards, not to publicly exploit the spectacular nature of Dionysiac 
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worship in Pergamon for political reasons, as it was closely associated with the dynastic 

cult and incorporated into the Pergamene state religion.  During the reign of Eumenes II, 

the influence of Dionysiac religion seems to have increased. The evidence documenting 

various religious associations —including officially sponsored Dionysiac tekhnitai, and 

private clubs practicing Dionysiac mysteries— dates to his reign, as does the remodeling 

of the stage building and the theater terrace described above. Thus, I argue that the 

theater terrace might well have housed a royal procession, a highly politically charged 

ritual modeled after the Dionysiac procession, as a part of a festival honoring Eumenes. 

 

The Political Ideology of the Hellenistic Ruler-Cult 

 In order to understand the political significance of the procession taking place on 

the Pergamene theatre terrace, it is necessary to historicize the Dionysiac tradition, which 

shaped not only the program but also the political ideology of the festivals dedicated to 

the ruler-cult. At least from the time of Alexander the Great, Dionysus provided a role 

model for the Hellenistic kings, who liked to associate their military victories with the 

world triumphant Dionysus. The Dionysiac procession particularly suited conveying a 

message of triumph, as its spectacle was a visual demonstration of the abundance and 

prosperity granted by the epiphany of Dionysus. Whether overtly or not, to appear as 

„new Dionysuses‟ sovereigns had to secure more than the safety, peace, and above all 

prosperity of their subjects through victory. In keeping with mythological tradition, they 

needed to also reinforce this position through Dionysiac display in a procession. 
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 The nature of Dionysiac religious experience is the key to understand the 

conditions under which the message of victory became affective. The epiphany of 

Dionysus was experienced by worshippers as a mania, which was apt to be expressed as 

monarchic awe (sebas) and “enthusiasm,” reaching to the level of Bacchic frenzy 

(baccheia). The Hellenistic monarch, who appeared like Dionysus in a procession, would 

have acquired Dionysus‟ charismatic power to induce mania, enabling him to acquire a 

mystical power over the worshipping community, which would secure the loyalty of his 

subjects. 

  *  *  *  *   

 Our analysis of the political significance of the kingly processions should start 

with Athens, as the Dionysiac procession in Athens provided a model for the festivals of 

the Hellenistic ruler-cult. The procession which came down to the theater of Dionysus 

was a huge event in which the polis put its identity and structure comprehensively on 

display in a processional performance reenacting Dionysus‟ original advent from 

Eleutherai.
192

  The political significance of this display was physically inscribed in the 

Athenian urban space along the processional road. At least from the fifth century BCE 

onwards, the Street of Tripods
193

 monumentalized the Dionysiac spectacle through its 

display of victory tripods, which were awarded to the winners of the khoregic contests in 

honour of Dionysus.  
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 For the epigraphical evidence, see Pickard-Cambridge, 1988, 60 n.4, the earliest dating to 127/126 BCE. 
193

 „Tripodes,‟ was a very ancient thoroughfare connecting the two shrines of Dionysus: the shrine of 

Dionysus Lenaios in the agora square, where the dramatic contests had earlier been celebrated and the 
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 The political message of these tripod dedications was obvious: the symbols of 

choragic victory set up along the processional thoroughfare provided the processional 

road with visual markers of the magnificence of both the city state and its prominent 

khoregoi (Wilson, 2000, 198-209) Yet this message became most potent as the Dionysiac 

procession wound its way along the „Tripodes,‟ whose boundaries were defined by the 

ceremonially aligned tripods. The participants in the procession included the khoroi, 

representatives of the ten tribes, who were to compete in the sequel to the procession for 

the prize tripods. Participants would have encountered each individual khoregic 

monument in the context of all the others that visually manifested the cultic history of the 

site and the worshipping community of Athens. As they re-enacted the original triumph 

of Dionysus, who had come from the East to conquer Greece in Euripides‟ Bacchae 

(lines 13-20), the mortal victors of the khoregic competitions identify with their god in 

the eyes of the festival participants. Thereby, in the context of the ritual event, the 

individual victories monumentalized in khoregic monuments became associated with the 

archetypal victory of Dionysus himself in the eyes of those who were to miss such a 

connection in the context of the daily life.  

 The momentary identification between Dionysus and the mortal victors which the 

festive occasion provided, was, no doubt appealing to the Hellenistic kings, who also 

wanted to identify their victories with that of Dionysus. Alexander the Great established 

this tradition when he discovered Dionysus‟ Nysa in India and came to identify himself 
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with Dionysus.
194

 In the course of his conquests, Alexander organized numerous festivals 

and contests, which included artists from the entire oikoumene. These festivities served a 

double purpose of celebrating his great military deeds and exalting his conception of 

power in showing that, like Dionysus, he provided unrivalled wealth and victory.
195

 After 

the time of the Alexander the Great, the Indian triumph of Dionysus was to become a 

favorite theme of both poetry and of figurative art, developed even further in the late 

Bacchic sarcophagi and mosaics;
196

 it became the model for all military triumph. 

 The successors of Alexander the Great followed the tradition of Dionysian 

identification. One of the earliest examples of the appropriation of the Dionysiac festival 

by a Hellenistic ruler comes from Hellenistic Athens. After Demetrios entered Athens in 

triumph in the spring of 295 BCE, the Demetrieia was celebrated as an extension of pre-

existing city Dionysia.
197

 The „attachment‟ of the Demetrieia to the preexisting festival 

indicates that it was modeled after the festival of Dionysus in Athens.
198

 It was then 

proposed in the assembly that whenever Demetrios visited the city, he was to be 

welcomed with the same ritual as that due to Demeter or Dionysus. This reception, which 

took the form of a religious procession, was formalized, and mythologized, with the 

establishment of Demetrius‟ own advent festival alongside that of Dionysus. 
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 A more spectacular and well-documented example of a Dionysiac procession is 

the great procession of Ptolemy Philadelphius in about 280/75 BCE as described by 

Kallixenos.
199

 Even though the purpose of the procession was not recorded, the 

disproportionate emphasis in Kallixenos‟ account to the Indian triumph of Dionysus 

(Athenaeus 5.200d-201c) indicates the god‟s significance to Ptolemaic self-definition.
200

 

In the context of the procession, we find Dionysus and Alexander as eastern conquerors, 

accompanied by a plethora of spices, luxury goods and exotic animals recalling the 

fabulous booty traditionally associated with Alexander‟s victories. The visual richness of 

the procession was a demonstration of the power of Ptolemy Philadelphus, built upon the 

Greek tradition of representing the military might of divine rulers as bestowing riches and 

ease of life.
201

 

 The examples discussed so far show that the political message given through the 

Dionysiac procession appealed to the Hellenistic sovereigns, of whichever kingdom, who 

would have wanted to secure the basis of their power through victory. In order to better 

illustrate the efficacy of this message, it is necessary to point out the “mystic” aspect of 

Dionysiac religion that comes to the fore in the Grand procession of Ptolemy 

Philadelphus. This procession displays features common to the Dionysiac Mysteries, 

which were to become increasingly popular in later Hellenistic or Roman times. From the 
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reference to the “many sorts of thiasoi” (5. 198c), which appear in the god‟s retinue it can 

be suggested that private associations performing the cult of Dionysus had existed as 

early as the third century (Burkert, 1993, 263). Like the bower of Dionysus, which was a 

feature of the traditional Dionysiac cults and the mystic cults, the thiasoi had traditional 

orgiastic as well as mystic connotations. There is also reference to (teletai), initiation rites 

special to Mysteries, unfortunately obscured by corruption, and to (mustai), initiates of 

Dionysus.  

 The procession itself is not a mystic ritual; however, the appearance of mystic 

elements in its structure suggests that religious experience of the participants in the 

procession was comparable to the enthusiasm of the initiates of mysteries. Dionysism, as 

it was most spectacularly revealed in Euripides‟ Bacchae, offered a superhuman form of 

wisdom that, “stemmed from abandoning oneself to divine ecstasy, the mystic madness 

of the god of blessed possession” (Vernant and Vidal-Naquet, 1988, 384).  This “seizure” 

by the god transmitted and manipulated by the “ritual performers” (telestai) to serve as 

“cures,” for various afflictions, good both for this life and for the Beyond. In the classical 

period, we find evidence for special rituals (teletai) performed as private initiations by 

itinerant charismatics, combined with the gatherings of private clubs (thiasoi), presenting 

themselves to the city in a public procession (pompē). As a result of a transformation that 

must have happened in transition to the Hellenistic period, the wandering charismatics or 

the practicing  telestai came to be organized with the private clubs (thiasoi), that appear 

in the retinue of the Ptolemy Philadelphus (Burkert, 1993). Thereby, the mania which 
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was to happen and was used for psycho-somatic cures came to be appropriated to raise 

reverential awe (sebas) and enthusiasm.  

 The experience of Dionysiac mania depended on a visual confrontation with the 

god, which could take place in a Dionysiac procession. In Euripides‟ Bacchae, Dionysus 

insists that he be “seen,” to make himself known, recognized and understood. The 

epiphany of Dionysus was a revelation stemming, as at Eleusis, from a “vision” or 

experienced emotion in direct contact and communion with the divine. The epiphany of 

Dionysus was made manifest through collective orgiastic behavior (as in a komos). For 

each individual it takes a “fascination” in which a reciprocity of “seeing” and “being 

seen” is established between the god and his worshippers. The all-inclusive character of 

the procession is combined with an emphasis on beauty.
202

 A procession like the 

Dionysiac one, designated as a viewing occasion par excellence, was a plea to invoke the 

god, to ensure his epiphany, which would enable his reciprocal protection. The 

participants in the procession became participants in the gods‟ theōria, „viewing,‟ 

implying and incorporating all the possible vantage points: viewing the worshippers from 

the point of view of the divinity, viewing the divinity among the worshippers, viewing 

the worshipping community as divine or “Other” and recognizing the power of the 

divine. 
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 During the Hellenistic age, the Dionysiac mania that would enable the epiphany 

of the god came to concentrate on the person of the ruler, who had acted as savior and 

inaugurated an age of bliss and abundance —a process that easily assumed a Dionysiac 

coloring. The Hellenistic sovereigns‟ association with Dionysus took an overt form 

starting with the fourth Ptolemy, Philopator, who had himself called “New Dionysus” and 

celebrated the “teletai of „New Dionysus.‟”
203

 This message was made manifest in the 

royal display, which took a form of pompē. In a Dionysiac procession organized at 

Ephesus in 41 BCE, Antonius was greeted as New Dionysus by dancers and singers, 

impersonating maenads, satyrs, and Pans dressed in appropriate costumes.
204

 In Athens 

(38 BCE), he had a Bacchic grotto constructed above the theatre where he reclined 

dressed as Dionysus, his friends impersonated, in the appropriate costumes, the god‟s 

mythological followers while artists invited from Italy provided entertainment.
205

 All this 

evidence shows that the Hellenistic monarch, who appeared under the guise of Dionysus, 

was the victor, the savior, the god, “present” (epiphanēs) to a degree that “real” gods 

could hardly ever have been.
206

 Not only the actors (tekhnitai) followed in his entourage, 

but „all sorts of thiasoi,‟ including those of mustai (initiates) and bakkhoi.
207

  

 The Dionysiac enthusiasm felt by the worshippers of the ruler cult was expressed 

by poets and orators. We have few lines in Priapean meter, by the poet Euphronius, 
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written in honour of Ptolemy IV, the New Dionysus, who apparently had the ambition to 

act as a Dionysiac telestēs himself
208

: “Not uninitiated, O celebrants of the mysteries of 

New Dionysus, …I too am coming, made to share the rites on account of kindness 

bestowed, marching to the march of Pelusium at dusk.”
209

 Here the poet poses as an 

initiate himself, transformed by the Bacchantic experience of bliss while in the retinue of 

the king. With candid simplicity, he calls this experience a “benefit” (euergesiē) granted 

by the king. The intensity of the reverential awe and “enthusiasm” experienced during the 

dynastic mysteries is conveyed by another papyrus fragment from Egypt: 

“Triptolemus…, not for you have I performed initiation; neither Kore abducted did I see 

nor Demeter in her grief, but kings in their victory.”
210

 This seems to come from a speech 

addressing the king. It is the epiphany of triumphant kings in the eyes of the writer, which 

surpasses the beatifying “vision” proclaimed in traditional mysteries. “God Manifest 

[and] Victorius” (Theos Epiphanēs Nikēphoros) was the title assumed by Antiochos IV.  

 Thus the charismatic power of the Hellenistic king seems to provide greater 

“enthusiasm” than traditional forms of religious awe (sebas); and hence the attraction of 

royal epiphany seems to be overwhelming. Dionysus was especially suited as the role 

model of the king, since he is a god of epiphanies, of “being present”: nec enim 

praesentior illo est deus (Ovid Metamorphoses 3.658-69). “We see you present,” the 
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Athenians sang in their notorious hymn in honor of Demetrius Poliorcetes.
211

 The 

cheering crowds gave resonance to kings‟ presence; their enthusiasm reaching to the level 

of Bacchic frenzy (baccheia) seems to be at least one factor in the Hellenistic kings‟ 

adaptation of Dionysiac procession as a form of royal display. 

 

“Dionysism” of Attalids 

 While the Dionysism of the Attalids has been widely emphasized, theatricality is 

never considered a constituent of Attalid political discourse. The lack of literary evidence 

detailing a single Attalid spectacle, i.e. comparable to the Great Procession of Ptolemy 

Philadelphos, has led to the scholarly designation of Attalid rule as “subtle.” According 

to Kosmetatou, “Attalid actions were never exaggeratedly massive, nor did they offer 

great thrill to their audiences” (2005, 167). A close inspection of literary evidence 

documenting Attalid spectacles in the Hellenistic period, however, suggests the opposite. 

The festivals in honour of the kings (Philetaereia, Attaleia, Eumeneia, etc.), modeled after 

the worship of gods, seems to have been critical to the establishment of Attalid political 

presence in the wider Greek world (Allen, 1983, 145-158). The nature and the scale of 

these honours increased along with the installation of the cult of Dionysus during the 

reign of Attalos I, and the creation of a dynastic cult was linked with the worship of 

Dionysus Kathegemon during the reign of Eumenes II (188 BCE). From the reign of 

Attalos I onwards, kings became the objects of wide and varied cult practices, both within 
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and beyond the limits of their kingdom. What is more, beginning in 188 BCE, they were 

deified after their death.
212

 

 The Pergamene cult of Dionysus Kathegemon combined features of the 

Hellenistic Dionysus discussed above (Musti, 1986). The epithet Kathegemon, “the 

Leader,” or “guide” is comparable to the Apollo Archagetas (“Leader”) of the Seleucid 

dynasty. It can be translated in three different ways: (1) “Guide” of the people in 

movement (i.e. in a procession)
213

, (2) “the Leader of the Bacchic initiates,”
214

 and (3) 

“Guide” of a movement towards a positive final outcome, or quite literally towards a 

victory and a triumph (Musti, 1986). In the epithet Kathegemon, we encounter a literal 

overlap between the two roles of Dionysus: the one who literally or figuratively “moves” 

his initiates into an altered state as the god of mystic possession and Dionysus, the world-

triumphant, who “guides” his followers towards a victory. 

 The ideology of victory expressed in the epithet Kathegemon was no doubt 

influential in Attalos‟ establishment of the cult of Dionysus at Pergamon, with the 

priesthood drawn directly from the royal family.
215

 Being one of the most militarily 

active kings of the Attalids, Attalos would have wanted to identify with Dionysus to draw 

                                                 
212

 The evidence is sometimes interpreted to suggest that Attalos I is deified when he died (before 188 

BCE), but Allen argues that his deification is much later than his death (Allen, 1983, 148). 
213

 An inscription from Priene refers to the priest of Dionysus, who “guides” (kathegestai) those with 

which he will carry (a statue of?) Dionysus to the festival of Katagogia (Gaertringen, 174). For the 

translation, see Musti, 1984, 113. Musti also notes a parallel document from lex sacra of Miletus, dating 

third century BCE (Wiegand, Milet VI, 1908, 22). 
214

 Poland, 1909, 202. Von Prott considers the meaning of Kathegemon reductively, solely as a name for 

Attalid genos.  
215

 The king Eumenes II appointed a priest of Dionysus Kathegemon directly from his own family. See 

especially Prott 1902; Ohlemutz 1940, 90-122; Nilsson 1957, 9-10. The main document is in Frankel no. 

248.   



 157 

attention to the glory of his victories. The Dionysiac element in the ideology of monarchy 

is revealed in an epigram engraved —at the behest of Dionysodoros, son of Deinokrates, 

from Sikyon—on the base of a statue of satyr (c. 250-230 BCE; [SEG37.1020]; Müller, 

1989). 
216

In the dedicatory inscription, the same praise associates the sovereign Attalos 

and the god Dionysus, qualified in this case as the son of Thyone. Thereby, Dionysus 

with “mystic” allusions is set in close parallel to the King. In this context, the old epic 

tradition of Telephus, king of Mysia-Pergamon, could also be recalled, although his 

relations to Dionysus Sphaleotas have been ambivalent. A later, though much more direct 

link between Attalos I and Dionysus was established by royal propaganda. Oracles issued 

by the prophetess Phaennis and Delphi claimed Attalos a descendant of Dionysus 

himself, by referring to the king as the “son of the bull fostered by Zeus” or just the “bull-

horned.”
217

  

  Even before Attalos established himself as a descendant of Dionysus 

Kathegemon, eponymous festivals in Attalids‟ honour were recorded in the cities of the 

Greek world. The earliest known festivals are the Philetaireia and Eumenia on Delos.
218

 

These were initiated and financed by the dynasts themselves, indicating their claims to 

dynastic standing in the Greek world. The Attalids‟ claim to divine standing found 

reciprocal response at Kyzikos, where the Philetaireia were celebrated, probably to 

express gratitude to the dynast for his support against the threat from the Galatians in the 
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270‟s.
219

 Likewise in Thespiae, where Attalos gave land to the sanctuaries of Heliconian 

Muses and of Hermes, he was paid homage through a union known as the 

Philetaereioi.
220

 Comparable are the Eumeneia at Pergamon itself, which are mentioned 

in the city‟s decree honoring its board of strategoi. In this decree, Eumenes I is called 

Euergetes, given the same honor as such that any Greek city might bestow on a 

benefactor.
221

 

 The renown Attalos gained as a result of his successful military campaigns 

increased the nature and the scale of the divine honours he and later Attalids received. 

From the reign of Attalos onwards, kings became the objects of wide and varied cult 

practice in accordance with the extended range of contacts Attalos established, especially 

through his alliance with Rome, in the Aegean and the Greek mainland. The cults 

introduced in the Attalids‟ name in different Greek cities were not enforced by 

themselves as a centralized imperial cult, of the kind now well attested to the Seleucids 

under Antiochos III. They were rather instituted by cities on their own initiative in 

circumstances arising from their relations with specific kings. Therefore, the kings were 

identified with different deities or heroes in different contexts. For instance, at Sikyon, a 

statue of Attalos was placed beside one of Apollo in the agora, and received an annual 

sacrifice (Polybios, xviii. 16). At Aigina, he was identified with island‟s hero Aiakos and 
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was given temene, although the context and the details of the honours were not preserved 

on the stone.
222

  

 The most conspicuous evidence concerning the degree and scale of honors paid to 

Attalos I comes from Athens. To this time also dates the establishment at Athens of a 

priesthood of Attalos and a tribe named Attalis after him.
223

 The greeting of Attalos at 

Athens (200 BCE), reported by Polybios, shows that he had been welcomed as a divine 

being, and thus honored with a procession and sacrifices designating his epiphany in 

Athens as a religious event (Polybios 16.25.3-7). The staging of this event by the 

Athenians (participation of magistrates and cavalrymen, arrangement of the procession, 

attendance by all the citizens and their families, opening of temples) finds close parallels 

in the Hellenistic decrees concerning the staging of festivals.
224

 It is worth quoting 

Polybios, who reports the content of Athenian decree concerning the reception of Attalos:   

 The demos of the Athenians, as it was informed about his approaching arrival, issued a most 

 generous decree concerning the reception and the entertainment of the king…Next day he went up 

 to Athens in great state accompanied by the Romans and the magistrates of the Athenians. For not 

 only all persons holding office with the horsemen, but all the citizens with their children and wives 

 went out to meet them. And when they joined them there was such a demonstration on the part of 

 the people of their affection for the Romans and still more for Attalos that nothing could have 

 exceeded it in heartiness. As he entered the Dipylon they drew up the priests and priestesses on 

 either side of the road; after this they opened all the temples and brought victims up to all the 

 altars asking him to offer sacrifices…(16.25.3-7).  

 

 This decree documents that the degree of religious enthusiasm that Athenians felt 

for Attalos‟ epiphany was comparable to that of the Hellenistic crowds experienced at 

                                                 
222
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Antioch and Alexandria, where “Royal mysteries” take precedence over cults practiced in 

private settings. 

 The institution of regular priesthoods of Attalids and the practice of calling the 

king theos, dates to189/188 BCE, after the decline of Seleucids in the wars against Rome, 

resulted in an increase of Pergamene power. The principal cults were then established at 

Pergamon and Teos. When the latter became a tributary city in 188 BCE, Eumenes was 

quick to exploit its position as the seat of the Ionian guild of Dionysian tekhnitai.
225

 The 

full name of this Guild, the “Tekhnitai of Ionia and the Hellespont,” was first attested to 

in an Aitolian decree of about 235 BCE; it corresponds closely to the name of the region 

which became an Attalid province in 188 BCE.
226

 The amalgamation of this guild with 

those of the Dionysus Kathegemon at Pergamon prepared the context in which to institute 

royal cults of the Attalid family. These cults instituted a new practice of recognizing the 

members of royal family as becoming gods after their death.  

   Eumenes certainly followed the Dionysian tradition and used the cult of Dionysus 

to advance the status of his royal cult. The priesthoods in Pergamon and Teos, established 

by Kraton, the famous auletes and priest of the Ionian Guild of Dionysian artists, were 

intended to honour him in his lifetime (Le Guen, 2007). The “day of the king” in Teos 

was such a celebration, a birthday festival to honour the king.
227

 The Dionysiac nature of 

this festival is inferred from the participation of Dionysiac tekhnitai and a procession 
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taking place in the theatre.  His priesthood is also attested at Kos, where his birthday was 

celebrated on the sixth of the month Artemision each year.
228

 Also noteworthy is the case 

of Miletos, where Eumenes was conferred a golden statue to be erected in a temenos 

awarded to him.
229

 At a later stage, Milesians celebrated a panegyris on his birthday, the 

city had a priesthood for the cult of Eumenes, and the king is referred Eumenes the 

God.
230

 

 The recognition of the “mystic” nature of the Dionysus Kathegemon in official 

cult was documented in the “cistophoric” coinage issued after 166, when Eumenes II was 

reorganizing the kingdom after the fall of Macedonia. The main symbol on these coins is 

a basket (kistē) out of which a snake crawls.
231

 This is the emblem of Dionysiac mysteries 

tout court, concealment with the awe lurking from under the lid.
232

 Kistē and snakes in 

Dionysiac teletai have already been mentioned in the fourth century; the snake has 

especially been related to the local cult, Sabazius
233

, but it seems that only during the 
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reign of Eumenes, this connection became a symbol of mysteries.
234

 The snake in a kistē 

was probably meant to intimate the divine origin of a great king, just as the tales about 

Olympia handling Bacchic snakes had meant to allude to mysterious origins of Alexander 

the Great.
235

 Certainly, the reference to Eumenes‟ divine origin was allusive; just as the 

kistē, which is half open and thus only allows a glimpse. 

 Significantly, some of the religious associations in the retinue of the Ptolemaic 

procession were also documented as present among the specialties of the Pergamene cult 

of Dionysus during the reign of Eumenes II. Apparently of “mystic” character and 

understandably eager for royal benevolence, these groups could have easily been 

deployed in the front ranks of a royal procession taking place at Pergamon. Three 

associations deserve mention: (1) “Bacchoi,” a club active in Dionysiac worship (2) 

Dionysiac artists (tekhnitai) (3) the “boukoloi” or „cowherds,‟ which designated the main 

body of Bacchic initiates (mustai). The Bacchoi constituted a private group of ritual 

performers who would have experienced the power of the god through Bacchic frenzy 

(bakkheuein). “Bacchoi” dedicated an altar to Eumenes II, and worshipped him as a god 

after his death: “To king Eumenes, god, savior, benefactor, the bakkhoi of the god 

worshipped with the cry euhoi [have dedicated this].”
236

 It is likely the members of the 

bacchoi performing a sacrifice in the “mysteries” of Eumenes on this same altar.  The 

role of bacchoi might also exceed the private performances, where the participants were 

                                                 
 

234
 For the literature on the cult of Sabazios in Classical and Hellenistic periods, see: Musti, 1984, 115 (note 

21).  
235

 Burkert, 1993, 265. For the stories narrating the divine origins of the Alexander, see: Plutarch Alexander 

2-3; and the Nektanebos legend, on which, see: Merkelbach, 1977, 77-83.  
236

 Basilei Eumenei Theōi sōtēri kai euergetēi hoi bakkhoi tou euastou theou. Prott, 1902, 94 (note 86); see 

also Merkelbach 1988, 19.  



 163 

limited to the members; the main inscription about the priest of Dionysus Kathegemon 

refers to “mysteries” (mustēriōn tēlikoutōn) as the whole spectrum of Dionysiac 

ceremonies, probably including procession, during which the members of the group 

publicly displayed their devotion to king Eumenes.
237

  

 The joint role of tekhnitai in the celebrations of Dionysus cult and the ruler cult 

has already been mentioned.
238

 In Pergamon, the tekhnitai of Dionysiac artists existed 

together with more recent creations of the Hellenistic world. Attalists, organized under 

the leadership of an especially valued musician, Kraton, formed an association entirely 

devoted to the glorification of Eumenes II during his lifetime. Even though the precise 

nature of the cult practiced by this Koinon escapes us, it seems to have had a Dionysiac 

character. Included on the inventory of goods bequeathed by Kraton to the Attalists are 

two tripods, alongside couches, blankets, cushions and other items necessary for the 

gatherings and banquets of any religious association.
239

 These are emblematic items of 

the cult of Dionysus. They would have taken a special significance if they had been used 

during the “mysteries” of Eumenes at the Attaleion built by Kraton. The Attaleion, 

according to one hypothesis, identified with the cult building cut into an alcove on the 

Pergamene theater terrace.
240
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 In this context, it is also important to note the similarities between “ritual 

performers,” telestai and the “theatrical artisans” (tekhnitai), who had made Dionysiac 

enthusiasm readily available in mimetic play, at least since Euripides‟ Bacchae.
241

 A later 

document from Amastris, Pontus, dated to 155 CE links the activities of actors and 

telestai. A certain Aemilianus has “led the Komos for Dionysus at the trieteric festival 

(teletē) in a mystic way” at the same time he was an athlete and won victories “with a 

satyr dance” (saturōi) at Cyzicus and Pergamon. This shows that the theatrical and 

“mystic” professionalism go together at an official festival of Dionysus. It is the 

dancer/actor who becomes the living embodiment of the divine; it is he who holds and 

transmits the “knowledge” of “mysteries.”
242

  

 Even more interesting is the designation of boukoloi (literally “cowherds”) 

referring to the main body of Bacchic initiates (mustai) in inscriptions from Roman 

period. Despite the earlier efforts to date boukoloi to the reform of Aulus Iulius 

Quadratus at the time of Trajan,
243

 an inscription on an altar dedicated to Dionysus 

Kathegemon by the “chief boukolos” (arkhiboukolos) securely dates the title more 

precisely to the late Hellenistic period.
244

 The term boukolos has been connected with the 

myth of Telephus, who grew up in “bucolic” surroundings; with the sacred marriage of 

Dionysus at boukoleion in Athens;
245

 with the actual cowherds in Euripides‟ Bacchae, 

and also with representation of Dionysus with bull-horns. If we recall the oracles 
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referring to Attalos as “son of a bull” and even “bull” itself, the function of boukoloi 

appears to be closely related to the identification of kings with Dionysus in Pergamon, 

with special reference to the kings‟ divine origin. 

 It may be useful to summarize what had been said so far. In the previous section, I 

have demonstrated that the Hellenistic kings‟ appropriated the Dionysiac procession as a 

royal show, so that they could appear victorious like “Dionysus” and manipulate 

Dionysiac religious awe in the service of state ideology. The discussion of the evidence 

from Pergamon, on the other hand, proves the tendency of the Attalids to act like their 

Hellenistic rivals. The royal incentive in the establishment of Dionysiac cult at Pergamon, 

and the record of Pergamene Dionysiac associations dating to the reign of Eumenes —the 

officially sponsored tekhnitai as well as the private thiasoi, who took part in the whole 

spectrum of “mysteries” (mustēriōn tēlikoutōn) — made it likely that Eumenes followed 

the tradition established by Alexander in appropriating Dionysiac procession as a form of 

royal display. Even though Eumenes never overtly called himself “New Dionysos” —

unlike the Ptolemies, Mithridates, and Marcus Antonius mentioned above— his 

appearance in such a procession, his retinue of “ritual performers,” and the setting of the 

procession on the Dionysiac thoroughfare would inadvertently associate him with 

Dionysus.  

 

The Mystery of Mortal King 

 As demonstrated above, Eumenes‟ sovereign power arose from his divinity. Yet, 

his divinity was inherently ambiguous. Eumenes was not named theos in his life time, but 
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was deified after his death. As we have seen in the emblem on “cistophoric” coinage, the 

kistē was half-open; the truth behind the king‟s divinity is not revealed as it is, but left as 

a secret. Precisely because of this secrecy, the presence of the king on the Dionysiac 

stage becomes a “drama of revelation” par excellence, during which the worshippers 

came face-to-face with the mortal king, and thereby became initiates to his mysteries; i.e. 

they acquire the “truth” behind his secret. But before I examine this theater of truth and 

secrecy in detail, I must first characterize the secrecy of the Hellenistic ruler cult, and 

describe its deliberate ambiguity.
246

  

 The ambiguity of the ruler-cult is grounded in the fragility of the boundaries 

classical Greeks set up between men and gods. This ambiguity is obvious, for instance, in 

the illusionism of Dionysus, his double persona in Euripides‟ Bacchae.
247

 On the 

theologeion Dionysus appears as god; on the stage he is seen as the Lydian stranger “who 

looks like a woman.” The two are dressed alike and wear the same mask; they are 

indistinguishable yet distinct from one another.
 248

 The mask worn by the god and the 

human actor —who temporarily becomes the embodiment of the god— is the actors‟ 

tragic mask. Its function is to make characters recognizable as who they are, to render 

them visually identifiable. But in the case of Dionysus, the mask disguises him as much 

as it proclaims his divinity; it literally “masks” him. At the same time, through 
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misidentification and secret, the mask prepares for Dionysus‟ authentic triumph and 

revelation at the end of the play.  

 Euripides‟ drama acquires its dramatic strength from its play with knowledge, 

because the essence of the god was kept secret behind an appearance (mask). The kind of 

knowledge acquired through Dionysiac mania in Euripides‟ Bacchae has given rise to 

two radically different types of interpretation. Some scholars have read into it a 

“rationalist” critique of religion in line with the skepticism displayed towards the gods for 

which Aristophanes criticized Euripides. Others have seen in it a superhuman form of 

wisdom that in contrast to the arrogant knowledge and reason of the sophists, stemmed 

from abandoning oneself to divine ecstasy, the mystic madness of the god of blessed 

possession.
249

 In entrenching this contrast between the rationalist knowledge and divine 

possession scholars seem to have been trapped in the initial discrepancy set up by the 

poet between appearance and essence. Euripides consciously sets rational wisdom and 

mystic revelation against one another in such a way that it is not easy to clarify whether 

Dionysiac revelation is meant to be denial of all that is invisible or an intimate union with 

the divine (Vernant and Vidal-Naquet, 1988, 402-409). Euripides consciously 

manipulated this ambiguity so that the final triumph of the god could gain its dramatic 

power. 

 As the persona of the Hellenistic sovereign is modeled after that of a god, 

specifically that of Dionysus, this discrepancy between appearance and essence is 
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ingrained in the inception of the Hellenistic ruler-cult. Indeed this negative state, with the 

worshippers‟ desire trapped in the paradox of mortal divinity, proves to be more 

beneficial to the Hellenistic kings‟ means of acquiring power than would an absolute 

expression of their divinity. The worshippers desired to see their king as a superior 

person, so that he, like the other gods, could provide protection from the enemy, restore 

peace or help in time of famine or distress. To keep the desire of the worshippers alive, 

the Hellenistic king had to inadvertently reveal the “reality” hidden behind the 

appearance.  While he may appear as divine, he has to reveal his mortal essence through 

Dionysiac display, which allowed the worshippers to identify with him through mimetic 

immersion.  

 The divinity of the Hellenistic king was never expressed in absolute terms; it 

remained a wound, a negative power left open in the language. While the mysterious 

origins of a king were affirmed through the rituals performed in his honor, the truth that 

the king is not a god is expressed in subtle nuances. The Greek phrase that is often used 

to describe the establishment of divine honours expresses this duplicity on the part of the 

worshipping community: the king is to receive isotheoi timai (SEG 41.75), i.e. honors 

equal to these bestowed upon gods. Rather than literally equating the kings to the gods, 

with this phrase the grateful community asserts that the king might not be a god, even 

though he receives the same honors from the thankful community. Whether a sacrifice is 

being carried out „to the king‟ or „for the king‟ was not always made clear and probably 
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was not meant to be clear.
250

 Another ambiguity that occurs is whether the ruler is 

granted a cult-statue (agalma) for worship or simply an image (eikon) not intended for 

worship. Attalos III specifically receives an agalma, but he was also given an equestrian 

statue in gold (eikon chryse ephippos) on a column in the most prominent spot in the 

market place alongside the altar of Zeus Soter.
 
The same two honours — an agalma and 

eikon— are voted by the actors‟ guild for Ariarathes of Cappadocia (Dittenberger 352). 

Later, however, the distinction between the two words, agalma and eikon, is not always 

maintained. Thus an image of Ptolemy V designed to receive cult is referred to as an 

eikon (Dittenberger 90=Austin 227, 1.38), this is not an isolated example.
251

  

 Let me demonstrate how this play of power with knowledge continues to trap 

scholars who attempt to clarify the exact nature of ruler worship. For instance, one of the 

practices linked with ruler worship was the accommodation of a king or queen in a 

temple of one or other of the traditional deities, so that he or she may receive worship as 

a “temple-sharing god” (synnaos theos).
252

 Does this title (synnaos theos) mean that the 

king is literarily a theos, or is the phrase to be interpreted in some other manner? Scholars 

typically approach this kind of evidence in two different ways. The literalist scholar 
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accepts the practice at face value in stating that the emperor was believed to be a god. In 

response, the second approach attempts to see peculiar beliefs as metaphorical rather than 

literal, and so would suppose that the Greeks perhaps only meant that the emperor was 

like a god. These interpretations curl back on one another precisely because the answers 

they provide magnify the initial discrepancy between appearance and essence. Hence the 

“truth” behind the kings‟ appearance becomes no longer a question of belief, but a play of 

power with knowledge that is hidden behind an ambiguity.   

  The necessity for ambiguity in the practices concerning the Hellenistic ruler cult 

can be better understood when the subject is considered in its historical context. The 

initiative for the ruler cult comes primarily from the worshippers, in an attempt to come 

to terms with monarchic power (Price, 1984, 29). The Hellenistic sovereigns were both 

Greek and the “Other” in a democratic system. Hence, the cults of the gods on which the 

city was dependent were the only available model for the representations of a power, 

which was external and yet still Greek. There were initially strong reservations about the 

offering of such cults,
253

 but these feelings were smoothed away, no doubt partly because 

of the mythical prototype of the heroes, who had once been mortals and were elevated to 

the status of gods.
254

 Despite this rationalization, the resistance to the idea of divine 

kingship was never completely reconciled. Rather it was contained within the practices 

performed in honor of the king as a negative power that either, through uncertainty or 

deliberate ambiguity, implied the paradox of mortal divinity.  
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  The most striking account demonstrating the intentionality behind ambiguity 

survives as a processional song sung by the Athenians to welcome King Demetrios 

Poliorketes, who returned to Athens from Kerkyra in 291
255

:  

 How the greatest and dearest of the gods have come to the city! For the hour has brought together 

 Demeter and Demetrios; she comes to celebrate the solemn mysteries of the Kore, while he is here 

 full of joy, as befits the god, fair and laughing. His appearance is majestic, his friends all around 

 him and he in their midst, as though they were stars and he the sun. Hail son of the most powerful 

 god Poseidon and Aphrodite. (Duris FGrH 76 F13, cf. Demochares FGrH 75 f2, both Athen. 

 6.253b-f; trans. Austin 35)  

  

 Had only the first lines of this ritual song survived, the modern reader would 

notice the assimilation of the adventus of a mortal king with that of a divinity, the 

etymological association of his name with that of Demeter, the parentage of mighty gods, 

and the features of the king‟s appearance (surrounded by his friends, displaying joy, 

beauty and majesty). Yet, the part of the text quoted so far only contains a fragment of 

the truth. The puzzle is revealed in the rest of the hymn:  

 For the other gods are either far way, or they do not have ears, or they do not exist, or do not take 

 any notice of us, but you we can see present here; you‟re not made of wood or stone, you are real.  

 

 Here what is surprising is the negativity which casts obvious doubt on the 

existence of the gods and hence indirectly to the divinity of Demetrios. Let me further 

point out how this negativity resists critical analysis, that this “object of study” is 

hollowed out inside by a riddling effect combined with a threat of transgression.  The text 

can be read both as a confirmation and negation of Demetrius‟ divinity. The first part of 

the verse negates the gods‟ “reality,” upon which the divinity of Demetrius is built. And 

hence we may assume his divinity is also in question. After reading the second part of the 
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sentence, however, it appears as if the initial negation of divinity was meant to underline 

the presence, visibility and reality of Demetrius. Thus, the language becomes manifestly 

treacherous, both sharpening and disarming the critical faculty through hazy ambiguities. 

The challenge is to allow oneself to be brought face to face and remain within the 

ambiguity, grasping its sacred power of transgression. Rather than offending what is 

already sacred, such transgression seems to create sacredness, albeit of a special variety, 

that is achieved through a “drama of revelation.” As I have demonstrated above such a 

“drama of revelation” was the core of Dionysiac religious experience. That such a “drama 

of revelation” was central to the religious experience of the “ordinary” Greeks is 

demonstrated in an inscription from Perinthos quoting a funerary epigram (Sayar, 1998, 

146): 

  What is the point of saying “hail-passers-by”? Life is what you see here; a singing cicada stops 

 soon; a rose blossoms, but it soon withers; a skin has been bound, now unfastened it has given up 

 its air; when alive the mortal speaks, when he dies he is cold; the soul is carried away, and I have 

 been dissolved.  

 

 Here we read an active denial of the life after death. And yet this poem is part of 

the funerary inscription recorded by a cult member of a Dionysiac association (the speire 

of the Sparganiotai) who must have been initiated in this cult precisely because of its 

eschatological content.
256

 Here the negation of the afterlife is meant to challenge the god 

to prove otherwise (or to make the passer-bys reading this text believe otherwise). The 

negation displayed in the song performed in honor of Demetrios displays a similar desire 

to see Demetrios as a god. By denying the reality of the other gods and emphasizing the 
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reality of Demetrios the worshippers demand that Demetrios take the challenge of 

appearing like a god in providing protection from the enemy: 

 And so we pray to you: first bring us peace, dearest; for you have the power. And then, the Sphinx 

 that rules not only over Thebes but over the whole Greece, the Aitolian sphinx sitting on a rock 

 like the ancient one, who seizes and carries away all our people, and I have no defense against her 

 (for it is an Aitolian habit to seize the property of neighbors and now even what is far afield). Most 

 of all punish her yourself; if not find an Oedipus who will either hurl down that sphinx from the 

 rocks or reduce her to ashes.  

  

 This brings us to the social function of the “drama of revelation.” The reality of 

illusion, constructed in the processional song sung in honour of Demetrius, serves as a 

social contract that permits the conflicting social forces of monarchy and democracy to 

co-exist and gives to this structure the resilience which enables it to persist. The 

Athenians‟ recognition of or resistance to Demetrius‟ divinity was conditioned on the 

noncontractual elements of the “contract” between the monarch and the people of Athens 

—i.e., his ability to appear as a god in providing protection from the enemy. The 

outspokenness of the text in its active denial of the divinity of Demetrios probably relate 

to its date in the earlier decades of the Hellenistic period, when the tension between the 

conflicting forces of monarchy and democracy were fiercer compared to the later periods 

(Price, 1984, 28-43). In the early Hellenistic period, wherever they lived, the Greeks had 

to adjust to a dominant royal power and to find an acceptable place for monarchy within 

their world view without losing their self-respect and (as far as possible) without 

discarding their traditional commitment to democracy. It is not surprising to find that the 

tension between the kings and the city was especially tense in Athens, in the birth-place 

of democracy.  
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 Hence the ambiguity of the ruler cult allowed a resistance to the institution to be 

contained within it. The worshippers‟ power to deny the divinity of the kings implied that 

the Hellenistic kings had to carefully stage their appearances. While displaying their 

divinity, they have to also somehow reveal their mortality by “coming down” to the level 

of common people.
257

  According to Taussig, essence of the ruling power is to “come 

down” in order to “stay up.” The “coming down” of the ruler made his royalty royal and 

authority authoritative. Hence, in contemporary culture, we see in newspapers remarks as 

to the humility of politicians, displaying the core of their power by visiting ordinary 

working class people in their ordinary homes —not to mention the lust for newspaper 

photos of topless princesses and obscene stories and fantasies concerning things royal. 

Obscenity, like humility should be understood as a revelation of the power of authority. 

 Hence, the Hellenistic kings‟ need to “come down” was not in spite of but 

because of their divinity. The remarks in ancient sources indicating the humility and 

obscenity of the kings should be read in this light. For instance, Antiochos IV is said to 

have joined the common people in their revel playing musical instruments.
258

 According 

to Polybius, the same king “often would lay aside his royal robes, and putting on toga he 

would walk up and down the market place as though he were canvassing votes; with 

some he shook hands, while others he embraced and invited to cast their vote for him, 
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sometimes for the office of agoranomos, sometimes for that of demarchos.”
259

 At the end 

of the great festival he organized in Daphne (166 BC), the king was brought in by mimes 

entirely wrapped up, and deposited on the ground as though he were one of the 

performers.
260

 There he danced naked and acted with the clowns.
261

 Similar stories are 

also told about Agathokles, the Sicilian ruler of the late fourth century. Agathokles used 

to put off the pomp of his tyranny in his drinking parties to show himself more humble 

than the ordinary citizens. According to Diodorus, “being by nature also a buffoon and 

mimic, not even in the meetings of the assembly did he abstain from jeering at those who 

were present and from portraying certain of them, so that the common people would 

break out into laughter as if they were watching one of the impersonators or 

conjurors.”
262

 Of course, some of these cases were extreme, and were understood as such 

by contemporaries,
263

 nevertheless they indicated multiplicity of ways kings responded to 

the desire on the part of the citizens who wanted to see their kings level with themselves. 

 The worshippers, desired to see their king as a superior person, so that, he could, 

like the other gods, provide protection from enemies, restore peace or help in time of 

famine or distress. To keep the desire of the worshippers alive, the Hellenistic king had to 

reveal his mortality as his secret so that the worshippers could participate in a play of 

power with knowledge. This play of power that took form of a Dionysiac “drama of 
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revelation,” was inherently a spatio-visual experience. For an analysis of this experience, 

we turn to the Dionysiac display on the Pergamene theatre terrace.  

 

The King on the Dionysiac Stage 

 If Eumenes‟ display of divinity was ambiguous by definition, it was made so 

during the “drama of revelation” performed on the Pergamene theater terrace. On the 

theater terrace the ruler used the perspectival mechanism inherent to the theater precinct 

to enchant his worshippers. To explain how the spatial mechanism mediated Pergamene 

citizens‟ encounters with their king, let me recall the scene I described in the beginning of 

this chapter: Eumenes on the Dionysiac stage, probably accompanied by priests, and a 

chorus on the stairs emphasizing his divine status. On the Dionysiac stage Eumenes 

would be “face to face” with his worshippers ─tekhnitai as well as the private thiasoi, 

mustai, and the citizen body─ as they moved towards their final destination for a sacrifice 

that would take place in front of the Temple of Dionysus. This spatial arrangement was 

critical to the experience of Dionysiac religion, since Dionysus made contact with the 

worshippers through his gaze. The frontality characteristic to Dionysus, was meant to 

fascinate whoever confronted this gaze, a gaze that fixed the spectator in a position of an 

initiate to his mysteries and thereby brought man into immediate contact with the 

otherness of the divine. 

  The Hellenistic spatio-visual code, moreover mediated an interactive exchange 

between the subject and the object, a power exchange between the observer and the 

observed is established. The viewer within this mechanism is captured by the seemingly 
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contradictory effect of being assimilated to the Dionysiac charisma of the king, while 

she/he was aware of the fact that kings‟ divinity was of his own making. While the 

Attalids used this phantasmagoria to enchant Pergamene citizens, the spectacle of the 

spatio-visual mechanism also allowed the citizen body to hold their king under the spell 

of their own vision. As the spectators yearned to immerse with the divine Other, they 

simultaneously acquired power, either literally or metaphorically, to bring the king 

“down.”   

 Thus, seeing is power, and a quite incredible power at that. Furthermore, the 

vision involved here is tactile. Both the viewing eye and the object of viewing are 

perceived as active in the process. From this followed the succeeding penetration and 

fusion of bodies, as if the ray of light produced from kings‟ own body were implanted in 

the rays emitted from the eyes of the worshippers. This immersion is dazzling, with its 

twofold experience of identity closure and identity flux, this transformation is at the very 

basis of mimetic identification. The spatio-visual layout of the Pergamene theater terrace 

seems to have been designed with this immersion in mind. The directionality of the 

layout made the maximum number of worshippers face the king Eumenes to establish 

complete reciprocity between the king who “sees” and the worshippers “being seen” or 

vice versa.  

 Let me also emphasize that the visual experience of the worshippers on the theater 

terrace is not secured simply by the space but depends as well spatial limits set on the 

experience of time. The worshippers, under the influence of Eumenes‟ Dionysiac spell, 

moved throughout the two-hundred-meter long terrace extending from the entrance 
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propylon to the temple of Dionysus. This movement, with its rhythm conditioned by that 

of the surrounding colonnades, acted against the continuity of the Dionysiac immersion 

in a way that was destructive and devolutionary. The movement itself was an insistent 

reminder of the presence of a physical distance between the king and his worshippers. 

The movement created an effect of “distraction,” in dovetailing different images allowed 

the spectaror little time for a complete mimetic immersion. This effect of “distraction,” 

working against the mimetic immersion described above, characterized the experience of 

the worshippers on the theater terrace.   

 As discussed in the previous chapter, this double consciousness is the peculiarity 

of skēnographia. The Hellenistic spatio-visual order makes available a particular spatial 

experience that not only conjures up the effects of a given illusion but also exposes to 

view the means of this illusion‟s production. This very deliberate ambiguity is apparent in 

Hellenistic and, especially, Pompeian pictorial representations. These representations that 

we have seen in Macedonian tombs and Pompeian houses not only engaged the spectator 

with the illusionistic world of images through “forced” bodily displacements, but also 

always reminded them of the illusory nature of the representation (mimesis) itself.  

 A similar acknowledgement goes on in the spatial structure of the precinct of 

Dionysus. As soon as the procession enters the sanctuary their vision is taken hold of by 

the image of the king displayed on the temple of Dionysus. Thus viewers experience the 

imaginary identification or closure with the image —as they see it, as if his vision were 

not controlled by the spatio-visual layout of the precinct. The second position is a 

connection to the illusion in question, (an insistent reminder of (distance) between the 
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self and the object of illusion), of its mechanism, of its form of constituting piecemeal the 

only seemingly unified spectacle.  This double effect of both having the experience and 

watching oneself have it from outside, characterized the Hellenistic fascination with 

spectacle. Within this mechanism citizens were simultaneously designated as the 

protagonists within, and the viewer outside the scene of their own action. As the 

protagonists, the citizens played a part in making the divine-king appear through their 

participation in stage action, while as spectators they yearned to become assimilated to 

the image of their own making. Through the play between this double-consciousness, the 

spatial mechanism further augmented the divinity of the king. 

 Yet, this ingenuity on the part of the Attalids, particularly of Eumenes, in 

articulating a spatial mechanism that augmented the Dionysiac appeal of their image, was 

a double-edged sword. While the king acquired his power from his worshippers‟ desire to 

assimilate into his image, the citizens were aware of the reciprocity of the Dionysiac gaze 

— the fact that they made the divine epiphany possible through their participation in 

stage action. Thus the scene described above — an exchange of gazes between the king 

and the citizen body— served as one of the non-contractual part of the social contract 

described in previous section. The ambiguity of the spatio-visual mechanism is similar to 

the ambiguity that I pointed out in the processional song sung by the Athenians to 

welcome Demetrios. The negativity which casts doubt on the divinity of Demetrius is 

inherent to the spatio-visual mechanism, which cast spectators as ritual actors, thus giving 

them the power to deny the divinity of their king. It is not a coincidence that in ancient 
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world there is an apparent convergence between festivals and political upheavals.
264

 

Ancient festivals often became occasions for upheaval because they mediated encounters 

with rulers. The civic community manifested itself in the juncture of the real/imaginary 

time and places, to engage in actual embodied political conversations. Such occasions 

charged with social tension as well as religious enthusiasm. If not well orchestrated, the 

collective delirium of Dionysiac mania could easily reach the level of madness and might 

erupt into political upheavals.
265

  

 Eumenes II seems to have taken all the precautions to preclude such an upheaval. 

First of all, the control exerted through the spatio-visual order of the theater precinct 

served as a crowd-control system, even though it was primarily an enchantment 

mechanism. Secondly, the Dionysiac artists and the other ritual performers who were in 

the retinue of the king were professionals excelled in controlling the divine ecstasy, 

mystic madness inflicted by Dionysus. Finally, Attalid rulers must have been similarly 

successful in crafting an image; creating a sense of how divine as well as mortal they 

were so that they could properly address the sensibilities of the Pergamene audience. This 

brings us to construction of Attalid public image as it is preserved in contemporary 

sources.
266

 

                                                 
264

 Connor, 1987, 41.For instance, Cyclon attempted his unfortunate coup at the time of the greatest festival 

of Zeus‟ (Thucydides i.126.4). Likewise, Harmodius and Aristogiton revolted plot against the Pisistratids at 

the time of the Great Panathenaia of 514. The evidence from the early sixth century Athens also suggests 

that the principal periods of instability coincide with the years of the Great Panathenaia (Figueira, 1984, 

447-73). 
265

 Mania could refer to a positive enthusiasm (joy, freedom) as well as a negative mental state, see: 

Vernant and Vidal-Naquet, 1988, 381-412.  
266

 The public image of the Attalids have been subject of several studies: Shalles (1985) and Gruen (2000) 

emphasize Attalids‟ efforts to cloud their obscure origins with a blaze of cultural glory, rivaling Classical 



 181 

 If Pergamene rulers were able to rule from the reign of Philetairos until Attalos III 

without any significant upheaval, they owed this to the restraint they exercised in crafting 

their public image. If Pergameneans did not attempt to bring their rulers down literally, 

this was because Attalids themselves chose to “come down” in several ways.
267

 Attalids 

were very careful in constructing an ideal leader type, who possessed proverbial family 

values. All ancient authors agree on this point: the Attalid family was always unified, no 

feuds ever took place and every member of the family wholeheartedly supported the 

reigning monarch, who invariably followed the lead of his predecessors since the 

foundation of the Attalid kingdom (Polyb. 23.11.7-8). Polybius recorded the following 

image: When the two sons of Attalos I (the later Attalos II and either Philetairos or 

Athenaios) visited Kyzikos (ca. 185/4), the native city of their mother Apollonis, they 

staged their visit as a return of the most famous virtuous sons of Greek history, Kleobis 

and Biton. Placing their mother between them and holding both her hands they walked all 

around the sanctuaries of the city followed by their servants. “The spectators approved 

the young men and held them worthy; remembering the deeds of Kleobis and Biton, they 

compared their conduct to this…” (Polyb. 22.20.5-7). According to Polybius, the unity of 

their family was instrumental in the Attalids‟ preservation and expansion of their rule 

(23.11). This is precisely because the virtues of the Attalids revealed their humility in the 

eyes of their subjects; a virtuous family was an image to which they could relate. 
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 The restraint that the Pergamene rulers exercised in their display of divinity is 

reflected in their choice of ideal leader type, a democrat rather than a monarch. Attalids 

were able to present themselves as benevolent, enlightened, true successors to 

Alexander‟s legacy rather than authoritarian rulers. Their wars were presented as just, 

rather than aggressive, as they had the public interest, especially the freedom of the 

Greeks at heart. While retaining their royal status they appealed to the common man by 

showing respect to the democratic institutions. Attalids maintained the pretence of 

addressing letters to the governing body of Pergamon as though to an independent city, 

even though there could be no real independence. These gestures of humility, very much 

admired by Polybius, showed that their success came from their careful crafting of an 

ambiguous public image through architecture and storytelling. While the appearance of 

their monuments makes them the most alluring and photogenic Hellenistic dynasty of all, 

their modesty as reported in literary accounts continue to puzzle modern scholars.     
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CHAPTER 5 

Nikephoria on the Pergamene Stage 

 

 The precinct of the Great Altar and the sanctuary of Athena are situated among 

the topmost level of the Pergamene acropolis. The location of these religious complexes 

already indicated that they were the most important monuments constituting the 

Pergamene urban fabric. This suggestion is confirmed by the narrative content of their 

sculptural decoration. The sculptural display of the sanctuary and the Great Altar most 

eloquently articulated the religious, military and dynastic themes that constitute Attalid 

political ideology. Both precincts are also among the most studied monuments from 

Pergamon. These studies, concentrating on the iconography of the narrative content, 

rigorously emphasized the significance of the monuments to Attalid political ideology at 

the expense of their religious significance. The shape of politics implicated in these 

studies, moreover, seems to have been influenced by one of the broad generalizations 

about the Hellenistic world. Scholars often project the modern distinction between 

religious and secular affairs to their interpretations of the Hellenistic social world: it is a 

widely held belief that religion becomes subservient to the political agendas of kings in 

the Hellenistic period.
268

 Departing with such an assumption, the works on the Great altar 

and the Sanctuary of Athena either consciously or unconsciously the de-emphasized the 

religious significance of the monuments, the architecture and its sculptural content is seen 

solely instrumental to facilitate the political agendas of the Attalid kings.  This 
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misconception is also corroborated by the tendency to understand the symbolic 

significance of the ancient monuments with respect to their typologically defined 

“function.” For instance, scholars occupying themselves with the questions of whether 

the Great Altar was a heroon, altar or a banquet hall, rarely dwell upon the kind of 

performance —sacrifice— that gave meaning to the ceremonies that regularly take place 

in a heroon, altar or a banquet hall.  

 The sacrifice, which means “to act” (operari) was the spatial practice that literally 

and symbolically shaped the monuments in the ancient Greco-Roman world.
269

  In the 

following I will consider the performance of sacrifice at Great Altar and the sanctuary of 

Athena in the context of the festival of Nikephoria, where the state ceremonial 

encountered and merged with the cult practices of Athena.  Both the sanctuary of Athena 

and the Great Altar took their final shape during the reign of Eumenes II 

contemporaneously with the initiation of the Nikephoria as a pan-hellenic festival. 

Besides “staging” Nikephoria, the sanctuary of Athena Nikephoros displayed sculptural 

commissions of Attalid kings that commemorated their military victories against Gauls. 

The Gigantomachy and the Telephos friezes of the Great Altar, on the other hand, 

established the mythical connection between the Attalids and their Greek heritage and 

thereby claimed Pergamon as a monarchic successor to democratic Athens. During the 

celebrations of the Nikephoria, the architecture and its narrative content were put into the 

service of Attalid ideology through performative spatial practices culminating in a 
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sacrifice. These re-configured the urban space as a performative setting transforming the 

ritual event into celebration of Attalid victories. 

 

Panathenaia, Nikephoria and the Sanctuary of Athena at Pergamon 

 Before I reconstruct the sacrifice performed at the precincts of the Great Altar and 

the sanctuary of Athena, it is necessary to establish the historical connections between the 

Nikephoria and the monuments. Both literary and archaeological evidence indicate that 

the sanctuary of Athena and the Great Altar were directly linked with the celebrations of 

Nikephoria. As mentioned earlier, the refashioning of the Nikephoria as a pan-Hellenic 

festival coincided with the remodeling of the sanctuary of Athena and plausibly with the 

construction of the Great Altar during the reign of Eumenes II. Moreover, the Nikephoria 

and the sanctuary of Athena Nikephoros were linked by the titulature; and by the 

narrative content of the sculptural display that narrated Attalid victories. Illustrating the 

Attalid political agendas, the formal aspects of Nikephoria and the sanctuary of Athena 

seem to have been consciously imported from classical Athens. The Nikephoria was 

modeled after the Pergamene Panathenaia; likewise, the sanctuary of Athena was 

designed after the Parthenon in Athens, the final destination of the Athenian Panathenaia 

(Fig 76). The contact between the space and spatial practices, which is well documented 

in Athens, therefore, provides significant comparanda to interpret the Nikephoria and its 

reconfiguration in Pergamene urban space. 

  Philetairos, the founder of the Attalid dynasty, sponsored the construction of the 

primary monument of the sanctuary of Athena, the temple, in the early third century BCE 
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as the primary dedication to the patroness of the city. The temple of Athena Nikephoros, 

an andesite structure with double cella, is above the monumental theater overlooking the 

fertile plains of Asia Minor, a very prominent position on the Pergamene acropolis (Figs 

8, 23). The location of the temple in relation to the theater resembles the Parthenon‟s 

location above the theater of Dionysus at Athens. The emulation of Athenian religious 

topography serves as a conscious reminder of the main political concerns of Attalid 

dynasts. From Philetairos onwards, the Attalid dynasts attempted to wrap themselves in 

an active philhellenic identity, “presenting themselves in Greece proper as a worshipper 

of Greek gods and a benefactor of the great Pan-Hellenic festivals” (Rostovtzeff, 1998, 

554).   

 The layout of the temple of Athena described above is significantly modified in 

the second century BCE, when the boundaries of the precinct were monumentalized with 

the addition of a marble propylon and stoas (Bohn 1885; Webb 1998). Even though the 

sanctuary was not completely enclosed with porticoes, the two storey stoas constructed 

during the reign of Eumenes II (197-159 BCE) defined the boundaries of the ceremonial 

area on all three sides of the temenos (Figs 25-26).  The stoas not only limited the 

boundary of the sanctuary but also shaped the ceremonial area of the sanctuary into a 

three-dimensional spatial entity, which was ordered by the evenly spaced colonnades. 

The enclosing of the ceremonial area reflected the Hellenistic tendency to turn the 

sanctuary into a microcosm, which increased its spectacular quality (Harmansah 1996: 

151-193). Furthermore, the stoas cut the reciprocal relationship between the temple and 

the landscape. Inside the sanctuary, the only vista that one could have was the spectacular 
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view of the fertile Selinus and Caicus valleys and the mountains that encircle them. The 

sacral geography thereby became scenographic background to the ritual activity that took 

place inside the sanctuary highlighting the ownership of the land by the Attalid dynasty. 

 The Attalids‟ ownership over the land was enabled by their military 

achievements. These were most dramatically expressed not only through the sculptural 

display of the sanctuary, but also through re-configuration of its religious titulature. 

During the reign of Eumenes II or slightly earlier towards the end of Attalos‟ reign, 

Athena was given the cult name Nikephoros, “bestower of victory.”
 270

 With this 

phenomenon we have to associate the re-establishment of Nikephoria as a pan-Hellenic 

festival in 182 BCE, for which the sanctuary of Athena must have served as a pivotal 

point. Even if this titulature was not introduced at the same time, that is to say, that 

Athena might have been called Nikephoros before the installment of Nikephoria as a pan-

Hellenic festival, the evidence is best understood as reflecting a single concept of victory 

(Allen, 1983, 123-129). The content of the epithet Nikephoros, “victories bestowed by 

Athena,” could have been most effectively conveyed at the sanctuary of Athena 

Nikephoros. There the sculptural display narrating Attalid military achievements openly 

cast Nikephoria as a festival commemorating Attalid victories. 
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(Bohn 1885: 24-25) The temple inscription is not extant; the sanctuary is attributed to Athena Polias 

Nikephoros on the basis of the propylon inscription and on the numerous sculptural and epigraphic finds 

from within the precinct, which include the priestesses of Athena Nikephoros.  



 188 

 A precedent of the pan-Hellenic Nikephoria, a festival in honor of Athena, was 

probably instituted by Attalos I as early as 220 BCE.
 271

 In that year the Byzantines had 

sent representatives, theoroi, to participate in the sacrifice held at the festival of Athena at 

Pergamon. Whether this festival was the Pergamene Panathenaia or an earlier version of 

the Nikephoria, it was further transformed into a major Panhellenic festival by Eumenes 

II. After his great triumph over his hereditary enemy Prousias I of Bithynia, and the 

Gauls led by Ortiagon, Eumenes sent envoys to the Greek cities inviting them to 

recognize the Nikephoria as a Panhellenic festival of the highest rank. The envoys, who 

were sent out in 182 BCE, were successful; and beginning in 181 BCE Nikephoria was 

reconfigured as a penteteric festival (Jones, 1974, 184). Eumenes‟ intent was to “increase 

the honors of Athena,” by making Nikephoria comparable to the great festivals of the 

Olympia and Phytia that were celebrated every five years.
272

 The name and the occasion 

that caused the redefinition of Nikephoria by Eumenes —his victory over Prousias― 

implies that Nikephoria was conceived to glorify Attalid victories.  

 At least twenty-nine celebrations of Nikephoria were recorded in Pergamon in 

between the years of 181BC and 69 BCE and yet the evidence regarding the rituals of the 

festival is still incomplete.
273

 Not many accounts inform us about the program of the 
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 (Polyb. IV. 49.3) Hansen suggests that the festival mentioned by Polybius might be the Pergamene 

Panathenaia that was celebrated by Attalus I, who was seriously interested in making his capital the Athens 

of Asia Minor (Hansen 1971: 407). According to Jones, however, this festival was probably an earlier 

version of Nikephoria, because Polybius‟ account implies that the festival was new, like Prousias' Soteria, 

whereas the Panathenaia is already attested under the rule of Eumenes I (Jones, 1974:184). 
272

 Eumenes expressed his intent in the letters he sent to Kos and Iasos, see Welles, Royal Correspondance 

no.50 
273

 Jones (1994) discuss the date of Nikephoria celebrated by Diodoros Pasparos in 69 BCE, long after 

Pergamon became a Roman province in 129 BCE. 
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Nikephoria. The only direct references to the festival come from the inscriptions found at 

Kos and Delphi that mention the sacrifices in honor of Athena and musical, gymnastic 

and equestrian contests (Rigsby 1996: 371-377). Despite the lack of information, the 

rituals of the Nikephoria culminating in a sacrifice could be reconstructed following the 

features of Panathenaia at Athens. The Panathenaia at Athens provides a significant 

precedent, as the Nikephoria at Pergamon was modeled after the earlier Pergamene 

Panathenaia.
274

  

 The climax of the Panathenaia at Athens was the procession of the peplos on the 

Panathenaic way, which served as the sacred route in ancient Athens (Neils 1992, 18; Fig 

76). A similar procession probably took place during the celebrations of Nikephoria on 

the main ceremonial street of Pergamon that connects the lower city to the acropolis. The 

“topography” of this procession must have been carefully designed. Like the procession 

of Panathenaia that climbed up to the Athenian Acropolis, the procession of Nikephoria 

would be expected to ascend “almost in a ritual fashion, to successively more elevated 

levels of the spiritual intensity” (Pollitt, 1988, 231). The urban architecture of the 

Pergamene acropolis seems to be designed with this ritual ascension in mind: 

“Architectural planning was thus used to create a series of stage settings which slowly led 

one to a dramatic climax” (Pollitt 1988:86). A series of terraces led one up, starting with 

the lower agora —that is associated with the most mundane affairs— passing through the 

gymnasia of the middle terraces —one of the destinations of festival events, where 
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 For a general information on various Greek Festivals, see: (Bell and Davies, 2004; Rice, 1983); 

Athenian Festivals: (Parke, 1977; Simon, 1983); Panathenaia: (Neils, 1996; Neils, 1992; Palagia, 2007);  
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probably the athletic contests took place— leading through the upper agora, and ending at 

the summit, at the altar of Zeus and the sanctuary of Athena Polias Nikephoros.  

 Since the climax of the procession was a single large public sacrifice for all the 

participants, either the sanctuary of Athena Nikephoros or the Great Altar had to be the 

final destination (Fig 77). Because of its scale, the Great Altar was a more likely place for 

a large public sacrifice.
275

 The inscriptions found on the altar terrace substantiated the use 

of the Great Altar for such a purpose. These inscriptions recorded the dedications either 

by or to the demos of Pergamon that seems to have been particularly attached to the Great 

Altar and its precinct.
276

 Suggestively, no dedications by the demos appear in the 

sanctuary of Athena Nikephoros. Therefore, the sanctuary is usually considered the part 

of the palatial quarter: the domain of the king and court (Ohlemutz 1968:41-42). 

 The preference for the Great Altar for a sacrifice to Athena was also likely 

because the Great Altar was probably dedicated to both Zeus and Athena, with Apollonis 

Eusebes being a possible third. (Stewart 2000: 38). Attalids often made dedications to 

Zeus and Athena jointly, especially after great victories, and the Altar and the sanctuary 

of Athena Nikephoros seem to be visually and programmatically linked. The temple of 

Athena might have also been shared by Zeus for it had a double cella; many dedications 

from its temenos honor the two divinities simultaneously, for instance its propylon 

carried a symbols associated with both deities: frieze of swags of intertwined olive and 
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 At the end of a Dionysiac procession of Ptolemy, the number of sacrificed bulls is recorded as 2,000 

(Rice, 1983, 20). As Nikephoria was a pan-Hellenic festival, it is to be expected that its expenditure rivaled 

that of Eumenes‟ Hellenistic opponents. 
276

 Fränkel, 1890, 1-2, nos. 189, 190, 219 (?), 226, 232 (Zeus Keraunios), 241, 371, 381(?), 404, 408, 412, 

416, 417, 426, 430, 436.) 
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oak sprays looped over alternating boukrania and eagles, and under alternating phialai 

and owls. Also, the Great Altar was aligned with the temple of Athena Nikephoros and 

another altar associated with the temple of Athena was not found. According to Stewart 

(2000, 46-49), the Temple‟s altar might have been an ash altar or too small to leave 

traces. Being inside the royal quarter, and having served only the king, court and visitors, 

the altar of the Temple of Athena does not have to be monumental.  

 Even if the largest part of the festival procession terminated at the Great Altar, a 

smaller section of the procession probably continued to a higher level, to the sanctuary of 

Athena Nikephoros. Such a division in the procession also occurred in the celebrations of 

Panathenaia. It has been shown that the part of the Panathenaia procession, which was 

represented on the north frieze of the Parthenon, was considered more sacred (Simon, 

1983, 61). In the epigraphical record, a clear distinction existed between the victims 

slaughtered in the “Old temple” — later a part of Erechtheion — and on the “Big Altar.” 

The meat of the former sacrifice was divided among the priests and state officials, 

whereas that of the latter was distributed to the populace. The “portions” that the festival 

officials received at the Panathenaia at Athens were recorded in a decree from 335 BC; 

the lots of Prytaneis (the committee of the boule), archons, treasurers of the goddess, 

Hieropoioi, generals, and divisional officers and Athenians were detailed even though 

“the usual manner” in which the members of the procession shared is not explained 

(Parke, 1977, 46). Such a hierarchical division probably existed among the participants of 

Nikephoria as well. The meat from the sacrifices at the Great Altar was probably shared 



 192 

by the public, whereas that of the sanctuary of Athena was divided among the elite and 

cult officials.  

 

Staging the Sacrifice: The Great Altar at Pergamon  

 The Pergamon Altar, originally situated on the terrace below the Sanctuary of 

Athena Nikephoros, was built during the reigns of either Eumenes II (197-159) or Attalos 

II (159-138).
277

 The Altar displayed one of the most impressive and well-preserved 

sculptural reliefs of the Hellenistic period, which make it a centerpiece of Hellenistic art 

and architecture (Figs 78-79). The Great Altar received considerable amount of scholarly 

attention. In general, scholarship has focused almost exclusively on the narrative and 

historical content of the Altar‟s friezes.
278

 Little attention has been paid to the 

performance of sacrificial ritual at the Great Altar. I approach the Altar as a performative 

monument that was designed to „stage‟ the performance of sacrifice at multiple levels: 

First, at the narrative level, the sculptural program displayed allusions to “sacrifice” in 
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 For the inscription, see: Frankel, 1890: no. 69. The construction date of the altar is not clearly specified 

by the epigraphical or archaeological record. Several dates have been suggested by scholars ranging from 

185 to 160s. For a discussion of dating, see: Stewart, 2000: 29-41. 
278

 Several scholars produced interpretations of the Gigantomachy frieze since its sculptures were 

transferred from Pergamon to Berlin, by Carl Robert and Otto Puchstein in the nineteenth century. Robert-

Puchstein (1889) offered the earliest and most influential interpretation based mainly on Hesiod‟s 

Theogony and secondarily to Apollodoros‟ Bibliotheke of, except on the controversial north side, which 

was based on Aratos‟ popular astronomical poem, the Phainomena. Robert and Puchstein themselves as 

well as other scholars revised earlier interpretations by Robert-Puchstein. In 1975, Erika Simon‟s 

Pergamon und Hesiod challenged to the overall pattern of the Puchstein and Robert interpretation. Simon 

argued that the entire program of the frieze is taken from Hesiod‟s Theogony and that there is no need to 

resort to the other literary sources.  Simons identifications have also been challenged by Pfanner (1979), 
and more recently by Stewart, who argued that Hesiod‟s genealogies fit better to the frieze only because 

many of them had long since become entrenched in the literary tradition (1993, 158). Instead, like some 

other scholars, he suggested that if one must necessarily look for a literary source, the epic poem of 

Kleanthes‟ On Giants might be a more likely candidate (Pollitt, 1986, 109; Smith, 1991, 164).  
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the Gigantomachy frieze —the Olympian Gods‟ killing of the Giants was identified with 

Attalids‟ slaughter of their enemies (Figs 49-50). Furthermore, the Altar and its sculptural 

decoration were designed to manipulate the viewer into a re-enactment of the sacrificial 

ritual through circumambulation. In other words, the precinct of the Altar was the setting 

for the spatial practices, where the mythical “sacrifice” of Giants was merged and 

equated with an historical event —the victories of the Attalids— through each 

reenactment of the sacrificial ritual. Each performance of sacrifice at the Altar re-enacted 

the metaphorical sacrifice of the Giants, which were allegorically equated to the Attalids‟ 

enemies. The representational content of the Altar performatively recast each 

reenactment of sacrifice as a commemorative celebration of Olympian and Attalid 

victories. Through slaughter, whether representational or real, the Great Altar became a 

performative setting, where the Attalids‟ restoration of order, cosmos, enabled them to 

establish their Greek identity as challengers to barbarian inroads in Asia Minor.   

 

The Narrative of Sacrifice: Gigantomachy 

 In ancient Greece, the purpose of war like that of the sacrificial ritual was to 

eliminate the animal (often equated with barbarian) „other‟ and thereby to restore the 

social order. For the ancients, hunting, sacrifice and war were symbolically 

interchangeable (Burkert, 1983, 47-48). For example, Herakles is usually represented as 

the lord of the hunt, lord of the sacrifice and a warrior; similarly, Greek youths appear as 

hunters or warriors on grave reliefs. The entire process of a war from the declaration of 

war through victory in battle, has been compared to the chain of ritual actions in the 
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performance of a single sacrifice (Burkert, 1983, 46-8; 64-6). Many of the elements in 

such warfare are correlatives of those in ritual sacrifice among the Greeks: the sequence 

of procession, violent blow, the spilling of blood, the burning of flesh and the pouring of 

libations that stands at the center of the sacrificial ritual parallels the sequence in a land 

battle: the march into battle, the blood spilled in the fighting, the funeral pyres and the 

truce (called the spondai, the “libations”). Even the cry of the women at the moment of 

sacrifice, the ololuge, echoed the soldiers‟ battle-cry, the alalage.
279

 The garlanding after 

the battle is another practice from sacrificial ritual that is adapted to warfare.  

 The Gigantomachy frieze represented the war between the gods and the Giants, 

who were a monstrous race of warriors born of Ge (Earth) and Ouranos (Sky, or the 

Heavens); these were the chief deities preceding Zeus and Olympians. The theme was 

often represented in earlier Greek art; for instance, the peplos of Athena, which was 

presented to the deity at the Panathenaic Festival, was decorated with a Gigantomachy 

scene (Neils, 1992). However, the frieze of the Great Altar was unprecedented in earlier 

examples in terms of its stylistic and iconographical innovations, its grandiloquence, 

expressionism, emotionalism, energy, floridity, obsession with extreme contrasts, 

penchant for surprises, and passion for novelty. 
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 The battle-cry is personified in Pindar, fr. 78: 

 Hear me, Alala, daughter of Polemos, 

 „pour forth the premium, for with you 

 Men offer the sacrifice of the most upstanding death 

 For their city. 

Auloi, oboe-like instruments, were also used both in sacrifice and in the march into battle (Burkert, 1993, 

4).  
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  Greek as well as Hellenistic narratives were mythological tales that usually 

communicated through allusion; they contained subtextual meanings and often alluded to 

historical events (Stewart 1993: 130-174). The Gigantomachy was no different. The 

Giants —like their half-brothers the Titans— are probably associated in Greek religious 

history with pre-Hellenic cults. Their defeat by the Olympians was perhaps an ancient 

memory, as well as a symbol, of the establishment of the fundamental values and 

institutions of Greek culture (Pollitt, 1986, 101) Furthermore, around the fifth century 

BC, the subject matter had acquired strong ideological overtones. After the Persian wars, 

the Gigantomachy, as well as the other mythic conflicts of the Amazonomachy and the 

Centauromachy, were narrated in visual media especially to define a Greek identity 

against the barbarian enemy (Whitaker, 2005, 163-174). Giants were pictured as 

abnormal, deformed and hybrid creatures, whereas Greeks were depicted as humans, 

following the accepted conventions of beauty. In these representations, for instance, in 

the sculptural decoration of the Parthenon, the traditional mythical enemies of the 

Olympian gods were equated with the defeated barbarian enemy, the Persian “other” (Fig 

80). Following the ideological construct, scholars linked the Gigantomachy frieze of the 

Pergamon Altar with the wars and victories of Attalids against their non-Hellenic 

opponents. At the Altar, the defeat of the Giants symbolized the defeat of Attalids‟ non-

Hellenic enemies such as Celts, Macedonians and Gauls and signaled the consequent 

establishment of Pergamon as a center of Greek culture. Such an allusion made the Altar 

a vehicle for a particular conception of history: the Attalid monarchy‟s resurrection and 

appropriation of the mythical and historical past. Abstract ideas from the archaic and 
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classical past expressed the Attalid ideology through the eternal struggle between 

civilization and barbarism, between order, cosmos, and chaos.  

 The theme became especially popular among the Attalid rulers. In Pergamon itself 

the Attalid victories were commemorated through commission of large-scale sculptural 

groups showing defeated and dying Galatians. Attalids also dedicated similar monuments 

throughout the Greek world. A monument dedicated on the Athenian Acropolis best 

reveals how Attalids presented themselves as followers of Greek ideological 

constructs.
280

 The celebrated Athenian sculptor Phyromachos was commissioned to 

create representations of Attalos‟ victories over the Gauls on the Acropolis of Athens. It 

was a sculptural group that represented a series of war scenes; a Gigantomachy, a battle 

of the Athenians against the Amazons, against the Persians at Marathon, and finally the 

destruction of the Galatians at Mysia. In that company, Attalos‟ victory is conjoined with 

the great historical and legendary triumphs of Hellenism over barbarism. Athens itself 

was the most logical site for such an advertisement as it was still acknowledged as the 

principal repository of Hellenic cultural traditions. The Athenian monument, as well as 

the Great Altar, quite clearly constituted the Attalids‟ cultural policy, which sought to 

represent Pergamon as a bastion of order, cosmos, over the chaos and barbarism, as the 

“Athens of the East” and a rival to the pretensions of Ptolemaic Alexandria (Pollitt 1986: 

81-2, 105; Gruen, 2000, 17-29).  
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 (Paus. 1.25.2) Pausanias does not specify which Attalos made the dedication, but it has been widely 

accepted that it was Attalos I. (Pollitt, 1986, 91). 
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 Much of the research devoted to the Great Altar has focused on the problem of 

identifying individual figures of the Gigantomachy frieze and of discovering the key to 

its overall program. Fortunately there is a certain amount of hard evidence for the 

identification of the some of the figures and also for their position in the frieze. Each 

god‟s name is inscribed on the cavetto molding above the dentils in the entablature of the 

frieze sculptures. Likewise the names of the Giants are inscribed on the molding below 

the frieze, except along the stairway. Despite the frequency of painted labels in Greek 

vase painting and frescoes, clarifying inscriptions are extremely rare in Greek 

architectural sculpture. Given the programmatic nature of the Pergamene inscriptions, it 

is essentially unprecedented in the genre. The inscriptions not only clarify the frieze‟s 

representational content but also establish the dualities that are essential to communicate 

of the Attalids‟ conception of victory. 

 The first duality is established through a fundamental spatial metaphor: the 

placement of the two opposed sets of names signal that the gods are “up,” the giants 

“down” (Lakoff and Johnson, 2003, 14-21). The Giants not only have to struggle with the 

deities of Olympus, but their snake legs clearly suggest that they exist in a geographically 

and metaphorically “subordinate” realm compared to their divine opponents. Therefore, 

the giants are suffering; they are “downturned” or catastrophe and their defeat is an 

inevitable conclusion. Their passion —the open mouths, swollen chests, extreme muscle 

tension and prominent veins— is contrasted with the stoically determined expression of 

the Olympians. The spatial conflict between “up” and “down” evoked other, equally 

central dualities between Gods and giants: virtue/good, arête, is up, vice/badness, kakia, 
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is down; reason, logos is up, ugliness, aischria, is down; and so on (Stewart, 1993, 160). 

Aggressively realistic details —such as distorted facial expressions, pulsing veins and 

even armpit hair— made these dualisms between the giants and the gods more expressive 

(Fig 81). The ferociousness of the conflict was also expressed through iconographic 

innovations that include double and triple hybrids among the giants; unexpected motifs, 

startling twists, and dramatic antitheses in the narrative; and the adoption of familiar 

types and groups from other monuments and genres. The ubiquitious hybrids — deinosis 

personified — emphasize giants‟ insanity, even though several of them are represented as 

entirely human.  

 The details of the frieze clearly extend the dualities between the Olympians and 

the Giants, respectively, to Attalids and their enemies. For example, some of these giants 

wear armor that would have been standard equipment in the armies of Pergamon‟s Greek 

rivals, and one has a shield embellished with the Macedonian starburst (Simon, 1975, pls. 

7, 16, 19, 24). Besides Macedonians, the frieze may target other enemies of Pergamon as 

well. The motif of “Nyx,” who throws a pot with a snake around it against a humanoid 

giant wearing a Macedonian helmet (Fig 82), is interpreted as a reference to the use of 

snake-filled jars as weapons in a sea battle with the Bithynian fleet in 183 BCE (Simon, 

1975). If so, the message would be that the tables were now decisively turned, for in the 

battle it was the Bithynians, led by Hannibal, who used the jars against the 

Pergameneans. 

 The ideological overtones of the Gigantomachy of the Great Altar have long been 

recognized by various scholars (Pollitt, 1986, 81-2, 105; Gruen, 2000, 17-29; Webb 
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1998). What remains missing in these accounts is the link between the ideological 

practice of the elite classes and the social sphere. This link is provided by the ritual of 

sacrifice itself, which was given a representational form in the Gigantomachy frieze. The 

performance of sacrifice, which will be reconstructed below, reenacted the mytho-

historical reality in contemporary time and space. Thereby, the performance itself acted 

upon the community, transforming the narrative into an immediacy, the experience of 

which could hardly be superseded by any other form of representation.  

 

The Great Altar as a Performative Monument 

 The Great Altar, as it is usually referred to today, was originally located on a 

terrace below the temple of Athena Nikephoros at Pergamon (Figs 77-78). The Altar was 

probably entered through a propylon from the east so that one first saw, properly 

speaking, the back side of the building. The Altar consisted of an Ionic colonnade set on a 

high base that displayed one of its most impressive features, the Gigantomachy frieze: 

instead of a small figural frieze, which would normally take up only a section of wall, the 

entire base of the altar is decorated with a gigantic relief sculpture (Figs 78-79). On the 

east, north and south it covered the entire length of the building; on the west it ran along 

the projecting wings which flanked the stairway leading to the upper level. The 

monumental staircase gave access to an upper level peristyle court, which housed a 

winged structure —presumably a sacrificial altar— and was surrounded with another 

narrative frieze representing the story of Telephos, the mythical founder of Pergamon. 
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 Theories abound as to the origins and the content of the Gigantomachy and 

Telephos friezes of the Great Altar. However, not many studies have considered the 

dynamics of the Altar‟s space in the Pergamene Acropolis. An exception is a recent 

interpretation by F. Queyrel (2007). Queyrel considers the perception of the viewer as 

essential to the meaning of the Altar of Pergamon, and the movement of the spectator 

around the altar as fundamental to the experience of the monument. He elaborates this 

view suggesting that the sightlines were designed to visually connect the deities of the 

Altar frieze to the temples of the same deities in the city of Pergamon (Queyrel, 2007, 

119). For example, he claims that Athena, who is carved on the eastern frieze together 

with other Olympian deities, hurls towards the right, to the direction of the temple of 

Athena Nikephoros, which is situated on the terrace above the Altar, and thus visually 

linking the two. Queyrel finds similar visual connections between the sculpture of Zeus 

on the Altar and his temple at the Upper Agora; Hera with her temple above the 

Gymnasium; Demeter and her sanctuary/temple, and so on (Queyrel, 2007, 119-120). As 

a result, he interprets the frieze as a microcosm of Pergamon‟s religious world.  

 Queyrel‟s interpretation is important because he insists on the significance of the 

spatial dynamics of the frieze and the primacy of the viewer‟s perception in constructing 

the meaning of the Altar. On the other hand, Queyrel‟s presumed lines of sight between 

the sculptures of the Altar and the monuments of the Pergamon are sometimes blocked by 

other monuments; for example the sightline that connects the sculpture of the Zeus with 

his temple at the upper agora is indeed blocked by the altar itself as well as the tower at 

the upper agora. Moreover, Queyrel‟s visual axes of are not the singular viewpoints that 
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connected the Altar with a specific monument. The Altar stood at critical spot on a very 

high terrace on the Pergamene Acropolis, from which one could see the most important 

monuments of the city from more than a single viewpoint. In other words, one did not 

necessarily need to see Athena hurling towards her temple in order to visually link the 

temple of Athena with the Altar. Also, the more important experience of the city of 

Pergamon comes from the movement of the procession throughout the city, as described 

in the beginning of this chapter. The worshippers aiming to sacrifice at the Great Altar 

had to follow the processional route that started from the lower city and ended at the 

sanctuary of Athena Nikephoros. The ascension along this route already established a 

visual choreography among the monuments of Pergamene Acropolis, which were located 

at successively higher altitudes depending on their religious significance in the Greek 

pantheon. Still, the image of the city as background for the sacrificial ritual must have 

been critical to the worshippers‟ perception of the Altar. The proposition of specific 

sightlines as guiding principles for the narrative structure of the frieze, however, seems 

like an over-interpretation of Doxiadis‟ theories of Greek urban planning.  

 Furthermore, the urban landscape was not the primary motive that triggered 

worshippers‟ movement around the Altar. Rather, the internal dynamics of the frieze 

required viewers to move around the altar because the spectator could only see the 

Gigantomachy in its entirety if he/she circumambulated the Altar. In circumambulation 

the Gigantomachy frieze presented a familiar cosmology. Upon his/her entrance to the 

precinct through the Propylon, the viewer first saw the supreme deities of the Greek 

pantheon; the Olympian gods of the eastern frieze fighting ferociously against the Giants. 
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If he/she moved towards the right
281

 (counterclockwise towards the north), he/she would 

encounter the deities of the night (or chthonic deities and gods of the underworld) as they 

are identified by the Robert-Puchstein based on the naming of the central figure as the 

goddess Nyx.
282

 According to the Puchstein-Robert interpretation, the deities of the night 

provide a transition to the marine deities placed on the north wing of the Western side, 

which is followed by the Earth deities of the southern wing of the western frieze.
283

 A 

viewer moving in the same direction would see next the Titans, Helios and other 

heavenly lights on the Southern frieze. Following the brutal action of the southern frieze, 

the viewer would finally be directed back to the eastern frieze.  

 The Ionic colonnade surrounding the altar also shaped the movement of the 

worshippers around the Altar (Fig 79). The evenly-spaced colonnade that enclosed the 

altar on all four sides introduced a rhythmos to the movement of the sacrificial 

procession. The spans of the columns were aligned with the rhythm of the frieze, the 

combatants of which were roughly placed at four foot intervals (Hoepfner, 1996, 62). 

Therefore, the rhythmos of the colonnade not only ordered the intense motion expressed 

on the frieze into clearly perceivable form but also enlivened the experience of 

circumambulation by subdividing the boundary of the Altar into smaller units. The 

colonnade thereby created a sense of mechanical motion in the human body. But why 
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 Right side is the conventional direction of circumambulation.  
282

 Nyx also identified as Persophene (Pfanner, 1979). Depending on this identification Pfanner suggested 

that the northern side of the Altar presented chthonic and Underworld divinities. 
283

 According to the cosmological interpretation of the Robert-Puchstein, it was significant that the earth 

and water deities of the west wings faced both the Aegean Sea and the fertile valleys of Asia Minor. 
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were the Gigantomacy frieze and the Ionic colonnade designed to compel the viewer to 

circumambulate the altar?  

 The answer to this question can be found in the significance of the act of 

circumambulation to the ritual of sacrifice. The Greeks, like many other cultures, 

ascribed the magical properties both to the circle and to the act of circumscribing an 

object or person, even if the encircling action did not inscribe a perfect circle.  The act of 

circling not only consecrated the area it enclosed but also served to concentrate attention 

and power on the center.
284

 Circumambulation appears to have played a role to effect a 

catharsis upon sacrificial victims when they circumambulated the altar before 

slaughter.
285

 At the Great Altar, the circumambulation was enforced by the architectural 

setting: the narrative content of the Gigantomachy frieze strengthened the call to perform 

the ritual prerequisites.  In other words, the Altar not only metaphorically staged the 

„sacrifice‟ of the Giants by the Olympians on its frieze; but also initiated reenactment of 

the sacrificial ritual and thereby became the actual stage of the slaughter.  
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 Pliny (NH 30.131) records Phrygians and Lycaonians‟ belief in the magical qualities of circle, i.e. the 

egg of a partridge or another bird passed around a woman‟s breasts three times would prevent them from 

sagging. Artemidorus, likewise, interprets the circle as a restrictive boundary, and a defensive device in his 

dream analysis (Artemidorus, 2.24). According to Varro (Ling. 5.143), the boundary established through 

circular motion both defined the area it enclosed and protected it. Rykwert (1976, 45-49) similarly notes 

that the templum, or a piece of land designated as sacred for augury or for state and religious functions, was 

carefully defined by a circular boundary. See also, Davies, 1997. 
285

 Porphorus reports a human sacrificial victim forced to run three times around the altar (Porph. Abst. 

2.54; Valerius Flaccus 245-46). In Aristophanes‟ Peace, Trygeus asks from his slave to encircle the altar 

with a vessel and lustral water “towards the right,” when he sacrifices to Peace. Agamemnon circles around 

the altar three times with a sacrificial basket before the sacrifice of Iphigenia (Euripides, Iphigenia, 1473). 

For other Greek examples see: Robert, 1939, 319-20. 
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The Pyrrhic Dance 

 The Pyrrhic dance was a type of Greek ritual dance performed with agitated and 

aggressive motions recalling the violent gestures of the Olympian deities on the 

Gigantomachy frieze (Fig 84). According to Plato, pyrrhic “represents defensive gestures 

against all kinds of blows and shots by turning the head aside and ducking and leaping 

upward or crouching; and it also aims to represent the opposite kinds of movements 

leading to active postures of offence when shooting with bows or javelins, or delivering 

blows of any kind” (Plato, Laws 815a).  On the altar frieze, the Olympian gods display 

the aggressive maneuvers described by Plato, while the Giants exhibit unbalanced or limp 

postures. 

 Even though no record survives securing the performance of pyrrhic at 

Pergamene Nikephoria, I will argue that the war-dance, pyrrhic was probably performed 

at the Great Altar during the performance of a sacrificial ritual. I will base my argument 

on three kinds of evidence. First, it is the expressive force of the altar sculptures 

described above. The Olympian gods themselves perform in a mythical war, with great 

subtlety and control resembling the moves of a violent dance. The theories of mimesis 

that I articulated in earlier chapters support my thesis that Greek viewers would desire to 

identify with the divine image through their imitation of divine action. Festival —an 

occasion for viewing (theoria)— was a means to this end.  Third, the literary evidence 

indicates that Zeus and Athena themselves performed pyrrhic in the myths narrating their 

birth. Likewise, the performance of the dance was recorded in epigraphical evidence 

documenting the rituals associated with war deities, including Zeus and Athena. The 
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“truth” of my argument, however, is not necessarily significant as a means to an end; 

rather, I aim to capture the emotional energy expressed in the sculptural form in the 

medium of performance. 

   *   *   * 

 The worshippers‟ movement around the Great Altar must have been shaped not 

only by the composition of the frieze but also by the movement of frieze sculptures. The 

figures on the frieze themselves act fiercely; the Olympian gods fight Giants with their 

special weapons while the Giants hopelessly try to defend themselves. One sees the 

movement of not just the Olympian gods, but also their animals: the attributes of the gods 

contribute to the action. For instance, on the right side of the eastern frieze, Zeus‟ eagle 

ferociously attacks on the skin covered arm of a Giant while the thunderbolt of Zeus, still 

burning fiercely, cruelly pierces the leg of another agonized Giant (Figure 50). Towards 

the right of Zeus, the beating wings of Nike can be seen. As she comes to crown Athena, 

Athena competes with wings of the Giant just slaughtered. Athena‟s snake wraps around 

the Giant and bites his chest, while the snaky legs of the Giant emulate the same spiraling 

motion (Figure 49). Action is infused into the smallest details of the frieze, as well; every 

muscle and tendon is swollen; the faces of Giants are full of tension, the drapery swirls 

around, Giants‟ hair, thick rope-like strands separated by deep grooves, writhes in a 

deliberately snake-like fashion. In other words, the frieze is effective in conveying an 

exaggerated motion, which is achieved by the formal devices such as “restless, 

undulating surfaces;… extreme contrasts of texture created by deep carving of the 
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sculptural surface with resultant areas of highlight and dark shadow; and use of open 

forms which deny boundaries and tectonic balance” (Pollitt, 1986, 111).  

 Various scholars have drawn attention to the rhythm of the Gigantomachy frieze 

(Stewart, 1993; Pollitt, 1986, 105). The style of the frieze has been likened to the Asian 

rhetorical style which was criticized by ancient scholars because of “choppiness.” Its 

“units were each so strongly rhythmical and clearly cadenced that any larger structure 

was lost” (Stewart, 1993, 135). Pollitt repeats a similar impression without assuming the 

critical tone of ancient authors; he describes the scenes of Gigantomachy as such: “All 

the stops are pulled out, and the stage rumbles with thunderous orchestral explosions” 

(Pollitt, 1986, 105). The actions on the frieze no doubt convey a sense of movement 

comparable to that of a music piece or a dance style with a quick paced rhythm. Even 

though it is not possible to listen to a musical parallel of the Gigantomachy frieze, the 

visual and literary representations of a comparable dance style exist.  

  The Pyrrhic dance played a significant role in the training of hoplite warriors; but 

besides that, dancing in armor was performed at the religious worship, providing further 

evidence for the ritual character of warfare in Ancient Greece (Connor, 1988, 3-29). For 

example on a pyxis in Naples a female pyrrhicist performs around an altar in front of a 

temple; in which a cult statue of Artemis is shown holding a bow. The altar, temple, and a 

cult statue suggest the performance of a weapon dance in the cult of Artemis. Socrates 

also attested to the ritual significance of the war-dance that “whosoever honors the gods 

best with dances are best at war” (Athen. 628f.). 
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 In antiquity legends tied the origins of the word, pyrrhic, to war gods and heroes: 

the Couretes on Crete; the Dioscouroi at Sparta, and Athena at Athens. The warrior 

goddess was said to have performed the weapon dance to celebrate her victory over the 

Titans or Giants or, according to another version, when she emerged fully armed at birth 

from the head of Zeus. According to one story, in dancing for Athena, a pyrrhicist 

essentially put on the panoply which warrior goddess wore at the moment of her birth 

from the head of Zeus (Plato, Crat. 406e). In an article on the Panatheanic prize 

amphoras, G. Pinney likewise proposes Athena‟s victory dance in triumph over the death 

of Giant Asterios as the reason for Panathenaia. The goddess‟ celebratory dance, in turn, 

becomes the reason of pyrrhic competitions at the festivals in her honor (Pinney, 1988, 

471). Plato derives the epithet “Pallas” from the verb “to leap” (pallesthai), which he says 

describes the characteristic leaping motion of the dance (Pl. Crat. 406d-407a).  Athena, 

he states, is the divine prototype of weapon dance and gave sanction to armed dancing.
286

 

Clearly, the war dance, pyrrhic, had several non-war aetiologies, legends of births of 

Zeus and Athena being a prominent motif among them.  

 Given that the war-dance is associated with births of Zeus and Athena, it is likely 

that the pyrrhic dance was performed at the Great Altar during the performance of a 

sacrificial ritual. Furthermore, there is literary and visual evidence that both the sacrifice 

itself and the procession leading to the sacrifice were accompanied by music and dance. 

The worshippers “sang the paean and danced as is done in procession to the gods” 
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 In commenting on the origin of the pyrrhic in cults of Artemis at Ephesos, Strabo (14.1.20) said that the 

Couretes first danced the pyrrhic around Leto while she was giving birth to Artemis, so that she would 

escape the attention and jealousy of Hera. 
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(Webster, 1970, 193). For example, a band cup of about 560 BCE displays both 

musicians and warriors among the participants of a sacrificial procession in honor of 

Athena. The worshippers carry a statue of the goddess; and just before the sculpture the 

priestess greets the leader over a flaming altar. A trio of musicians, two flute-players and 

a lyre player, follow the sacrificial animals — ox, boar, and ram — and a group of 

warriors, who would have performed pyrrhic dance at the altar.  

 It has been previously argued that in the ancient world, the images established an 

unmediated relationship with the viewers and the power of naturalism encouraged the 

viewer to identify with the image. Such identification with the deities of the Altar frieze 

might have encouraged worshippers to imitate the Olympian “war dance” by performing 

leaping and crouching motions of the pyrrhic dance. The open forms of the sculptures 

that deny boundaries of tectonic balance create an emotional tension that invited the 

viewer to action. The subject matter also demanded the identification of the worshippers 

with the Olympians. The allusions that symbolically identify the Giants as the enemies of 

the Pergamenes inevitably associated the Olympians with the Pergamene citizens. Thus, 

it is very likely that the frieze was designed to create emotional tension in order to by 

make the worshippers to act, to imitate and complete the actions of the Olympians 

through performance of the pyrrhic dance. 

  The performance of pyrrhic dance at the Great Altar would have served many 

purposes. It could have been both a reenactment of the birth of Athena from the head of 

Zeus, or birth of Zeus, ensuring his/her yearly divine epiphany, and a commemoration of 

the Olympian victory over the Giants. The specific connection between vigorous dancing 
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and the motifs of hiding and emerging (lochos and epiphania) is prominent in the births 

of Athena and Zeus. The birth of divinity, a form of divine epiphany, is a vigorous 

leaping and dance-like activity. As seen in literary and artistic representations Athena‟s 

leaping birth in armor is a weapon dance by definition. The verb to leap (throisko) also 

occurs repeatedly in the Hymn of the Couretes in a passage celebrating the yearly rebirth 

of Zeus (which coincides with the spring season) in which the Couretes address Zeus, the 

“Greatest Kouros”:  

 O Greatest Kouros/ Hail, son of Cronos…/ We weave it with lyres / And mix it with pipes / And 

 sing as  we stand / Round your well-walled altar…/ For here they took you, child immortal, / The 

 shield…/ Took  you from Rhea and   [danced…] / Leap (thore) in the fleecy flocks/ And leap 

 (thore) in the cornfields/  And leap (thore) in…of fulfillment… / O Greatest Kouros (etc.) / 

 Spring up (thore) in our towns / And in our seagoing ships, / Spring up (thore) in our young 

 citizens, / Spring up (thore) in the …order / O Greatest Kouros [etc.] 

 

 The hymn expresses the wish that the god would appear, leap into the cattle, 

sheep, flocks, grain, cities and young citizens — the adolescents whose prosperity will 

guarantee the survival of the community. When it is sung and danced around the altar in a 

circular trajectory, the hymn becomes a communal wish for rejuvenation expressed 

through performance. The enthusiasm of the worshippers in such a performance is the 

only means to ensure the epiphany of gods and therefore guarantee the survival of the 

community.  

 The performance of pyrrhic also serves as a victory dance commemorating the 

defeat of the Giants by the Olympian deities. The pyrrhic as a victory dance is recorded 

in literary sources. For instance, Neoptolemos dances exultantly after defeating 

Eurypylus (Archil., fr. 304 W; Proclus, Chrest. 320-21; Lucian, On the Dance, 9). In an 
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alternate version, pyrrhic is mentioned by Hesychius, as a scare tactic upon leaping from 

the Trojan horse. The written and visual evidence indicate that there were no opponents 

during the performance of the weapon dance. Where adversaries do appear, it is in mock 

battles staged for purposes of entertainment at the banquet (Xen. An. 6.1.1-13). The lack 

of opponents in the literary and visual accounts gives the impression that the emphasis in 

the historical weapon dance was on the display of military potential.  

 The exhibition of military prowess in the weapon dance corresponds with the 

triumphant appearance of a divinity or hero in a myth. In Greek, the word epiphany 

(epiphenia) referred to the sudden appearance of a god or a warrior. There are numerous 

accounts attested the overlapping of the military and religious connotations of epiphania 

in of the appearance of tutelary deities prior to the battle or during the battles (Londsdale, 

1993, 149). The triumphant or intimidating appearance of the military figure, heroic or 

divine, presupposes a place from which to emerge, that is a place of hiding. The idea of 

hiding can be expressed by the linguistic category of lochos, which means either a place 

of hiding or the act of ambush. The dual motifs of hiding and emerging figure 

prominently in the legend of the sudden appearance of Athena dancing the pyrrhic as she 

issues forth from the head of Zeus where she has lain hidden.  

 Thus the performance of the weapon dance at the Great Altar could have been 

seen as a reenactment of Athena‟s or Zeus‟ mythical birth which would have enable their 

yearly epiphania; and it could also have been interpreted as a commemoration of the 

Olympian victory over the Giants.  Moreover, as mentioned earlier, the war between the 

Olympians and the Giants did not solely represent the mythic fight between Olympians 
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and the Giants, but also alluded to the historical wars and victories of Attalids over their 

non-Hellenic enemies. Thus each performance of the war dance at the Great Altar would 

celebrate not only the Olympian but also the Attalids‟ victories and mark the altar as an 

appropriate stage for Nikephoria.  

 

Sacrifice for the Hero-King 

 The sacrifice at the Great Altar took place on a marble altar situated in Altar‟s 

court. The interior of the court was ordered with columns, composed of Ionic pillars with 

engaged double half columns on square bases. These pillars framed the Telephos frieze 

that covered the walls behind on three sides (Fig 85). The altar stood at the very center of 

the court. It was a wide structure with projecting wings; it presumably enclosed a 

sacrificial table or trapeza and was approached by the usual two or three steps (Hoepfner, 

1997, 77-82).  

 Hoepfner argues that the altar could have only been used for unburned sacrifices, 

because no traces of burning exist on the altar. Alternately, he suggests that the Great 

Altar might have exclusively functioned as “a victory monument that was not actually 

meant for religious ceremonies” (1996, 57). The designation of the Altar solely as a 

victory monument, however, seems unlikely. The lack of signs of fire damage by no 

means indicates that the Great Altar was solely used for unburnt sacrifices or was 

completely nonfunctional. It was common to cover marble altars with a temporary 

sheathing of clay, stone or metal to protect them from fire, gore, and abrasion. Thus 

marble altars rarely show this kind of injury (Stewart, 2000, 47). Furthermore, a Severan 
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coin represents the Great Altar with a baldacchino or kiborion/ciborium, which was 

commonly added in order to frame the smoke to rise heaven (Fig 86).
287

 This image 

clearly indicates that sacrifice preceded the burning of the thighs at the altar. 

Furthermore, the rejection of the altar‟s sacrificial function also diminishes its efficacy as 

a victory monument. As discussed earlier, the Great Altar acquires its power as a victory 

monument from the sacrificial ritual that became a commemorative practice.  

 On the other hand the actual slaughter at the Altar could have been quite 

extensive, given the potential guest list for the obligatory sacrificial feast. It is likely that 

part of the slaughter would have taken place on the altar terrace. On such an occasion, the 

monumental stairs of the Great Altar, which were crowned by a colonnade, would serve 

as a platform. The stairs, the colonnade above the stairs and the flanking wings of the 

altar formed a stage-like space appropriate for a performance of sacrifice (Fig 87). A 

sacrifice performed in a similar setting —the wall-painting from Pompeii— has already 

been discussed in the previous chapter (Fig 75). In the Pompeian image, the stairs not 

only become the “stage,” for the ritual but also visually chart the hierarchies among the 

group. The participants in the ritual, the priest performing the sacrifice, the chorus, the 

maestro and the priest standing among the statues of the deities, were visually defined 

(according to their social status) and differentiated from one-another and from the 

audience. If the stairs of the Great Altar were used for a sacrifice, they would likewise 

visualize the roles of the ritual actors, whose placement would correspond to their social 

status in society. On such an occasion, the stairs of the Altar would become an 
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On ciboria, see: (Rupp 1975: 359-75) 
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architectural and material expression of the term that we metaphorically call the “social 

ladder.”
288

 

 Only those who were higher on the social ladder would have been allowed to take 

part in the sacrifice inside the altar court. This is implied by the relatively small size of 

the courtyard in comparison to the peristyles of the Hellenistic palaces, where sacrifice 

and the following feast were daily occurrences for the members of the court.
289

 

“Sheltered from the wind, surrounded by the Telephos frieze, and overlooked by the 

Olympians (referring to the Akroteria sculptures), this court would have been a perfect 

venue for an outdoor banquet celebrating the prosperity of city and state under the 

Attalids‟ benevolent rule” (Stewart, 2000, 47).  

 The archaeological evidence establishes a parallel between the sculptural program 

of the Great Altar and that of the Attalids‟ palaces. Palace V on the Pergamene acropolis 

could be dated as contemporary with the Great Altar, because a stone discarded from the 

Altar was found in its foundations (Hoepfner, 1996, 39). The narrative content of the 

marble panels found in the area of the Palace V made the relationship between these 

buildings explicit.
290

 These panels were probably displayed between the columns of the 

upper story in the peristyle court of Palace V (Figs 88-89). The marble reliefs represented 
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 Arnheim mentions that all the genuine metaphors refer to expressive shapes and actions in the physical 

world. “We speak of “high” hopes and “deep” thoughts, and it is only by analogy to such elementary 

qualities of the perceivable world that we can understand and describe non-physical properties” (1977: 

108).  
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 Hoepfner 1993: 118. In this context it is important to note that a cult room for daily worship existed in 

the palace V on the Pergamene acropolis.  
290

 Arnold Schober (1940, 160-168) attributed these relief panels to the sanctuary of Athena, specifically to 

its propylon. Hoepfner, on the other hand argues for the placement of the panels in the peristyle of the 

Palace V (1996, 39-40). 
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both themes of the Altar friezes: the Gigantomacy and the legend of the hero Telephos. 

These were accompanied by the Trojan war, another story connected with the history of 

Pergamene dynasty. In the eyes of Attalids‟ exclusive guests, the combination of these 

three themes would have directly linked Attalids with victorious gods and heroes of the 

mythical past.   

 Likewise, the sacrifice in the Altar court was more directly associated with the 

king. In placing the Telephos frieze inside the Altar court, Attalids were honoring him as 

their legendary forefather, added to the pantheon of Greek deities.
291

 While the 

Gigantomachy only allusively reiterates the Attalid political agendas, the Telephos frieze 

is an overtly political expression of the unification of local and Greek populations under 

the aegis of the Attalid kings (Fig 90-91). Being by far one of the most extensive and 

complete accounts of the hero‟s life that survives, the frieze succeeds in bringing together 

various interpretations of the same myth produced by different ethnicities, while 

preserving its coherence and historical validity (Stewart, 1996, 109-119). The designers 

established Telephos‟ Greek credentials — from his birth in Arkadia through his voyage 

to Argos to his foundation of cults of Greek gods at Pergamon. This reiterates the myth‟s 

root conviction that “true heroes are born, not made, and must be Greek through and 

through” (Stewart, 1996, 118). At a more fundamental level, the story of Telephos 

affirms the very core of Hellenism, the belief in a cosmic order where every individual 

has his or her fated portion (Moira) in the end; and the accompanying belief that the 
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 Whether the Great Altar is a Heroon or not is a highly debated question. Stahler argues that the Great 

Altar was a heroon for Telephos on the basis of its similarity to other heroa, such as the Mausoleum at 

Halikarnassos. Stewart (1997, 35) rejects this idea by locating the heroon of Telephos in the Asklepieion.  
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Greeks and their gods occupied the center and commanding heights of this world order. 

In this respect, the Telephos frieze not only links Attalids with the race of famous Greek 

heroes, but also with the belief that Attalids were destined to rule over their diverse 

subjects by divine will.
292

   

 The Telephos frieze, then, overlays the ritual of sacrifice with a further level of 

meaning accessible to a select group of viewers. The intended audience of this 

ideologically constructed imagery was not the ordinary citizen, but the Greco-

Macedonian ruling class created by the Attalid crown.
293

 As a group, they may be 

considered the colonial elite, the bearers of Greek culture and royal authority amid a 

population of Mysians, Lydians and Phyrigians.
294

 Military colonists depended on the 

king for privileges, duties and local authority, and their interest surely lay in affirmation 

of the Attalids‟ divine authority through sacrifices performed in honor of their Greek 

ancestors. In return, they contributed to the power and authority that the Attalids acquired 

through their successful military campaigns. As founders of Greek communities in 

“barbarian” inlands, they were the ones who would have identified with the hero 

Telephos and his visionary mission of spreading Hellenism. Thus, the military colonists 

were privileged to see (and know) the specifics of this heritage communicated through 

the Telephos frieze. Access to this knowledge empowered the colonists in their 
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 Plutarch‟s essay On the Fortune and Virtue of Alexander (329C) expresses the view that Alexander 

believed that “he came by divine will to be the common governor and mediator of all.”  
293

 The Greek and Macedonian settlers primarily occupied the eastern highlands of the kingdom; scattered 

among the cities were military colonies, the “Macedonians of Doidye” and the like (Robert, 1962, 36, 76ff, 

261-68).  
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 The Macedonian ruling class is attested elsewhere in the Hellenistic world. The classical Macedonian 

instance is Dura-Europos (Welles, 1951, 251-74).  
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encounters with local communities.  The way they were given access to this knowledge 

—being literally and figuratively “elevated” in the eyes of the festival participants— on 

the other hand, both masks and reveals the ideology of Hellenism, makes it accessible to 

the spatial consciousness of an average citizen. 

   *  *  *  * 

 Hoepfner attributes a further significance to the sacrifice in the altar court. Based 

on the cuttings that were identified on the upper surface of fifteen sima blocks preserved 

from the altar wall, he suggested that altar wall might have designed to hold marble 

statues (Hoepfner, 1996, 64). He proposes a hypothetical reconstruction of the altar‟s 

sculptural program by bringing together statues from museums in Naples, Rome and 

Venice, that are thought to belong to a group of Roman copies of original Attalid 

commissions. These statues, so-called Lesser Dedication, represented the Greeks‟ 

enemies, both the mythical, i.e. Giants and Amazons, and historical, i.e. Persians and 

Gauls. These enemies are represented either as dead or dying. Hoepfner suggests a 

possible configuration of the sculptures on the altar: the Persians may have been placed 

on one of the short sides, the Giants and Amazons may have shared the other short side, 

while the Gauls would have been positioned on the longer side. According to this 

reconstruction, the walls of the altar must have been low enough that worshippers in the 

court could look down on the reclining sculptural groups.  
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 Hoepfner‟s reconstruction seems unlikely because of the practical reasons cited 

by Stewart
295

, but it does illustrate literally the allusion that was already implied in the 

Gigantomachy frieze. Hoepfner himself was probably inspired by the Gigantomachy 

frieze‟s allusions to sacrifice when he proposed so-called Lesser Attalids to be displayed 

on the altar. The statue of the defeated enemy on the altar suggests that figuratively the 

enemy is sacrificed at the altar (Hoepfner, 1996, 67). In other words, each sacrifice at the 

altar becomes a performative re-enactment of an earlier “sacrifice,” the slaughter of the 

Giants and/or Attalids‟ enemies at the battlefield. The sacrifice at the altar ensures the 

yearly epiphania of the gods and goddess and reenacts the sacrifice of Giants/Attalids‟ 

enemies, and thereby commemorates the Olympian/Attalid victories that were ensured by 

the epiphania of the same god and goddesses at the battlefield. Moreover, among the 

Olympians to whom the sacrifice was primarily dedicated, the sacrifice performed at the 

Altar honors Telephos. The choice of Telephos as a recipient of divine honours affirms 

the value of the ancestral link between the hero and the Attalid kings. Thereby, the 

religious and the political significances of the ritual of sacrifice were intricately 

intertwined. 
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 Although the practice of embellishing altars with sculptures had a long history in Greece (Rupp, 1980), 

Stewart (2000, 48-49) argues against Hoepfner‟s reconstruction for several reasons. The statues on the altar 

are too small in scale compared to the altar itself; their placement on the altar would have dwarfed them 

and masked them from the view. Stewart argues that the cuttings on the altar are too irregular to have held 

sculptures. Like the balustrade reliefs for the Athena sanctuary, however they could have carried spolia, 

captured arms and armor, and other paraphernalia. Likewise, recent scholarship on the so-called Lesser 

Dedication is skeptical of the earlier hypothesis that attributes monuments‟ origin to Pergamon (Marszal 

2000). 
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Staging the Sacrifice: The Sanctuary of Athena 

 It has been previously suggested that the procession of Nikephoria did not come 

to an end at the Great Altar, but part of it probably ascended to the Sanctuary of Athena. 

Both structures were not only visually but also programmatically linked. The construction 

of the Altar was likely contemporaneous with the enclosing of the temple of Athena 

Nikephoros with stoas on the north and east sides. As stated earlier, the sanctuary is 

located within the palatial quarter: domain of the king and the court (Ohlemutz, 1968, 41-

42). Being placed at a higher elevation than the Altar, the sanctuary was probably 

intended to stage the more sacred part of procession of Nikephoria in a performative 

setting that conveyed and reinforced the Attalid political agenda through its narrative 

content.   

 The procession of Nikephoria that ascended to its final destination, to the 

sanctuary of Athena Nikephoros, first encountered the glory of Attalids upon entering the 

precinct (Fig 92). The worshippers who saw the precinct of Athena for the first time must 

have been dazzled by the scale of the paved area enclosed by the marble colonnades 

decorated with sculptural reliefs (Fig 93). The stoas framed the balustrade reliefs 

picturing the captured arms, armor, and other paraphernalia of Attalids‟ defeated 

enemies; the war spolia dedicated to Athena.
296

 Next, the participants would probably 

identify the Temple of Athena Nikephoros that was placed in a dramatic oblique angle to 

the stoas, and the colossal statue of Athena on a round base, which honored the victory of 
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 Spoils were favorite Attalid dedications, and Pausanias even singles out the Celtic ones at Pergamon for 

special mention. (Paus. 1.4.6.) 
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233 BCE by Attalos over the Gallic tribe, the Tolistoagii (Fig 8). Upon noticing the 

temple of Athena Nikephoros, the procession would have directed itself towards the altar 

that must have been placed in front of the temple.  

 Moving along the processional path parallel to the southwestern stoa and visually 

guided by its evenly spaced colonnade the worshippers would next see the Battle 

Monument. It was raised by Attalos I to celebrate a series of victories, each in its own 

section, against the Gauls, Antiochos Hierax, and a Seleukos; the victories that probably 

allowed him to claim the title of king (Allen, 1983, 28-39; 195-99) The monument 

consisted a long base located parallel to the processional route, and probably carried 

multi-figured renderings of various battles with victors on the horseback accompanied by 

the defeated Attalid enemies (Marszal, 2000, 206-209) (Figure 94). Being exposed to 

such a series of imagery while moving towards the altar, the worshippers were probably 

to perceive and bring together the various components of Attalid mythology that 

presented the monarchs as heroic figures who deserved to be the inheritors and defenders 

of Classical civilization.  

 The procession reached its final destination at the altar located in front of the 

temple of Athena Nikephoros. At that point, the worshippers were exposed to the 

dramatic view of the Caїcus plain, which provided an appropriate background to the 

sacrificial ritual, the climax of the procession. From this vantage point, the worshippers 

were exposed to the splendid view of the Attalid capital city and its scenographic 

backdrop; presented as an entity beautified by the Attalids in consequence of their 

victories. Thereby, the performative setting of Nikephoria, which had been initially 
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established as Panathenaia, cast the festival as a commemorative event celebrating Attalid 

victories.  

 In dealing with the material culture of the ancient art, archaeologists and ancient 

historians are increasingly confronted with disturbing polarization between ideologically 

defined state discourse and the basis of the social world, namely human practices on a 

mundane and everyday scale. Likewise, the scholarly investigations of the Hellenistic 

period typically focus their attention on the dominating structures of elites rather than on 

the subversive and suppressed elements of society. The limited nature of the evidence 

from the non-elite world imposes this emphasis. Pergamon Altar, for instance, is usually 

interpreted as a conveyor of Attalid ideology, with the presumed definition of ideology as 

“illusion, distortion and mystification of phenomena, suggesting that ideology creates a 

form of „false consciousnesses in the public domain (Eagleton, 1991)”.
297

 However, this 

very idea that a minority of elites monopolizes the construction of a world view on the 

behalf of its subjects, while the rest of the people “blunder around in some fog of false 

consciousness,” has been called to question vigorously in the last decades (Eagleton, 

1991, 11). Terry Eagleton has argued that the stuff of ideological discourse does not 

simply arise “from the interests of a dominant class but from the material structure of 

society as whole.” This view has been articulated exceptionally well by Peter Holliday in 

relation to Roman commemorative monuments:  
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 As an example of recent scholarly work which conforms to the traditional definition of ideology, see 

Whitaker, 2005, 163-174.   
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 Anthropological studies have suggested that the symbolic actions of ideology effectually 

 constitute culture. Such analyses argue that an ideological statement is not simply a misconceived 

 understanding but a rhetorical act that draws its power from its capacity to „grasp, formulate, and 

 communicate social realities that elude the tempered language of science.‟ Ideology‟s symbolic 

 actions thus confer meaning on the world. This approach leads toward a semiotic concept of 

 culture as an interlocked system of construable signs. Rather than constituting that through which 

 society mediates and makes visible the material interests that organize it, culture itself the primary 

 agency of the social constitution of the real (Holliday 2002, pp. xx-xi) 

 The Pergamon Altar visualized the ideology of Attalid kingship that disseminated its 

rhetoric through commemoration (Connerton, 1989). Commemoration, which could be seen as 

being one of the cultural practices that constitute social reality, is used by dominant classes to 

make the reconstructed historical narrative durable in the cultural imagination. Both the Altar and 

the sanctuary of Athena Nikephoros, as sites of commemoration, played a role in reproducing the 

ideology of Attalid kings as a form of social practice. Re-creating the way in which the ruling 

classes used cultural productions in order to sustain their dominance shows how works of art, like 

culture in general, are not merely super-structural consequences of the material processes by 

which societies shape their worlds. Rather they are “a form of praxis, a working upon the world 

in order to transform it.” In other words, material production and the engendering of ideology, 

which includes the creation of art, are related not as base and superstructure, but as two forms of 

cultural activity per se.  
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CONCLUSION 

On Looking into Hellenistic Pergamon 
  

 My project proposed a re-conceptualization of the Hellenistic past as a product of 

a visual turn. The visual or pictorial turn, is a trope, a figure of speech originally coined 

to characterize obsession with vision and visual representation in the modern era.
298

  

Even though the pictorial turn took on a very specific form in the modern period, it is not 

unique to our time. It is a repeated narrative figure that seems to have erupted in specific 

historical moments when a new medium, a technical practice was introduced into the 

visual arts. The invention of photography, of oil painting, artificial perspective, of 

sculptural casting, of the internet are conspicuous occasions when a new way of making 

visual images seemed to mark symptoms of panic or euphoria (usually both) about the 

visual. One of the earliest of these instances in Western art history was in the Classical 

period when, in the allegory of the cave, Plato warned against the domination of thought 

by images, semblances, and opinions. The cause of Plato‟s anxiety was recognition of a 

new social and artistic technology, mimesis, which was at the foundation of the 

Hellenistic concept of theatricality.  

 In the Hellenistic period, the metaphor of theatricality acquired a new layer of 

“truth” since it was closely tied to another scientific development, Euclid‟s geometric 

definition of vision. Based on Euclid‟s Optics, Hellenistic artists and architects developed 

                                                 
298

 The phrase “pictorial turn” is coined by Mitchell (1994, Chapter 1; 2002, 173-274). 
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the spatio-visual technology, skēnographia. Skēnographia was closely aligned with 

perspectival developments in architecture, painting and sculpture that were in the process 

of forming a unified visual discourse. In this study, I identified this discourse as 

theatricality, and used this narrative figure as a diagnostic tool to analyze the visual 

culture of the Hellenistic period. Through an analysis of the formal principles that gave 

shape to Hellenistic urban space, architecture and artworks, I demonstrated that the new 

technology, skēnographia, conditioned the perception of the world as stage. 

Skēnographia originated in the space of the Greek theater.  The Greek theatron 

was the place, where the audience went theasthai, “to watch” the orkhēstra, where the 

chorus appeared orkheistrai, “to dance.” Theá, which means seeing or spectacle, was at 

the root of theōria, that is “a looking into.” Inherent in both the verbs was collective, 

public spectatorship, the endeavor of shared purpose, the need to find something out 

through involvement with others.   

This study constitutes an exercise in theōria, “a looking into” the history of the 

Pergamene community and its means of communication, deliberation and memorial 

preservation. The aim has been to broaden the study of the Hellenistic urban space, and to 

discover the culture of performance that provided the vocabulary for its spatio-visual 

code. As I have demonstrated, the study of public interactions —some of which were 

conceived and received as fictions— adds not only to our knowledge of actors, audiences 

and performance conditions in the Hellenistic period, but also to our understanding of 

real people with real concerns. This is because the apprehension of a Hellenistic city calls 
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for the historian to “re-enact the past in his own mind.”
299

 Any artifact that had its origin 

in a public act, or was destined for public reading or display, must be exhibited to be 

considered with the act —or must then be enacted. Here, I articulated the particular form 

of this exhibition by putting the historical evidence in conversation with the urban 

context. This enactment of evidence, the use of performance as analytical tool, involves 

excavation of the processes that have led to the production of urban space and calls upon 

the historian to consider the conditions in which those artifacts were produced, received 

and transmitted. The method therefore has the capacity to change the way we understand 

the past.  

In particular, this history invites us to think creatively about the power of the 

Hellenistic visual media, its efficacy as a communication technology crucial to the 

exercise of agency. Historically, images have often been treated as instruments or agents 

of domination, seduction, persuasion, and deception because they expose the motivation 

for the wildly varying political and ethical positions. The images, thus, were either 

celebrated as gateways to new consciousness, or denigrated as hegemonic forces. I have 

proposed what I hope is a more nuanced and balanced approach. While I articulated how 

the Attalids configured Pergamene urban space as a constituent of their sovereign power, 

I also emphasized how the spatio-visual field might have mediated social relations 

between a sovereign and his subjects. As I particularly stressed in chapter four, the 

spatio-visual field functioned as a medium in social transactions, as a repertoire of screen 

images or templates that structured encounters between (political) actors and the 
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 Collingwood, 1956, cited in the Introduction, n.36. 
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spectators (citizens). The Pergamene spectacles mediated face-to-face encounters with 

the sovereign, when the civic community manifested itself in the juncture of the 

real/imaginary time and places to engage in actual embodied political conversations. In 

other words, the Hellenistic visual culture found its primal scene in the face of the 

Dionysiac Other: the face-to-face encounter with the eyes of the divine King, conceived 

as an Other. Paintings, sculptures, and human figures displayed in urban space 

constituted fundamental elaborations of the visual culture in which domain of the image 

—and of the Other— was constructed.  

The otherness of this imagery was conditioned by the Greek conception of vision. 

Both the extramission and intromission theory of vision share the same picture of the 

visual process, differing only in the direction of the flow of energy and information. This 

model provides an especially powerful tool for understanding why is it that the 

Hellenistic images, works of art, media, figures and metaphors have lives of their own 

and cannot be explained simply as rhetorical communicative instruments or 

epistemological windows into the historical reality. Moreover, the Hellenistic spatio-

visual code was never meant to persuade the beholder to image‟s reality, rather it 

constructed an effect of reality, only to reveal that “reality” is nothing but a staged world, 

objectified in accord with the rules of perspective. The Hellenistic spatio-visual code 

mediated an interactive exchange between the subject and the object; a power exchange 

between the observer and the observed is established. This intersubjective vision, 

according to Mitchell (2002, 176) provides the best picture of vision as a psycho-social 

process: 
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…intersubjective vision helps us to see why is it that objects and images look back at us; why the 

 eidolon  has a tendency to become an idol that talks back to us, gives orders, and demand 

 sacrifices…It makes clear why the questions to ask about images are not just what do they mean, 

 or what  do they do? But what is the secret of their vitality? 

 

 What is the secret to the vitality of the Hellenistic visual culture? It is its 

conscious ambiguity that revels in the contradictions between surface and depth, 

disparaging as a result any attempt to reduce the multiplicity of visual spaces into any 

coherent essence. If “window” is a proper spatial metaphor to exemplify the spatial 

conception of Renaissance painting, I suggest that the tragic door, prothuron, is 

appropriate to understand the spatial ambiguities of the Hellenistic image. Unlike the 

Renaissance vision which opens a “window” into the world, the Hellenistic images open 

up a door, that offer a vision as resembling dream imagery; of meaning laden 

imbrications of the viewer and the viewed in the flesh of the world, generating allegories 

of obscurity and opacity.
300

 As such, it is closer to what a long tradition of aesthetics has 

called the sublime, in contrast to the beautiful, because of its yearning to represent the 

unrepresentable. Indeed, desire, in its erotic and metaphysical forms courses through the 

Hellenistic scopic regime. The Hellenistic image keeps the desire of the viewer alive 

through a conscious discrepancy between surface and depth, appearance and essence. 

While the Attalids used this phantasmagoria to manipulate Pergamene citizens, the 

spectacle also brought the kings face-to-face with the citizens. Thus it gave the citizens 

the power to collectively hold their king under the spell of their vision. In this sense the 
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 According to Martin Jay (1988, 3-23), the scopic regimes of modernity can be best understood as a 

contested terrain, rather than a harmoniously integrated complex of visual theories and practices. Among 

these multiplicity visual theories Merlaeu-Ponty‟s (1962) theory of perception and surrealist artists‟ 

practices can be comparable to the ancient Greek conceptualization of vision.  
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Pergamene public sphere shaped by the spatio-visual media could not be efficiently 

controlled, no matter how hard a king might try. If public sphere is characterized by 

Öffentlichkeit,
301

 or “openness,” the Hellenistic public sphere, with its open-air theater, 

was both larger and more buoyant than that of the Enlightenment, just as the Hellenistic 

theater was much more multi-faceted, more immediate and more representative (in every 

sense) than the playhouses of the Renaissance, to which only those with the money and 

leisure had access. 

 Today the visitor to Pergamon marvels at the photogenic remains of Hellenistic 

Pergamon. One can still follow the course of the sacred way leading to the Sanctuary of 

Athena and the Attalid palaces. The ascending order of the terraces is legible from the 

terrain, even though the city has been reduced to its basic forms by catastrophe of nature. 

Yet, the city was not simply left behind, but it was haunted by the tension between the 

man-made and the natural. The ruins of the city have emancipated the primordial state of 

the natural. The exciting peculiarity of Pergamon becomes explicit here: The very 

existence of a self-conscious society owed much to the dialectic and tidal relationship 

between the man-made and natural. This particular tension still haunts the city of 

Pergamon, where “the past can be seized only as an image which flashes up at the instant 

when it can be recognized and is never seen again…For every image of the past that is 
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 The German term Öffentlichkeit (Public Sphere) encompasses a variety of meanings. It implies a spatial 

concept, the social sites or arenas where meanings are articulated, distributed, and negotiated, as well as the 

collective body constituted by the public. Modern conceptualizations of the public sphere are based on the 

ideas expressed by Habermas (1989). 
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not recognized by the present as one of its own concerns threatens to disappear 

irretrievably.”
302
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Figure 1. Greek vase; detail of a banquet scene (5
th

 century BC) 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 2. The vase painting from Tarentum 
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Figure 3.Orestes and Pylades in Tauris (detail from Campanian red-figure crater ca. 330-

 320 BCE) 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4. Red figure Crater (attributed to the Metope Group) c.340-330 BCE 
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Figure 5. Reconstruction of the Hellenistic stage at Sicyon, Greece.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 6. Stele of Hediste. Ca. 200 BCE. Volos, Archaeological Museum. H. 0.73 m. 
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Figure 7. Parthenon, Athens 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 8. Perspective view of the Sanctuary of Athena Nikephoros, Pergamon 
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Fig 9. Temple of Hera I (“Basilica”), Paestum 

 

Figure 10. Temple of Hephaistos, Athens 
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Figure 11. Propylaia, Athens 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12. Plan of the Temple of Athena at Priene 
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Figure 13. Remains of the Temple of Athena at Priene 

 

 

 

 

Fig 14. Temple of Artemis at Magnesia 
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Figure 15. Capital detail- Temple of Artemis at Magnesia on the Menander 

 

 

        
        

Figure 16. Temple of Dionysus, Pergamon 
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Figure 17. Roman sundial, after Hellenistic type 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 18. Reconstruction of map of the world by Eratosthenes (c. 275-194 BCE) 
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Figure 19. Dionysiac procession with Silenus, satyrs and maenads. Drawing from a vase 

 of the second century CE, a copy of a Neo-Attic original of the first century BCE. 

 H indicates the position of handles on vase  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 20. Priene, model 
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Figure 21. Plan of the Agora, Priene     

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 22. The view of the Temple of Athena from the Agora 
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Figure 23. Axonometric drawing of the Pergamene Acropolis, Hellenistic Phase 
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Figure 24. Pergamene Acropolis, model 

 

 

 
 

Figure 25. Plan of Athena Precinct (Red: Movement Axis, Black: Viewing angles ) 
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Figure 26. Panoramic view of the Sanctuary of Athena Terrace  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 27. Plan of the theater terrace (red line: movement axis) 
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Figure 28. Perspectival view of the Temple of Dionysus 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 29. Remains of the Temple of Dionysus on the theater terrace 
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Figure 30. View of the Temple of Dionysus from the cavea of the Pergamene Theater 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 31. Panoramic view of the plain from the Pergamene Theater 
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Figure 32.Odyssey landscapes. Panel 5, Odysseus’ ship escaping from the land of the  

  Laestrygonians 

 

 
 

Figure 33. Axonometric drawing of the Sanctuary of Demeter 
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Figure 34. Remains of the Sanctuary of  Demeter 

 

 

 
 

Figure 35. View of the Temple of Demeter from the theater of the sanctuary 
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Figure 36. Axonometric view of the Sanctuary of Asklepios at Kos  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 37. Remains of the Sanctuary of Asklepios at Kos 
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Figure 38. Plan of the Sanctuary of Asklepios at Kos (Red: Roman renovations Blue: 

Waterworks) 
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Figure 39. The Sanctuary of Fortuna Primigenia at Palestrina, model 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 40. The view of the Sanctuary of Fortuna Primigenia at Palestrina from the city 
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Figure 41: “Theatrical Room,” House of the Cryptoporticus 

  Perspectival analysis of design, using Klinkert’s drawing. Analysis: Martin 

 Blazeby detail: Perspectival distortion in aedicular architecture highlighted. 

 Analysis: Martin Blazeby (2005, 139) 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 42. Interior view of the Tomb of Lyson and Kallikrates 
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Figure 43. House of the Griffins, Pompeii 

 

 

 

 

Figure 44. House of the Griffins- perspective schema 
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Figure 45. The composition of the back wall 

 

 
 

Figure 46.Cubiculum M from the Boscoreale Villa, Metropolitan Museum of Art, with 

 later mosaic and furniture.  
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a)     b)           c) 

 

 

Figure 47. Apoxyomenos by Lysippos 

   

 

 

   

        
a)      b)           c) 

 

 

Figure 48. Dying Gaul 
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Figure 49. Gigantomachy. East Frieze; Athena seizes the Giant Alkyoneos by the hair.  

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 50. Gigantomachy. East Frieze.  
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Figure 51. Plan of the Pergamene Altar  

 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 52. Interior of lower floor,-Stoa of Attalos at Athens 
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Figure 53. Reconstructions of the Theater of Dionysus at Athens 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 54. Khoros of Nymphs & Graces with personification of Telonneso 
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Figure 55. Remains of the Theater of Dionysus at Athens 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 56. A tragic actor in costume, fragment of an Apulian red crater, 2
nd

 half of the 4
th

 

 century BCE 
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Figure 57. Performance of a play at Epidauros 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 58. Hypothetical reconstruction of the proskēnion stage, Epidauros 
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Figure 59. Panoramic view of the Theatre at Epidauros 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 60. Plan of the Theatre at Epidauros (red line: Visual axis connecting the  center 

 of the orkhēstra with the skēnē door 
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Figure 61. Plan of the Theater of Dionysus at Athens, 4
th

 century BC 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 62. Roman wall painting from the House of Jason, Pompeii 
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Figure 63. Portrait of Demetrios Poliorketes (337-283 BCE) 

 

 

 
 

Figure 64. Plan of Pnyx, 330-326 BCE 
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Figure 65. The Bouleuterion (covered council chamber), Priene, 200 BCE 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 66. The Hellenistic Theater at Corinth 
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Figure 67. View of the Pergamene Theater from the plain 

 

 

Figure 68. The Hellenistic Theater at Pergamon 
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Figure 69. Map of Philetaeric Pergamon (281-263 BCE) 

 

 

 
 

Figure 70. Early Hellenistic scenic space, Pergamon 
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Figure 71. Late Hellenistic scenic space, Pergamon 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 72. View of the scenic space, Pergamon 
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Figure 73. Early Hellenistic versus Late Hellenistic scenic space 

 

 

 
 

Figure 74. Sicilian red figure crater, ca. 340 BCE. Detail: Herakles crowned by Nike. 

 Episode is prelude to the tragedy “The Trachiniae” by Sophocles 
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Figure 75. A painting from Pompeii, representing a sacrifice from a festival of Isis 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 76. Procession of Panathenaia, Parthenon, North Frieze 
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Figure 77. Foundations of the Great Altar, Pergamon 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 78. The model of the Great Altar 
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Figure 79. The Great Altar, Eastern Frieze. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 80. Parthenon Metope (Centauromachy) Angled view of centaur and Lapith in 

 combat 
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Figure 81. The Great Altar. East Frieze. Athena seizes the Giant Alkyoneos by the hair 

 

 
 

Figure 82. North frieze, Nyx throwing pot of snakes against the Giant 
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Figure 83. The Great Altar 

 

 
 

 

 Figure 84. Choregic monument. Detail: The Pyrrhic Dance 

 

 



 272 

     

 

 
Fig 85. Telephos Frieze-Banquet of the Argive princes for Telephos 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 86. Severan coin from Pergamon representing the Great Altar 
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Figure 87. The Great Altar 

 

 

 
 

Figure 88. The Palaces of Eumenes II  
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Fig 89. The marble relief panels representing a)The hero Telephos, b) The Trojan war c) 

 The Gigantomachy  

 
 

Fig 90.Telephos Frieze. Telephos being welcomed in Mysia. Auge equips Telephos with 

 arms 
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Fig 91. Telephos Frieze. Telephos being welcomed in Argos. On the left Telephos leans 

 heavily on a staff; from the right Agamemnon comes to receive him. Both are 

 attended by a retinue 

 

 
 

Figure 92. Propylon of the Sanctuary of Athena Nikephoros. 
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Figure 93. Stoas of the Sanctuary of Athena Nikephoros 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 94. The battle monument (Reconstructed by Marszal, 2000) 
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