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Abstract 

 

Status in Stone: A Study of Blanton Pinax 1981.96 and Its Role in the 
Roman Household 

 

 

 

 

Lauren Marque Jackson, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Co-Supervisors:  John R. Clarke, Penelope J. E. Davies 

 

This thesis examines a Roman marble pinax in the collection of the Blanton 

Museum of Art (accession number 1981.96). Much of the most recent scholarship on 

pinakes has utilized a catalogue approach, wherein only the most essential information on 

a vast number of objects is given, followed by a cursory interpretation. While this method 

is useful for its recording and comparative advantages, the in-depth examination of a 

single pinax I utilize allows me to determine instead the role and function of a pinax 

within a Roman household. Following a formal and iconographical analysis, I suggest a 

possible reconstruction of the pinax’s missing half, with a maenad on one side and the 

chariot of Achilles on the other, which provides a fuller picture of this particular pinax. 

An examination of Roman sculptural traditions and workshops as well as the tool marks 

and stylistic properties evident in the pinax indicate a creation date in the second half of 
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the first century A.D. and a potential provenance at Pompeii. I indicate that pinakes were 

part of a cohesive visual program of sculptural works in the peristyle garden through an 

examination of the material evidence of oscilla, herms, and masks with which pinakes 

were found and the wall paintings in which they all coexist. My final section deals with 

the ultimate function of this visual program: to express the high social standing of the 

house owner by communicating his likeness to a god. This phenomenon utilizes the 

visual language of the emperor under the changing social structure of the Empire, setting 

up the owner of the home as both emperor and deity in his own home. 
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Introduction 

The Blanton Museum of Art at The University of Texas at Austin acquired a 

Roman marble pinax in 1981 from the Edward H. Merrin Gallery in New York City, 

whose records on the piece state only that it was in a European private collection prior to 

its arrival in New York (Figures 1-4; 1981.96). Vaguely dated to the two-hundred-year 

span between the first century B.C. and the first century A.D., the Blanton pinax features 

on one side (in this paper designated “A”) a mask of Pan in high relief. On the reverse 

(designated “B”) is a scene of the body of Hector being dragged around the walls of 

Troy, executed in low relief. Considerations of the object’s form, iconography, and 

manufacture constitute the most fundamental level of inquiry and lead to issues of its 

context and reception. The comprehensive analysis that I propose will allow me to 

pinpoint more accurately the ancient function and interpretation of an object whose exact 

date and provenance remain elusive. 

Unfortunately, the lack of basic information on findspot and date limits the 

precision with which scholars can discuss the pinax, and so any conclusions drawn about 

this object are cautious at best. My discussion will begin with a close examination of the 

pinax itself, followed by an exploration of its place and context within the Roman house, 

and finally an investigation of viewership and the framework within which the pinax 

ought to be interpreted.  

In the past, studies on pinakes have been limited to catalogue entries that list 

examples and provide basic information about them. Usually, scholars undertook these 
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studies as part of a larger project involving the cataloguing of oscilla, a type of hanging 

decorative garden sculpture alongside which pinakes were displayed. While cataloguing 

studies have proved extremely beneficial for comparative and typological purposes, the 

absence of interpretive and contextual work on pinakes makes it difficult to determine 

what, precisely, their function was. It is this gap in the scholarship I hope to redress in 

commencing an in-depth analysis of a single pinax. 

Formal and iconographical analyses must provide the basis for the rest of the 

scholarship, for it is within these detailed examinations of the Blanton pinax that clues to 

lost information such as date and provenance come to light. Here, too, comparable 

examples play a crucial role. Recontextualization in the atmosphere of its production and 

decorative program allows the modern viewer to situate the pinax within the framework 

in which the ancient viewer encountered it. As it sat in the peristyle garden of a Roman 

house, surrounded by other sculptural decoration with Dionysiac implements, I believe 

the pinax must be understood within the construction of the owner’s social status that had 

long framed the architecture and decoration of the Roman house. I argue that pinakes in 

general and the Blanton pinax in particular played a significant role in the owner’s 

display of his high social status to his clients and guests, utilizing spectacle to achieve an 

air of theatricality and sanctity in the peristyle area in which owners both conducted 

business and entertained guests. 
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Chapter I:  The Blanton Pinax 

A fragmentary dual-sided marble plaque, identified as a Roman pinax, was 

acquired in 1981 by the Blanton Museum at The University of Texas at Austin (Figures 

1-4). Broken though it is, the piece is exquisitely carved and proves an exemplary 

specimen of this type of Roman sculpture. I will explore the pinax’s physical and 

functional contexts in later chapters, but my investigation will begin with a detailed 

examination of the piece itself. 

FORMAL ANALYSIS 

On the obverse, the head of a bearded man executed in high relief dominates the 

picture plane (Figure 1). The head features deep-set eyes, an intensely furrowed brow, 

and a mouth curved into a grotesque V-shaped smile. His cheeks bulge outward, and his 

nose and upper lip—complete with mustache—meet in a sneer that exaggerates the 

creases under the eyes. A single goat horn projects from the large and prominent forehead 

back over the crown of the head, its mate having been broken off sometime before. To 

the left of the remaining horn, an oxidized iron pin is today visible though at the time of 

its placement—most probably for an ancient repair—it would have been hidden. A 

wreath of ivy encircles the head, blending in with both locks of hair and the elongated left 

ear that emerges from beneath the curls. All three: ivy, hair, and ear, demonstrate the 

dynamic effect of the S-curve shape. Although none of these S-curves is identical to any 

other, they are similar enough to create an ideal balance between variety and cohesion. 

Adding to the dynamism of the head, the depth of the drilled S-curves punctuates the 
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piece with areas of extreme shadow, reinforcing the movement and three-dimensional 

quality of the piece. 

At the crown of the head, the blending of hair and ivy is the most pronounced, and 

the leaves become more discernible as they cascade down the relief’s right edge, 

culminating in a single leaf that once projected farther toward the viewer than any other. 

At this point, another S-curve appears from beneath the locks of hair, but this one is 

without the striations imitating strands of hair present upon the other locks. It is also too 

thick to be the stem of the ivy vine and descends farther toward the bottom of the piece 

than any other vertical element. The curve begins at the basket upon which the head rests, 

and this basket is the item executed in the lowest relief of the scene. Visually distinct 

from the head, the basket’s edge is bowed. It extends horizontally across almost the entire 

width of the relief, aside from a gap between the edge of the basket and the edge of the 

relief at the right. Cut into a left and a right part by the smooth S-curve described above, 

the execution of the basket differs noticeably from left to right. Hatching, meant to 

indicate the basket’s weave, is more regular at the right, whereas the left portion is visibly 

worn down. The border on the bottom of the left portion is higher up and the shallow 

ground upon which it sits is more roughly hewn than its right counterpart. A hole, 

possibly for a nail, pierces the left portion of the basket. 

Though the head is intact save for a few losses, the shape of the pinax itself 

betrays its identification as a fragment. The top, right, and bottom edges are finished and 

even, whereas the left edge slants on a diagonal and narrowly avoids cutting into the 

locks of the head’s mustache and beard. Tool marks on this edge belie the use of a file, 
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ostensibly to smooth out the rough edge of a break with the rest of its left side (Figure 2). 

Whether the break was accidental or purposeful is impossible to tell, but the act of filing 

the marble certainly indicates that this pinax fragment had a secondary life after its partial 

destruction. Since the stone worker took great care not to damage the intact head, I 

suspect that this fragment was once displayed on its own as a complete piece. 

When viewed in profile, the comparative thickness of the bottom of the pinax 

clearly demonstrates that this was the main support for the plaque: it stood upright on 

some sort of ledge (Figures 2 and 3). Other support tools may also have been used, but 

the primacy of the flat bottom for the pinax’s support cannot be denied. This profile view 

also reiterates the relative depth of the relief on the obverse (head side) and shallowness 

of relief on the reverse. The pinax measures 29.21 centimeters in height, 22.86 

centimeters in width, and approximately 7 centimeters in depth. As is evident from the 

figures, a good majority of those 7 centimeters belongs to Side A, leaving Side B to be 

shallowly carved in comparison. 

It is to this shallowly carved reverse that I now turn. A fairly thick border 

surrounds the scene along each finished edge: the top, left, and bottom sides (Figure 4). 

The right edge, as previously noted, represents a break in the original piece and so the 

border is not present. Though the thickness of the border varies, it still frames the scene 

as one apart from reality, cognizant of being viewed. It is less noticeable than perhaps it 

should be that the portion of the border along the left edge of the pinax is only half as 

wide as either the top or bottom border. Because the arch in the scene begins flush with 

the border, and because the arch is approximately the same width as the border, the 
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viewer’s eye conflates the two, creating a visual effect of a uniform-width border and 

beginning a subtle transition into the scene proper. 

The arch occupies the entire height of the scene, from bottom border to top 

border. Just after the arch begins to curve to the right, a spear pierces it, continuing 

diagonally upward until the top border cuts it off. The sharp diagonal linearity of the 

spear contrasts sharply with the gentle curvature of the arch. Such juxtaposition 

highlights the arch’s slight skew to the right, possibly a result of a less skilled carver. Of 

course, the spear does not float alone in mid-air, but rather as the eye follows it along the 

downward right diagonal, it finds the soldier who holds the spear. Standing in the middle 

of the arch—which appears as a result to be a sort of doorway—the soldier turns a quarter 

to the left, with his right side closer to the picture plane than his left. His right arm bends 

strongly at the elbow and he holds his spear in his right hand. His whole head and neck 

are visible, including his crested helmet, but just beneath the chin a large oval shield 

begins that leaves only a portion of the right side of the soldier’s torso visible. A viewer 

can discern the corner of his cuirass and its undergarment as well as part of his distinctive 

military kilt. The arch over the soldier’s head curiously does not finish, but instead fades 

into the background at the right end of the curved top.  

To the right of the soldier and the arch a large swath of negative space creates a 

sense of quite shallow perspective. Though the arch suggests space behind it, the flatness 

of the blank space negates any sense of depth in the scene. In the far right of this negative 

space, at about the soldier’s waist level, a taut rope pulls a pair of visibly bound human 

feet into the air. The viewer must immediately conclude that the feet belong to a prone 
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body, given their positioning and the sharp diagonal of the shins. The legs extend 

diagonally downward and to the left and despite the damage that has eliminated the 

body’s knees to the hips, the viewer can easily supply the line. Bare-chested, the body’s 

musculature remains loose and soft despite the awkward angling of the torso toward the 

viewer. The head tilts to the side with the chin tucked into the right shoulder while the 

left arm rises above the head, dragging the hand into the very bottom left corner of the 

scene. The figure’s left arm rests on the ground alongside the body, fingers relaxed but 

pointing in the direction of a set of horse’s hind hooves at the bottom right. These hooves 

and the faint traces of a horsetail above them are the only remaining indication of what 

the body was tied to. 

ICONOGRAPHICAL ANALYSIS 

 While these descriptions convey the formal qualities of the pinax, an iconographic 

analysis will prove necessary to speak further about them. Several characteristics point to 

the identification of the head on the obverse as that of the mythological figure of Pan. 

Though the beard, long, pointed left ear, and generally uncouth appearance could indicate 

a satyr or silenus figure as well, it is the presence of goat horns on the forehead that 

reveal the head to be Pan’s. In his entry on Pan in the Lexicon Iconographicum 

Mythologiae Classicae, John Boardman explains that depictions of Pan range from 

beardless youths to bearded older men, but the goat attributes are always present.1 

Sometimes his head may appear more goat-like than human-like, as in a bust from the 

                                                
1 J. Boardman, “Pan.,” Lexicon Iconographicum Mythologiae Classicae Vol. 8, Pt. I (1997): 923-941. 
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Vatican’s collections (Figure 5). Despite the lack of horns, the bust clearly displays the 

features of a goat: flattened nose, deep brow with small tufts of parted hair, long pointed 

ears, and a mustache flowing into the beard. These same traits, albeit less exaggerated, 

are displayed on more human representations of Pan, such as the Blanton pinax. A pair of 

full-length statues of Pan from the Pompeian theater provides an image more similar to 

the pinax’s representation (Figure 6). Clearly present on these depictions of the god, the 

pair of goat horns protruding from his forehead, the long, curly beard, and his deeply 

furrowed eyes and mouth have a distinct connection with the depiction of Pan on the 

Blanton pinax.2 

 Additionally, that the scene represents a head devoid of any attached body and the 

exaggeration of the mouth both suggest that it is a representation of a mask, of the kind 

used in theatrical performances.3 The basket upon which this mask sits appears to be a 

cista, a basket used in the religious rituals of Dionysus to conceal phalloi and serpents, 

each of which played a role in the revelation of the god’s mysteries.4 These aspects of the 

relief indicate a close association with the worship of Dionysus: as Pan is a member of 

his entourage, he is closely linked with theatre, and cistae were used in his worship.5 

Thus, not only does this side of the pinax highlight the object’s specific connection to 

                                                
2 These examples are only two of a great number of representations of Pan in the ancient world. As 
previously mentioned, the range of the god’s depictions includes a more youthful, beardless visage that I 
have not included. I refer the reader to the LIMC for these depictions, as those I have selected adhere more 
closely to the example I am discussing. 
3 Ley 2006 explains that theatrical masks generally displayed “an exaggerated jaw” due to the need for the 
actors to see and speak through the mask and the need for it to close in the head entirely (G. Ley, A Short 
Introduction to the Ancient Greek Theater, Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2006: 25-26). 
4 C. Kerényi, Dionysos: Archetypal Image of Indestructible Life, Trans. Ralph Manheim, (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1976): 260 & 383. 
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Dionysus, it underlines its connection to religious and sacred imagery as well, a crucial 

link to which I will later return. 

 Whereas Side A of the pinax refers to Pan and Dionysiac implements in general, 

the soldier scene on the reverse appears to depict a specific well-known event. Life has 

clearly drained from the body of the figure being dragged behind the horses, and with the 

additions of the arch suggesting a doorway or gate and the soldier, there is a singular 

mythological scene that fits: the dragging of the body of Hector, the prince of Troy, by 

Achilles. Homer describes the scene in the Iliad:  

But it was shame and defilement Achilles had in mind for Hector. He 
pierced the tendons above the heels and cinched them with leather thongs to 
his chariot, letting Hector’s head drag...A cloud of dust rose where Hector 
was hauled, and the long black hair fanned out from his head, so beautiful 
once, as it trailed in the dust.6 
 

This moment is a particularly poignant one in the story, for Achilles’ extreme grief over 

the death of his companion Patroclus at Hector’s hand has eliminated his sense of respect 

and honor for his foe. The defilement of Hector’s body is perhaps the biggest insult 

Achilles could inflict upon the Trojan hero. Achilles follows this act by taking the corpse 

hostage and refusing to release it until Priam himself, the king of Troy and Hector’s 

grieving father, comes to Achilles as a suppliant.7 

 In art, depictions of the dragging of Hector appear on Greek and Italiote vases, 

Roman wall paintings, stuccoes, mosaics, reliefs, and sarcophagi and range in date from 

                                                                                                                                            
5 Kerényi 1976, 267 & 296. 
6 Homer, Iliad, Trans. Stanley Lombardo, (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1997): XXII.398-
407. 
7 Iliad XXIV.472-694. 
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the Greek Archaic period to the third century A.D. Despite this vast range in dates, the 

consistent presence of certain elements transcends temporal distance and appears to 

constitute a relatively standard presentation of the scene.8 Hector himself is always nude 

and lying upon the ground. He is shown tied to the chariot, which is usually occupied by 

Achilles and pulled by either two or four horses. Often, one or more attendants 

accompany Achilles. On an Attic black-figure hydria, two figures—one male and one 

female—look on as Achilles steps onto the chariot, behind which the supine corpse of 

Hector drags (Figure 7). A winged female figure and a male driver are also present in the 

scene, while the eight visible hind hooves indicate that the chariot is a quadriga. Only 

Hector’s shoulders touch the ground, the rest of his body raised toward the chariot. Both 

arms trail behind his head, the back of which rests on the ground. His beard points 

skyward as the viewer only sees his face in profile. The onlookers are most probably 

Priam and either Hecuba or Andromache, the horrified members of Hector’s family. In 

this case, the structure under which they stand would indicate the architecture of Troy. 

The other two figures, according to Touchefeu’s estimation, are likely Automedon, 

Achilles’ charioteer, and Iris, the winged messenger goddess.9  

 An Apulian volute crater simplifies the scene (Figure 8). Both the onlookers and 

the winged goddess have disappeared, and the scene is shown frontally rather than in 

profile. In fact, the dragging appears to be over, and the calm demeanor of the horses 

suggests that they have arrived back at the Greek camp where Achilles holds Hector’s 

                                                
8 O. Touchefeu, “Hektor,” LIMC Vol. 4, Pt. I (1988): 483-498. A. Kossatz-Deissmann, “Achilleus.” LIMC 
Vol. 1, Pt. I (1981): 37-200. 
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corpse. The body itself, however, is far from calm: it has twisted violently to the side 

with the motion of the chariot and, like the scene on the Blanton pinax, one arm lies 

along the side of the body while the other is flung up over the head. A Roman mosaic 

discovered by the Porta San Lorenzo as well as a Roman funerary relief further abridge 

the scene, eliminating all figures other than Achilles and Hector (Figures 9 and 10). The 

quadriga becomes a two-horse chariot, a biga, and in both scenes, the group appears to be 

moving at top-speed, causing both of Hector’s arms to trail behind his head. 

 Though it did appear on its own, the dragging of Hector was far more likely to 

occur within a narrative context, surrounded either by other Trojan scenes or the events 

that occurred before and after the dragging. A stucco relief from the Casa del Sacello 

Iliaco in Pompeii is one such depiction (Figure 11). Set next to other important scenes 

from the Trojan Cycle, the image of the dragging of Hector becomes part of a continuous 

narrative: no longer is it the focus, but instead it is a piece of the larger story. Even with 

this shift, the scene retains the formal qualities already identified. Hector’s corpse lies 

supine on the ground, feet attached to the chariot of Achilles. The chariot itself carries 

two figures, Achilles and his driver, and at least one galloping horse pulls it. 

 Compared to other artistic depictions of the dragging of Hector, the scene on the 

Blanton pinax presents a notable difference. While the lifeless nude body on the ground 

falls clearly in line with other representations of Hector’s corpse, the absence of Achilles’ 

chariot and a driver in it is striking. It is probable that the missing part of the scene 

represented this element because of its standard inclusion, although from the presence of 

                                                                                                                                            
9 Touchefeu 1988, 491. 
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the horse’s hind hooves in the extant part of the scene, any depiction of the chariot would 

be positioned awkwardly. The soldier standing guard over the body of Hector could, 

furthermore, illustrate the great warrior Achilles, given the figure’s military garb and his 

clear position between the corpse of Hector and the gate of Troy. In fact, with the absence 

of a chariot, this identification of the soldier seems the most feasible. Even if the chariot 

were present in the missing part of the scene, any driver standing within it could easily be 

Achilles’ driver Automedon, strengthening the identification.  

 That this scene derives from the ubiquitous Trojan cycle is not unusual in a 

Roman context, given the Roman ties to the collective myth. After all, according to one 

of Rome’s two founding legends, the Trojan Aeneas escaped the Greeks’ destruction of 

Troy with the city’s Penates and came to Italy to found what would later be viewed as 

Rome’s precursor.10  

COMPARANDA 

 I have already begun to speculate about what might have been depicted on the 

missing portion of the Blanton pinax, but to get a better sense of the conventions of 

decoration on pinakes, I will now look at other examples. The vast majority of published 

pinakes come from Pompeii specifically, and the comparanda I have selected reflect that. 

 My first example, a pinax from the Casa degli Amorini Dorati in Pompeii, is also 

the one most visually similar to the Blanton pinax (Figure 12). This pinax is intact, 

though two break lines readily visible on Side B indicate that it, too, was once broken 
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down the middle. Side A, the obverse and higher relief side, displays two masks facing 

each other. Both Dwyer and Mattusch have identified the mask on the left as that of a 

maenad with long, flowing locks, crowned with ivy.11 A diagonally oriented thyrsos 

separates the two and the mask of Pan displays many of the same characteristics as the 

Blanton Pan: deeply furrowed brow, flattened nose, thick mustache, drilled and curved 

locks of hair, long pointed ear, and a pair of goat horns all are present on this 

contextualized example. A pair of herms flanks the masks providing a sense of a visual 

border despite the absence of a dedicated one. 

 Side B, the reverse, is carved in much more shallow relief and is bordered by a 

uniform frame that completely encloses the scene. Two full-length figures stand on either 

side of a flaming altar. The youthful satyr on the left carries a basket of offerings in his 

right hand while his left holds a torch out to the altar’s flames. He is nude, and his 

musculature, though shallow, is well defined. The older silenus on the right also carries a 

basket of offerings, clasping one such offering in his left hand. His musculature and 

rounded belly, too, are well defined, though a knotted cloth covers his groin and thighs. 

The shallowness of the relief and the large expanse of negative space above the flaming 

altar recall directly the Hector side of the Blanton pinax. 

 Another pinax from the Casa degli Amorini Dorati also provides a good 

comparison with the Blanton example (Figure 13). On Side A, which is again the side in 

                                                                                                                                            
10 Virgil, Aeneid, II.717-720 refers to Aeneas ordering his father to take up the Trojan Penates. The 
entirety of the Aeneid relates the Roman founding myth involving Aeneas. 
11 E. Dwyer, “Pompeian Oscilla Collections,” Mitteilungen des deutschen archaeologischen Instituts 
Roemische Abteilung Vol. 88, No. 2 (1981): 286 no. 150. C.C. Mattusch, “Catalogue: Courtyards and 
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much higher relief, four masks populate the scene. The three on the left face the one on 

the right, and each displays a negative expression: a frown or a gasp of horror. The 

female at the extreme left as well as the bearded male at the right both exemplify the S-

curves and evidence of drilling presence on the Blanton pinax’s Pan side, though the 

curls appear far more regular. Rounding out the similarities, the masks sit upon a 

collection of objects and the scene is borderless. 

 Side B also displays scowling masks, though these were executed in much lower 

relief than their counterparts. A uniform border surrounds the scene, while the mask of a 

maenad on the left faces the mask of a silenus on the right.12 Both appear to rest upon 

rocky outcroppings, and the large swath of negative space between them again recalls the 

Hector side of the Blanton pinax, despite the disjuncture between the full-figured and 

mask scenes.  

 In fact, the presence of masks on both sides of a pinax is not unusual, if other 

examples from Pompeii are any indication. Though the house in which they were found 

is unknown, two pinakes from Pompeii exemplify this phenomenon (Figures 14 and 15). 

In both cases, Side A is in high relief, borderless, and populated by three or four masks, 

at least one female and at least one male. The masks face each other and rest upon solid 

objects, some of them draped. In the latter example, the artist has even provided a setting 

for the scene by carving a temple in the upper left corner (Figure 15). The masks on Side 

                                                                                                                                            
Gardens,” In C. C. Mattusch, ed. Pompeii and the Roman Villa: Art and Culture Around the Bay of Naples, 
(Washington, D.C.: National Gallery of Art, 2008): 186-187 no. 75. 
12 Mattusch 2008, 186 no. 74. 
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A are highly detailed and in such high relief that in a couple of cases they appear almost 

to be carved in the round.  

 The reverses of both of these pinakes also display masks, albeit in the shallowly 

carved manner I have come to associate with Side B. In the first example (Figure 14), a 

relatively wide uniform border frames a face-off between a youthful satyr and an aged 

silenus.13 The second example also depicts two masks in profile: a bearded man and a 

beardless youth, though its border is much more narrow.  

 At the Villa delle Colonne a Mosaico, also in Pompeii, a pinax that employed the 

schematic of masks on both sides sat next to one that portrayed a mythological scene on 

the reverse (Figures 16 and 17). Excavators uncovered both pinakes in the garden in 

January of 1838.14 The pinax that displays just masks shows a high relief bearded male 

and female facing each other on Side A (Figure 16). Side B, bordered and in shallow 

relief, shows, predictably, a silenus and youthful satyr, though in this case both masks 

face the right, leaving an expanse of negative space in that area. This pinax’s partner, 

however, does not employ the familiar scheme (Figure 17). Side A remains standard 

with its high relief execution, borderless scene, and depiction of three masks facing each 

other. Side B, too, adheres to the bordered, shallow relief common to it, but the subject of 

the scene itself is unique. Rather than masks or figures in the act of ritual, this scene 

represents a hippogriff attacking an anguished bull. Clearly, the pinax invites the viewer 

to enter the mythological realm. 

                                                
13 A. Carrella et al., Marmora Pompeiana nel Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli: Gli arredi 
scultorei delle case pompeiane, (Roma: L’Erma di Bretschneider, 2008): 245-246 no. E 70.  
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 The same is true for a pair of pinakes from the Casa della Fortuna in Pompeii 

(Figures 18 and 19). Stylistically, these pinakes vary from the other examples I have 

presented. Though the sides are still designated “A” and “B,” the depth of relief does not 

vary nearly as much from one side to the other. Additionally, both sides are bordered, and 

the carving is much less refined. Still, both examples possess one side populated by two 

masks—assigned to Side B and both facing to the right, but two masks nevertheless.15 

Side A in both examples is where the viewer is invited to enter the mythological realm. 

Both scenes, according to different sources, depict Daedalus making the wings with 

which he and Icarus flew.16 Though the figures differ slightly, one bearded and clothed 

while the other is beardless and nude, the compositions are quite similar. That they 

represent the same scene is not a stretch, especially considering that excavators found 

them in the same house.17 

POSSIBLE RECONSTRUCTION 

 The fact that the Blanton pinax depicts a mask of Pan in high relief on Side A and 

a mythological scene of the dragging of Hector in low relief on Side B, then, fits with the 

conventions of pinax decoration. Based upon these relatively standard conventions, then, 

the viewer can speculate about what might have been depicted on the portion of the pinax 

                                                                                                                                            
14 Carrella et al. 2008, 103-104 nos. B 39 & B 40. 
15 Carrella et al. 2008, 189-190 no. D 38 & 193-194 no. D 44. 
16 Dwyer 1981 identifies Figure 18 as Daedalus in catalogue entry no. 63 (275), while on the following 
page he describes Figure 19 (catalogue no. 64) as a man fashioning something out of a rock. Carrella et al. 
2008 describes both figures as Daedalus (189-190 no. 38; 193-194 no. 44).   
17 According to Carrella, the pinax represented in Figure 18 was found in the peristyle, while the one in 
Figure 19 was discovered in the atrium. They were apparently found within five days of each other in 1880. 
(Carrella et. all 2008, 189-190 no. 38 & 193-194 no. 44).  
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that is no longer extant. First, though, we must establish approximately how much of the 

pinax is missing.  

 What remains of the Blanton pinax measures 29.21 centimeters high and 22.86 

centimeters wide, with a depth of approximately 7 centimeters. As is evident from Table 

1, there was no across-the-board standard size for pinakes. However, the similarity of the 

numbers does suggest that there are two clusters that may represent pinakes of 

comparable sizes. The first type consists of pinakes of approximately 30 centimeters in 

height (range from 28-34) and 40 centimeters in width (range from 38-44). The second 

type measures approximately 18 centimeters in height (range 17.5-20.5) and 25 

centimeters in width (range 22-24.5). The full height of the Blanton pinax is extant and 

appears to fit nicely within the range of heights for the first type, which would estimate 

the pinax’s full width somewhere around 40 centimeters. This approximation fits well 

with what is already known about the pinax, because the scenes have suggested that 

about half of the piece is extant. If the pinax indeed fits in with the first type, it means 

somewhere between half and a little under half of the pinax is missing. 

 But what would the missing piece have looked like? On Side A, it seems almost 

certain that another mask would have faced Pan. That companion mask is also likely to 

have been female, given the predominance of representing both genders on the high relief 

side, and so I will speculate that Pan would have been paired with a maenad mask that 

faced him. It is less clear what may have populated the scene on the reverse, as this is—to 

my knowledge—the only example on a pinax of the dragging of Hector. It is safe to say 

that the horse hooves visible on Side B mean that the missing portion of the pinax would 
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have depicted at least two horses. Other representations of this scene invariably display 

the chariot of Achilles, to which Hector’s body is tied, and though this scene may have 

been abbreviated or awkwardly positioned, I think the chariot of Achilles is the best 

guess for what may have been present on the missing portion. 
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Chapter II:  Pinakes, Oscilla, and the Peristyle 

While this close examination of Blanton pinax provides a thorough understanding 

of the object itself, inevitably questions arise about how the piece was created and where 

it was displayed. To that end, I turn now to the physical context of a pinax, from its 

production to the other decorative objects with which it was displayed and finally to the 

peristyle garden in which it stood. Examining these questions reveals much about the 

pinax and its role in the Roman house. 

PRODUCTION 

The Artist 

 Up until this point, the only real differentiation I have made between the sides of 

the Blanton pinax other than the subjects of the respective scenes is that the mask side 

was executed in high relief while the Hector side, in contrast, was done in low relief. The 

corresponding inference, though—that the two sides are stylistically identical—is 

incorrect. Rather, the two sides demonstrate a clear stylistic separation. The mask side 

displays dynamic lines and curves that fall in line with the hallmarks of Hellenistic 

sculpture, particularly the dramatic and expressive quality that is generally attributed to 

this style.18 In direct contrast, the Hector side uses simple lines and is not nearly as 

dramatic or expressive as its counterpart. This artist’s focus appears to have been the 

unmistakable depiction of the scene, rather than its pathos.  

                                                
18 J.G. Pedley, Greek Art and Archaeology, (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, Inc., 1993): 350-374. 
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 In fact, the juxtaposition of the two sides simply enhances the effect of each 

particular style. Set against the drama of the mask, the Hector scene only appears more 

static, and with the built-in comparison to the static Hector scene, the Pan mask becomes 

all the more expressive. Stylistically, the two sides are distinctive enough that it seems 

likely that two different artists carved them. Of course the “two artists” were likely teams 

of artists and craftspeople, but the point is that they were differently conceived and 

executed. Whether this contrast is the result of the skilled hand of a master versus the 

less-talented hand of an apprentice, or a purposeful and intentional stylistic choice would 

be difficult to determine, though I argue in favor of the latter.  

 What can be determined with some degree of certainty is that the artist(s) who 

executed the Pan side of the relief had undergone some Greek training in the art of 

sculpture. In the past, scholars have attributed Roman sculptural works of a certain 

perceived quality and classicizing style to the hand of a Greek master, noting that it was 

the Greeks who possessed the intelligence and know-how to execute such refined work. 

The Ara Pacis Augustae of 9 B.C. is perhaps the most notable Roman monument to be 

subjected to this debate, summarized (and refuted) succinctly by Diane Conlin.19 For the 

pinax, the determination of the artist’s training comes not from judgments about the 

artist’s ethnicity based on quality, but rather from the use of certain tools. As noted 

above, the Pan side of the Blanton pinax demonstrates the skilled knowledge and use of a 

drill. The curves in the locks of hair, the perfectly round holes for the spirals of the curls, 

                                                
19 D.A. Conlin, The Artists of the Ara Pacis: The Process of Hellenization in Roman Relief Sculpture, 
(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1997): 11-25. 
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the deep-set mouth, and the hollow of the ear all reveal the careful use of a marble drill. 

The use of this tool, and the distinct separation of the mask from the background are two 

hallmarks of Greek sculptural practices.20 The Hector side, by contrast, exhibits 

characteristics that fall in line with features associated with early Roman sculptural 

tradition: the emphasis on chisels rather than a drill and, most notably, the emphasis on 

the front plane of the stone.21 In no place on the Hector side was a drill utilized, and the 

simple lines and understated musculature of the figures underline the fact that it was 

meant to be viewed from a single, frontal angle.  

 While I think it problematic to claim that the artist of the Pan side of the Blanton 

pinax came from Greece, it does seem reasonable to conclude that his training took place 

either in Greece or under the supervision of a master who had himself been trained in the 

Greek manner. I presume nothing about the artist’s ethnic background. This 

determination does not, of course, preclude the possibility that the artist in charge of the 

Hector side also had Greek training that is simply not demonstrated on this work, or that 

the artist in charge of the Pan side was also trained in the early Roman style.  

 In fact, that the two artists or teams of artists who carved the Blanton pinax had 

the same training proves a quite probable scenario when one takes into account the 

prevalence of artists’ workshops during Roman times.22 A master, who had trained 

extensively, opened a workshop and took in apprentices, to whom he taught his trade. 

                                                
20 S. Adam, The Technique of Greek Sculpture in the Archaic and Classical Periods, British School of 
Archaeology at Athens Supplementary Volume No. 3, (London: Thames & Hudson, 1966): 40-73, 110. P. 
Rockwell, The Art of Stoneworking: A Reference Guide, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993): 
108. 
21 Rockwell 1993, 109. 
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The apprentices, who had varying skill levels according to the amount of time they spent 

at the workshop, assisted the master with his projects, executing portions or all of a work 

depending on the stipulations of the commission.23 The system worked both for 

adequately training the next generation of sculptors and for increasing the business by 

allowing master sculptors to take on more projects than they could feasibly complete on 

their own. Because of this system of training, too, there existed few opportunities for the 

apprentice to experiment or innovate, and thus sculpture tended to be one of the more 

conservative and traditional art forms.24 

Dating and Provenance 

 Because of the circumstances surrounding the Blanton pinax’s acquisition, little is 

known about its original discovery and location. As mentioned above, the pinax was 

purchased in the early 1980s and arrived at the Blanton with little more information on its 

origins than that it had been in the possession of a private European collector prior to its 

arrival in New York City at the Edward H. Merrin Gallery.25 Based upon the evidence 

previously cited that the pinax’s break was filed down, it appears that the private 

European collector, whoever he or she may have been, displayed the pinax with the Pan 

side visible. Due to the dearth of information about the Blanton pinax’s original findspot, 

it seems most likely the object was the victim of site pilfering, whether by black market 

entrepreneurs or a tourist in want of an appropriately impressive souvenir.  

                                                                                                                                            
22 Conlin 1997, 29-34. 
23 Conlin 1997, 29-30. 
24 Conlin 1997, 32. 
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 In the case of this particular pinax, little is known about either its date, which the 

museum lists as sometime between the first century B.C. and the first century A.D., or its 

original provenance, which is entirely unspecified. Clues in the pinax’s material and the 

comparable examples may lead to a more narrow range for its date. While a provenance, 

once lost, is next to impossible to determine for certain, several factors about the Blanton 

pinax allow me to speculate about its possible provenance. These conjectures, though 

made with reservations, will provide the basis for much of the rest of my discussion. I 

will begin with an establishment of the piece’s date. 

 The marble itself may provide the first clue, since the widespread use of Luna 

(modern Carrara) marble corresponded with the building programs of Augustus, who 

made frequent use of this type of marble.26 Though the marble upon which the pinax is 

carved appears to the naked eye to be Luna marble, extensive scientific testing would be 

necessary to make this determination for sure.27 In any case, a date following the 

Augustan era would correspond to the later half of the Blanton’s given date range, from 

the first century B.C. to the first century A.D. The widespread use of the drill in the 

Roman world presumably followed this exploitation of Luna marble with evidence of the 

Romans’ adoption of Greek sculptural practices on Augustus’s Ara Pacis.28 At least by 

the Flavian era, the drill had come into prominent use, evident from the tool’s broad 

                                                                                                                                            
25 Information on the pinax’s purchase and accession in the collection of the Blanton Museum of Art may 
be found in folder number 1981.96 in the Blanton’s archives. 
26 D.E.E. Kleiner, Roman Sculpture, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992): 99. 
27 N. Herz, “Greek and Roman White Marble: Geology and Determination of Provenance,” in O. Palagia, 
ed., Greek Sculpture, (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2006): 280-306. 
28 Conlin 1997, 73-78. 
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utilization in portraiture of women in that period.29 If these developments suggest a date 

at least in the first century A.D., the comparable pinakes I have described above support 

this. In fact, they offer a narrower range still. All of the aforementioned examples to 

which date ranges narrower than the one offered by the Blanton have been attributed fall 

in the second half of the first century A.D. These dates come mainly from Dwyer’s 1981 

study of pinakes and the oscilla next to which they were displayed (discussed in detail 

below). Because the houses of Marcus Lucretius and Fortuna at Pompeii, in which a 

number of these objects were found, were decorated in the later years of Pompeii,30 

because of the stylistic similarities between the objects from Pompeii and a marble tondo 

from Hadrian’s Villa, and because painted tondi oscilla were found in late Third and 

Fourth Style wall paintings in Pompeii, Dwyer concludes that this class of objects was 

introduced and gained popularity in Pompeii during the third and fourth quarters of the 

first century A.D. Based upon the Blanton pinax’s stylistic and structural similarities to 

these examples, therefore, I think it most likely that this pinax, too, was created and 

displayed during the latter half of the first century A.D. 

 But can these examples provide any indication as to the Blanton pinax’s original 

provenance? The answer is, in a roundabout way, yes. As is noted in the above section, 

each of the eight pinakes presented as comparanda for the Blanton pinax comes from 

Pompeii. This may suggest to the reader that all extant examples of pinakes were 

                                                
29 N. Ramage & A. Ramage, Roman Art: Romulus to Constantine, (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 
Inc., 1991): 171-175. 
30 Dwyer 1981, 256-257. J.R. Clarke, The Houses of Roman Italy, 100 BC-AD 250: Ritual, Space, and 
Decoration, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991): 158-159. 
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discovered in the town, but this is untrue. Of 61 pinakes presented in Bacchetta’s 

catalogue, ten come from Pompeii, while the rest have origins throughout the Italian 

peninsula and Gaul.31 While that number constitutes only one-sixth of the examples 

listed, Pompeii contributed more pinakes to the study than any other single town. Further, 

an examination of the pinakes from other provenances demonstrates stylistic differences 

with the Blanton pinax: generally, there is not the contrast in relief depth from Side A to 

Side B, masks are more often seen in strict profile, and both sides are bordered (Figures 

20-22). Because the Blanton pinax is stylistically the most similar to the examples from 

Pompeii, and because a large percentage of extant pinakes come from this town, I believe 

it most likely that the Blanton pinax, too, originated in Pompeii. Though I recognize that 

this speculation is not without its caveats, the remainder of this paper presumes this 

provenance. 

PINAKES AS PART OF A DECORATIVE PROGRAM 

 From their small size and the number that have been found, it is not likely that 

pinakes were lengthy or labor-intensive commissions for an artist. From their presence in 

numerous households, it seems logical that workshops could expect a reasonable demand 

for them from a variety of buyers. According to the examples mentioned in the previous 

chapter, there seems to be an adaptable formula for pinakes. Invariably, one side would 

                                                
31 Bacchetta catalogues these 61 pinakes as “Oscilla rettangolare” and argues that these reliefs hung and 
moved in mid-air like the circular oscilla I will describe later (A. Bacchetta, Oscilla: rilievi sospesi di età 
romana, Milano: Edizioni Universitarie di Lettere Economia Diritto, 2006: 555-575). Dwyer, too, believes 
some pinakes hung, based on evidence of damage at the point where, he claims, an iron hook would have 
been. These hanging pinakes he includes under his definition of oscilla, and an appendix to his catalogue 
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display two or more masks resting on various implements. Often Dionysiac objects also 

populated the scene, and usually the masks faced each other.32 The reverse varied more, 

allowing for either another mask scene or a full-figure scene of worshipping devotees of 

Dionysus or of a mythological representation. The formula is common enough to suggest 

some degree of standardization.  

 Roman sarcophagi, though not prevalent until the second century A.D. (well after 

the examples of pinakes described above), indicate that the practice of selecting a pre-

carved item and somehow personalizing it to the individual patron’s taste was relatively 

common in the Roman world.33 Just like sarcophagi, pinakes had a fairly standard 

formula and could be reasonably expected to sell. It is plausible, then, that the workshop 

carved one side of the pinax—likely the mask side—before it was commissioned. The 

patron could then select what would be carved on the reverse, perhaps out of a pattern 

book or via special request.34 The patron could choose his scene according to his taste 

and to the decorative scheme of his home.  

 In fact, pinakes had their place in a particular program of decorative garden 

sculpture. As reconstructed in the Casa degli Amorini Dorati, pinakes were most often 

displayed standing on pilasters (usually decorated with relief sculptures) under the open 

                                                                                                                                            
lists the examples of “Stationary Pinakes” (1981, 255-256, 275, 285-288). I term all of these examples 
pinakes because of their formal and structural similarities. 
32 Dwyer 1981, 286-287, 291.  
33 J.K. Whitehead, Biography and Formula in Roman Sarcophagi, Diss., Yale  University, 1984, (Ann 
Arbor: University Microfilms Intl., 1986): 10. 
34 Clarke 1991 refers throughout to the convention of pattern books, presumably collections of motifs from 
which the artist could draw to satisfy a commission. Clarke believes that it is due to these books that nearly 
identical motifs appeared in various locales.  Pages 156 and 252 in particular shed light upon this process. 
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air of the peristyle garden (Figure 32).35 These gardens were also adorned with oscilla 

and masks hanging in the intercolumniations as well as herms standing in the garden.36 

Understood by Dwyer as “suspended marble masks and reliefs,” the term oscilla 

constitutes a class of items of varying shapes.37 Most commonly associated with the word 

is a circular tondo or tympanum shape with relief carved on either side (Figures 23, 26, 

30-31). Another type documented frequently is a crescent-moon pelta shape. Peltae 

usually bore more decorative schemes, but they were nevertheless carved on both sides 

(Figures 24-25). A third and a fourth type take their names from the objects they 

resemble: clipeus and syrinx, respectively.38 Marble versions of theatrical masks hung 

alongside oscilla between the columns of the peristyle, while herms populated the garden 

along with the pinakes.  

 That the pinakes, oscilla, and other garden statuary of a house would have been 

viewed as a group is undeniable. Whether or not their respective subjects suggested a 

cohesive theme for viewers is another matter. Certainly the possibility exists: several 

peltae and tondi from the Casa della Fortuna display birds or winged creatures (Figures 

23-25). These oscilla joined the pinakes displaying Daedalus crafting wings described 

above (Figures 18 and 19). What precisely this is meant to emphasize is, of course, 

                                                
35 Some pinakes were also embedded in peristyle walls, as evidenced by the Casa degli Amorini Dorati. 
Similar to their freestanding counterparts, these pinakes had relief sculpture on both sides, with the more 
shallowly carved side turned into the wall. Painted and material evidence suggests, however, that 
freestanding display was more common and in either case, the pinakes would have participated in the 
sculptural program of the peristyle, with the oscilla and masks hanging in the intercolumniations helping to 
bridge the gap from open-air to covered space. 
36 Dwyer 1981 and Bacchetta 2006 are both primarily catalogues of oscilla and Carrella et al. 2008 studies 
the collections together. 
37 Dwyer 1981, 247. 
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unknown: the owner may have identified with a certain myth or bird, or perhaps he 

simply liked the theme. Furthermore, just because an owner could organize the scenes on 

his garden reliefs around a theme does not necessarily mean that he did so. Take, for 

example, a tondo found in the Villa delle Colonne a Mosaico (Figure 26). Depicting 

Dionysus on one side and Pan with a panther on the other, the only subject-related 

connection this oscillum has with the pinakes from the same house (Figures 16 and 17) 

is Dionysiac figures, an element that all the garden relief sculptures shared. 

 The Casa degli Amorini Dorati, too, had oscilla, masks, and herms that adorned 

its peristyle garden, and for many of these, a precise provenance is known (Figure 27).39 

According to Dwyer’s catalogue, there were five masks and two tondi accompanying 

four pinakes in the garden and four set into the south wall of the peristyle.40 Two of these 

pinakes have been previously mentioned as those that are the closest comparanda for the 

Blanton pinax (Figures 12 and 13). For this reason, I wish to spend a little time 

reviewing this particular collection. 

 Of the five masks and two tondi listed by Dwyer, I have been able to locate 

photographs of two masks and both tondi.41 The masks represent a silenus and a maenad, 

and both wear crowns of ivy, emphasizing their connection to Dionysus (Figures 28 and 

                                                                                                                                            
38 Bacchetta 2006 sets out these types in his second chapter and separates his catalogue accordingly. 
39 The plan of the house to which I refer places three of the masks and both tondi in very specific locations 
in the peristyle. The numbers used (20-22, 25, and 26) refer to Dwyer’s catalogue numbers for those 
objects. Dwyer’s numbers 20, 25, and 26 correspond to my Figures 29, 30, and 31, respectively. 
40 Dwyer 1981, 267-268, 286-287. 
41 Though he provides photographs for many of the items in his catalogue, they are not all pictured and, 
sadly, none of the objects from the Casa degli Amorini Dorati collection of oscilla are shown in Dwyer 
1981. However, I have been able to identify each object I have tracked down with its appropriate catalogue 
entry based upon his detailed descriptions.  
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29). The pupils of the eyes are drilled on either mask, and both mouths open widely, 

underlining their interpretation as theatrical masks. The three masks not pictured—a boy, 

a maiden, and a youthful satyr—share this treatment of the eyes and at least one follows 

the open mouth convention.42 Hanging at least in one case in between the masks, the 

tondi, too, shared formal qualities with one another (Figures 30 and 31). Both displayed 

the same approximate levels of relief on Sides A and B, both were bordered, and both 

share a similar treatment of the musculature of their figures. Additionally, the two sides 

of each tondo converse directly with each other through formal similarities: one shows a 

centaur on both sides (Figure 30), while the other displays a figure dancing on either side 

(Figure 31).  

 The reconstruction of the peristyle garden in the Casa degli Amorini Dorati 

illustrates that this assemblage of decorative garden sculpture was displayed as a group 

(Figure 32). Given the scenes present on the oscilla and the pinakes, the element of 

Dionysiac worship, and not merely implements, could unite the group. An emphasis on 

worship would further fit well with the lararium and shrine that were present in this 

peristyle (Figures 33 and 34). The lararium is a relatively standard addition to a 

Pompeian house, where the dedication to the gods of the household, the lares, penates, 

and probably the genius of the paterfamilias would have occurred.43 The shrine, on the 

other hand, which was located in the southeast corner of the peristyle, had painted images 

of Isis, Serapis, Harpocrates, and Anubis, suggesting the owner’s identification with the 

                                                
42 Dwyer 1981, 267. 
43 Clarke 1991, 7-10. 
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Egyptianizing cult of Isis.44 The implications of this emphasis on worship in the peristyle 

will be treated at length below (see Chapter III). 

 The connection of the decorative sculptural program of the peristyle garden with 

the unique layout and elements of the house in which it was located suggest, at least for 

the Casa degli Amorini Dorati but presumably for other houses as well, that the patron 

selected the scenes on each sculptural item for a specific purpose or to convey a 

particular theme. Though surely some pinakes and oscilla were selected simply because 

they were in vogue for garden decoration at the time, it is also evident that some were the 

product of a thoughtful selection of the patron or whomever he had employed to design 

his garden. Based upon the overall quality of the Blanton pinax as well as the uniqueness 

of a scene of the dragging of Hector at least among pinakes, I conclude that this pinax 

played an explicit role in the overall decorative scheme of its patron’s garden, perhaps as 

part of a series of Iliac or tragic scenes. In the next chapter, I move into the larger 

implications of the role of pinakes for their patrons. 

                                                
44 Mattusch 2008, 184. 
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Chapter III:  Pinakes as Markers of Status 

 To approach issues of the interpretation and function of the Blanton pinax, I will 

finally turn to the question of viewership. Who would have seen this sculpture, and under 

what circumstances? By contemplating these questions, I examine how its viewers may 

have interpreted the pinax and what sort of a function it may have served for its owner. 

 To say that the intended viewer was Roman is not saying much. After all, the term 

“Roman” can be applied to a variety of people of different social statuses, professions, 

and ethnic origins. What is more useful is to determine the role(s) a person was enacting 

when he viewed the pinax. Knowledge of these roles informs our reading of pinakes. 

Certainly members of the household would have had constant, habitual encounters with 

these sculptural works, and likely would have appreciated the way in which they 

beautified the garden spaces. Slaves, too, would have seen these pinakes on a regular 

basis, but they were arguably not the ones to whom the message was directed. As I will 

demonstrate, the owner of the pinakes and the other sculptural works intended their 

message to communicate with two very specific visitors to the house: his clients and his 

dinner guests.  

PATRONS AND CLIENTS 

 The relationship between the patronus and his cliens formed the basis of the 

Roman social and political system.45 It was the ambition of any properly motivated male 

member of the Roman elite to enter political life and begin his cursus honorum. In order 
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to achieve the necessary support and votes, wealthy Romans gathered clients, or clientes, 

with whom they exchanged aid in legal matters, money, and other such favors the clients 

might need for their assured votes and campaign efforts.46 The reciprocity inherent in this 

system demonstrates the benefits it offered for either party.  

 Clients attended their patron’s house each morning for the daily ritual of the 

salutatio, the formal greeting of their patron. During this ritual, much of the exchange 

between client and patron took place: the patron secured the political votes due him, both 

sides requested favors, and the client received his monetary stipend or loans.47 The 

salutatio was an extremely important ritual for the maintenance of the relationship 

between patron and client: the client demonstrated his commitment to his patron’s 

advancement and the patron displayed his own importance and wealth that would sustain 

them both. Traditionally, this ritual was held in the public space of a Roman house, the 

axis of the atrium and tablinum that lay just beyond the entrance, or fauces.48 Clients 

would wait in the patron’s atrium until it was their turn to approach the patron in his 

tablinum, a room attached to the atrium and visible from it. With this separation, the 

patron stood apart from the rest of the crowd and commanded an aura of importance from 

the attention called to his person and the gaze directed his way via the architecture.49 The 

fact that many traditions of domestic architecture center around this exchange between 

                                                                                                                                            
45 Clarke 1991, 2. 
46 R.P. Saller, Personal Patronage in the Early Empire. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982): 
14-15. 
47 Saller 1982, 61, 128. 
48 Clarke 1991, 4-6. 
49 A. Wallace-Hadrill, “Patronage in Roman society: from republic to empire,” in A. Wallace-Hadrill, ed., 
Patronage in Ancient Society, (New York: Routledge, 1989): 63. 
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patron and client reveals both the ubiquity and significance of the ritual.50 While scholars 

understand the tablinum to have been the most traditional space for the patron to enact 

this business, not every home had a dedicated tablinum in its floor plan. In these cases, 

another room served the same function.51  

 Several other visual cues augmented the significance of the patron in this setting. 

First, and perhaps most practically, the client would have noticed the number of other 

clients also waiting to pay their morning greeting to their patron. While initially this may 

have resulted simply in a feeling of relief or annoyance about the amount of time the 

client had to wait, a larger crowd would indicate that his patron had amassed a good deal 

of social capital. That is, the patron would be fulfilling his duties and increasing in social 

and political importance, and the size of the crowd in his home for the salutatio would be 

a visual index of that.52 Next, as the client milled about in the atrium, waiting for his turn, 

he would have noticed the ancestor masks lining the walls. An atrium was thought to be 

the proper place for the repository of these commemorations of one’s forebears.53 In the 

context of the salutatio, the masks would have served to remind the client about the long 

line of important people from whom his patron descended and from whom this patron 

received his superior status. The masks were also likely to have been a reminder of the 

client’s own ancestors, who may have been clients of his patron’s ancestors, since patron-

client relationships could be passed along through familial generations.  

                                                
50 A. Wallace-Hadrill, “The Social Structure of the Roman House.” Papers of the British  School at Rome 
56 (1988): 43-97. 
51 I refer here to the House of the Vettii in particular, which I discuss in detail below. 
52 Wallace-Hadrill 1989, 65. 
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 A third visual enhancement of the patron’s importance might be the decoration of 

this set of rooms. While traditionalists frowned upon luxuria at its most extravagant 

during the Late Republic and Early Empire, opulence began to become the norm rather 

than the exception as the Empire entered the first century A.D. and the imperial family 

after Augustus set the standard for wealthy displays.54 Patrons at this time decorated their 

atria and tablina with opulent wall paintings and other luxury items. The Casa degli 

Amorini Dorati in Pompeii is one such example. The walls in the atrium, tablinum, and 

exedra G preserve frescoes in the Third Style.55 The central scenes include images from 

the Trojan Cycle: Paris on Mount Ida on the South wall of the atrium (Figure 35), Paris 

persuading Helen on the West wall of the tablinum (Figure 36), Agamemnon and Briseis 

with Achilles on the South wall of exedra G (Figure 37), Thetis and Hephaestus making 

armor for Achilles on the North wall of exedra G (Figure 38), and Achilles and Polyxena 

on the North wall of the atrium (Figure 39). One image of Jason leaving Pelias is also 

                                                                                                                                            
53 H.I. Flower, Ancestor Masks and Aristocratic Power in Roman Culture, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1996). 
54 Roman preoccupation with the corrosive effects of luxury and excess began with the lex Oppia in 215 
B.C., a law that targeted specifically female displays of wealth and extravagance. Subsequent sumptuary 
laws, including the lex Orchia, the lex Fannia, and the lex Didia, regulated banqueting, while historians 
writing at the end of the Republic credited luxury with the decline of the Roman state. Wallace-Hadrill 
discusses this phenomenon as an expression of concern about social order (A. Wallace-Hadrill, Rome’s 
Cultural Revolution, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008: 329-355). Though Augustus had been 
careful to keep his own display of luxury to a minimum, his descendants quickly abandoned this practice. 
Tiberius, who immediately succeeded the first emperor, possessed a lavish villa on the island of Capri, 
which essentially became his own private island, and ruled the empire from this remote location during the 
last years of his reign (P. Matyszak, The Sons of Caesar: Imperial Rome’s First Dynasty, London: Thames 
& Hudson, 2006: 147-156). It was also during the reign of Tiberius (A.D. 23) that any further pursuit of 
sumptuary law was abandoned, with the emperor himself writing a letter opposing attempts to legally 
control luxury (Wallace-Hadrill 2008, 331-333). While all of this indicates a culture preoccupied with the 
negative effects of luxury, it is important to note that the sumptuary laws of this period never dealt 
specifically with luxurious works of art in the house, or, for that matter, with funerary practices (Wallace-
Hadrill 2008, 336-337). 
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present on the East wall of exedra G, though it does not belong within the Trojan Cycle 

(Figure 40). Well-executed wall paintings demonstrated the patron’s ability to pay for 

such luxuries, certainly, but they also displayed his taste and his knowledge of myth. The 

painted mythological scenes set the patron against a backdrop of wealth and the affairs of 

the gods, a message that would surely have translated to their clients. 

 Scholars have mostly discussed the salutatio in terms of the atrium and tablinum, 

in which it was traditionally held. However, several scholars as of late have brought up 

the possibility that the salutatio may not have been as exclusive to the atrium as 

previously thought. John Clarke believes that the salutatio at the House of the Vettii took 

place in oecus Q, a large and impressively decorated room off the peristyle on the house’s 

north-south axis (Figure 41). The lack of a tablinum on the atrium’s east-west axis 

suggested the need for an alternative location for the salutatio. Based upon the two main 

axes, graffiti in the peristyle, and the superiority of decoration in oecus Q, Clarke has 

concluded that this room is the most likely setting for the reception of clients.56 That the 

ritual should now be located in a room that opens onto the peristyle and not onto the 

atrium is curious because it suggests that the majority of the house should now be 

considered public.57  

                                                                                                                                            
55 “Casa degli Amorini Dorati.” Pompei: Pitture e Mosaici. Vol. V (Roma: Istituto di enciclopedia italiana, 
1990): 714-846. 
56 Clarke 1991, 214-220. 
57 Wallace-Hadrill 1994 equates the locales where the salutatio was performed as the most public rooms of 
the Roman house (A. Wallace-Hadrill, Houses and Society in Pompeii and Herculaneum, Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1994). It should be noted here that E. Leach has justly nuanced the discussion 
of public and private space in the Roman house, suggesting that rules governing accessibility are less rigid 
and, in fact, rooms could serve either as public or as private depending upon the determination of the 
house’s inhabitants and their needs. Her explanation that domestic spaces “borrow” their identity from the 
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 At this point, it seems pertinent to point out that Roman domestic space does not 

follow our modern conceptualizations of public versus private. To the modern mind, all 

domestic space is primarily private, the only people allowed or expected to enter being 

invited guests who are usually friends or family of the homeowner. However, because the 

house of a member of the Roman elite was where the salutatio occurred, it became a 

locale for public business, open to people who were not necessarily family or close 

friends. As Andrew Wallace-Hadrill explains, public space for Romans meant space to 

which everyone was permitted, while private space was reserved for invited guests. 

Wallace-Hadrill further differentiates these spaces by indicating that, traditionally, the 

public areas of the Roman house surrounded the atrium, since that was the place where 

the clients came to perform the salutatio. Private areas, by contrast, clustered around the 

peristyle because the rooms adjacent to the peristyle mostly functioned as spaces for 

entertainment.58  

 Though he draws this distinct polarity between the atrium and the peristyle space 

of a Roman house, Wallace-Hadrill also explains that later in the history of the patron-

client system, after the Republic fell and the imperial family took power, a shift in space 

usage occurred. Reception rooms gathered around the colonnaded peristyle court and 

public life penetrated further into the house. The view of the peristyle likewise became 

more important than the view of the atrium, and here the patron could better control the 

                                                                                                                                            
function they are currently serving is especially relevant to my discussion of the move of the salutatio from 
the atrium to the peristyle (E.W. Leach, The Social Life of Painting in Ancient Rome and on the Bay of 
Naples, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004: 20, 40). 
58 Wallace-Hadrill 1994, 47. 
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image he presented to the public who entered the home.59 Both Clarke and Wallace-

Hadrill utilize the decoration of the rooms and the layout of the house as their main 

evidence for the shift of the salutatio from the atrium area to the peristyle area.  

 Henrik Mouritsen uses the distribution of graffiti to reach the same conclusion. In 

a study on the House of the Menander, Mouritsen traces a concentration of graffiti from 

the external areas of the house to the vestibulum, fauces, tablinum, and atrium. The 

peristyle featured the largest concentration of graffiti, and the patterns of distribution led 

Mouritsen to some interesting conclusions. Based upon the public nature of the rooms in 

which the graffiti was most numerous, Mouritsen believes that most of the authors of the 

graffiti were guests, not members of the household (whether family members or slaves). 

Because the graffiti were most highly concentrated at the entrance to the house and at the 

corner of the peristyle nearest its entrance, Mouritsen argues that the guests who executed 

the graffiti were standing in groups, waiting for something. This, he thinks, indicates a 

shift toward using the peristyle over the atrium for reception of guests and clients.60  

 Interestingly, the change in space usage occurred despite the fact that the House 

of the Menander has a dedicated tablinum. It was the lack of this room in the House of 

the Vettii which led Clarke to the conclusion that oecus Q performed the function that 

this room otherwise would have.61 Mouritsen outlines similar graffiti evidence at the 

Casa degli Amorini Dorati: ten different inscriptions in the fauces, one in the atrium, and 

                                                
59 Wallace-Hadrill 1994, 51-52. Clarke 1991, 2-6. 
60 H. Mouritsen, “The Inscriptions of the Insula of Menander,” in H. Mouritsen, J.M. Reynolds, and A. 
Varone, eds. The Insula of Menander at Pompeii, Vol. V: Wall Inscriptions, (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, forthcoming): 13-15. 
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nine in the peristyle.62 The graffiti evidence thus suggests that the Casa degli Amorini 

Dorati, too, had experienced this shift in space usage. Despite the fact that a dedicated 

tablinum was, in fact, present at the Casa degli Amorini Dorati, it seems probable that the 

salutatio moved from its traditional locale to an area more richly decorated and where the 

message of the patron’s importance, social power, and superior status could be even more 

effectively communicated.  

 I have already outlined the typical decoration of a peristyle garden: filled with 

theatrical masks, herms, pinakes both freestanding in the garden and embedded into the 

walls, oscilla, and garlands in addition to rich wall paintings, possibly a fountain, and 

lush greenery. If the salutatio took place in one of the rooms off of the peristyle, the 

decoration added new punctuation to the old ritual. The theatrical masks that hung in the 

intercolumniations and populated at least one side of each pinax could have provided an 

especially relevant visual counterpoint to the ancestor masks traditionally located in the 

atrium. The same is true for the herms that were often placed in the garden. In much the 

same manner, the figures of dancing maenads and other worshippers of Dionysus mimic 

the effect of the crowd of other clients milling about in the atrium, waiting for their turn 

with their patron. And if it was not only the number of other clients, but also their 

individual social status that might indicate the patron’s importance, the presence of 

mythological, cult-related clients would have made quite the statement. 

                                                                                                                                            
61 Clarke 1991, 214-220. 
62 Mouritsen forthcoming, 15. 
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DINNER GUESTS 

 This shift of the ritual of the salutatio may indicate not only a physical change but 

also a shift in the emphasis of the ritual toward spectacle, show, and entertainment. As 

Wallace-Hadrill notes, homeowners generally located their entertaining rooms around 

their peristyle (or, if space did not permit a full one, their mock peristyle).63 The most 

lavish and important form of elite entertainment in the home was the Roman banquet. A 

tradition carried over from the Greeks, the Romans took symposia to the next level, 

turning the convivial festivity more and more into a domestic spectacle throughout the 

course of the first century B.C.64 The most obvious purpose was to enjoy a meal with 

friends, but as food selections and entertainment became increasingly exotic, the Roman 

banquet also developed the function of displaying one’s wealth and status to one’s peers. 

This display could often lead to winning political votes, as legislation that limited 

banqueting excess for political candidates in order to curb bribery demonstrates.65 

 Take, for example, one of the most widely-cited examples of Roman literature: 

the banquet of Trimalchio in Petronius’s Satyricon, written in approximately A.D. 63-

65.66 Though likely an exaggeration, Petronius’s Trimalchio, a freedman who has 

acquired an enormous amount of expendable wealth, spares no opportunity to display this 

affluence, from gold and silver utensils to elaborate clocks to foreign and extravagant 

                                                
63 Wallace-Hadrill 1994, 47. 
64 K.M.D. Dunbabin, The Roman Banquet: Images of Conviviality, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2003): 12-13.  
65 Wallace-Hadrill 2008, 345. 
66 P.G. Walsh, “Introduction,” in Petronius, Satyricon, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996): xiii-xiv. 
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dinner courses.67 The host’s entrance into his dinner party is but one example of his 

penchant for spectacle and display: 

We were enjoying this refined fare, when to the sound of music Trimalchio 
himself was carried in. He was deposited between cushions piled high, and 
the sight of him evoked laughter from the unwary, for his shaven head 
protruded from a scarlet dressing-gown, and round his neck draped with a 
muffler he had thrust a napkin with a broad purple stripe and fringes 
dangling from it all round. On the little finger of his left hand he sported a 
huge gilt ring, and the top joint of his next finger held a smaller one, which 
seemed to me to be solid gold, though it was clearly studded with iron stars. 
Not content with demonstrating these marks of wealth, he bared his right 
arm to show that it was adorned with a golden bracelet and an ivory bangle 
fastened with a shining plate of metal.68 
 

In addition to his material displays, Trimalchio’s affection for spectacle leads to the 

acting out of his funeral at the end of the banquet.69 Trimalchio has effectively 

transformed the Roman banquet into a theatrical performance, of which he is undeniably 

the star. 

 While the tale serves as a literary trope used by Petronius to highlight the 

ostentatious gaffes of newly wealthy Romans, it fits in with other stories of banqueting 

extravagance and spectacle attested in the first century A.D. Both Cassius Dio and 

Seneca relate versions of a banquet of Vedius Pollio, a rising member of society who 

befriended Augustus.70 Vedius Pollio had acquired an expensive and prized set of crystal 

                                                
67 The instances in which Petronius refers to Trimalchio’s wealth are littered throughout Book VI, the Cena 
Trimalchionis, and are too numerous to be highly specific here. 
68 Petronius, Satyricon, Trans. P.G. Walsh, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996): “Cena Trimalchionis,” from 
Satyricon 32. 
69 Petronius, Satyricon 78. 
70 Dio relates the incident in LIV. 23.1-5: “This same year Vedius Pollio, died...Once, when he was 
entertaining Augustus, his cup-bearer broke a crystal goblet, and without regard for his guest, Pollio 
ordered the fellow to the thrown to the lampreys. Hereupon the slave fell on his knees before Augustus and 
supplicated him, and Augustus at first tried to persuade Pollio not to commit so monstrous a deed. Then, 
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goblets, a more understated but effective expression of his material means. When one of 

his slaves broke a goblet while serving wine to his guests at a banquet, Vedius Pollio 

ordered that the slave be thrown into a pool of flesh-eating lampreys that he kept for the 

purpose, a spectacle of blood and violence to rival any gladiator-beast combat. The slave 

appealed to the emperor, who was in attendance and stopped the display by breaking a 

crystal goblet himself. Though both Seneca and Cassius Dio have ulterior motives in 

relating the anecdote—to demonstrate the proper way for a man in power to dispel anger 

and to establish the type of man Vedius Pollio was, respectively—that the story was 

much the same in both tellings indicates at least that it was believable at the time that a 

person would employ this sort of spectacle at a banquet.  

  Material remains suggest the same sort of invigorated emphasis on spectacle and 

ostentatious display in domestic space, particularly for the imperial family. Nero’s 

Domus Aurea and Tiberius’s villas at Sperlonga and Capri are just a few of the many 

sumptuous houses boasted by the imperial family and intended to display their wealth 

                                                                                                                                            
when Pollio paid no heed to him, the emperor said, ‘Bring all the rest of the drinking vessels which are of 
like sort or any others of value that you possess, in order that I may use them,’ and when they were 
brought, he ordered them to be broken...” (C. Dio, Roman History, Trans. Earnest Cary, Vol. VI of IX, 
Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1955: LIV.23.1-5). Seneca, too, 
describes the occurrence in his essay “On Anger”: “One of that man’s slaves had broken a crystal cup; 
Vedius ordered that he be seized and executed in no ordinary fashion: the sentence was that he be thrown to 
the giant lampreys which Vedius kept in his fishpond...The slave escaped the clutches of his captors and 
flung himself at the emperor’s feet, begging only that he might be given a different manner of death, that he 
should not become foot for fish. The unique form of cruelty disgusted the emperor, who ordered that the 
slave be let off, and, besides, that all Vedius’ crystal cups be smashed in front of their owner’s eyes and his 
fishpool be filled in.” (Seneca, “On Anger,” in Dialogues and Essays, Trans. John Davie, Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2007: 3.40). 
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and power to guests as well as passersby.71 In villas on the Bay of Naples, the Romans’ 

most popular resort area from the first century B.C. on, banquet spectacle took on a 

whole new meaning following the Augustan age as entertaining rooms took full 

advantage of the beautiful natural vistas of the sea and shore enjoyed by the villa’s 

position.72 Many homes had several triclinia to be used in different seasons, and builders 

frequently located summer triclinia fully or partially outdoors.73  

 Of course, one did not need to be entirely out of doors to enjoy a view of nature. 

More practical triclinia opened onto the peristyle garden on the furthest wall from the 

entrance. These dining rooms enjoyed pride of place as the central focus of the peristyle, 

protected from the elements while still having the benefit of a view of “nature.” This 

position would become common for triclinia in urban dwellings, especially in Pompeii. It 

certainly was the case at the Casa degli Amorini Dorati, where both a raised podium and 

an overhead pediment, or fastigium, framed and highlighted the entrance to the triclinium 

at the rear of the peristyle. I will return to the significance of this architectural selection 

below. The House of the Stags from Herculaneum, too, boasts a dining room centered on 

the garden with a fastigium overhead and what would have been a spectacular view of the 

sea (Figure 42). Oecus Q at the House of the Vettii also occupies the position at the rear 

of the peristyle, its important position and ornate wall paintings and pavement suggesting 

that it served both as a reception room and as a dining room. 

                                                
71 S. De Caro, “The Roman Villa on the Bay of Naples and its Influence on Urban Domestic Architecture,” 
in C.C. Mattusch, ed., Pompeii and the Roman Villa: Art and Culture Around the Bay of Naples, 
(Washington, D.C.: National Gallery of Art, 2008): 24-27. Matyszak 2006, 261-262.  
72 De Caro 2008, 19-23. 
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 From this vantage point, diners could gaze out into the courtyard garden and view 

the lush greenery, fountains, wall paintings, and the sculptural decorations of the 

peristyle. The garden became as much a material demonstration of the host’s wealth as 

the luxurious vessels the guests ate from and the exotic meal the slaves served. The 

mythological and worshipping figures that populated the pinakes and oscilla in the 

garden served as fellow guests and viewers of the owner’s lavish spectacle.  

 A single room from the Casa del Bracciale d’Oro (also known as the House of the 

Wedding of Alexander) in Pompeii illuminates the role of the peristyle garden and its 

sculpture in dining and entertainment. Room 32, alternatively described as a triclinium, a 

diaeta, and an oecus, presents frescoes on its three walls that depict an abundant garden, 

populated with painted versions of pinakes, oscilla, and masks (Figures 43-45). The 

middles zones of the walls show a lush, dense, and verdant garden through which many 

species of birds flit. The birds as well as some of the fauna are identifiable.74 On the north 

and south walls, two polychrome pinakes balanced atop herms flank a central water basin 

and two masks hang overhead (Figures 43 and 45). The lower portion of the east wall is 

missing, but instead of masks hanging above the greenery, two tondi oscilla are present. 

The upper zones of the north, east, and south walls preserve tondi, peltae, and masks 

hanging above pinakes, clipei, and two large vases. Garlands also hang in swags above 

                                                                                                                                            
73 Dunbabin 2003, 50-52. 
74 W. Jashemski, The gardens of Pompeii, Herculaneum, and the villas destroyed by Vesuvius, Vol. II, 
(New Rochelle, NY: Caratzas Bros 1993): 348-356. 
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the stationary objects, and two red painted pilasters divide the upper zones into three 

parts while providing the effect of the colonnaded peristyle.75  

 From the house plan, it is clear that Room 32 functioned as an entertainment 

space similar to the triclinia in the Casa degli Amorini Dorati and the House of the Stags 

as well as oecus Q in the House of the Vettii (Figure 46). Room 32 opened onto a garden 

space, which may have been adorned with decorative garden sculpture. If it was not, 

however, the effect is still achieved on the walls of the room. In this way, the owner of 

the Casa del Bracciale d’Oro has brought the outdoors in, and also demonstrated that 

decorative garden sculpture in the form of pinakes, oscilla, and masks were an integral 

part of the entertainment garden of a Roman house. 

SPECTACLE, THE THEATER, AND THE SACRED 

 If we may suppose that the salutatio and the banquet were the two major forms of 

spectacle in the peristyle during the first century A.D., it seems logical to conclude that 

the owner intended the message of the pinakes specifically for his clients and dinner 

guests, who were probably often one and the same. In either case, the presence of the 

pinakes enhanced the theatricality and performance quality of the event. Hanging 

theatrical masks as well as the masks on the pinakes mimicked the decoration of an actual 

theater, while emphasis on the entourage and rituals of Dionysus recalled the origins of 

Greek tragedy in the religious festival of the Dionysia.76 The fastigium in the peristyle, 

for those houses that boasted one, also augmented the theatrical effect, since one of the 
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two places the pediment belonged was above a stage.77 Ornamentation transformed the 

peristyle into an elaborate home theater, where the ritualized activities became the 

prelude to the true focus of the spectacle: the patron or dinner host himself.78  

 But it was not merely theatricality that the pinakes and other peristyle decorations 

conjured. The pinakes and oscilla that populated the lush garden space presented images 

of worshipping followers of Dionysus, many in the act of sacred ritual. With the use of 

images, the peristyle garden shifted into a sacred precinct: a courtyard or grove in which 

religious rituals took place under the gaze and auspices of the deity before the actual 

temple.79 The presence of the fastigium intensified the effect, for the other—and more 

common—location of a pediment was, of course, above a temple. At the Casa degli 

Amorini Dorati, a raised podium accompanied the fastigium, heightening the visual 

likeness to a temple. Essentially, the peristyle became an area sacred to the living deity of 

the house: the patron, dinner host, and owner of the house.80  

 Appropriating theatrical and sacred visual language to emphasize one’s superior 

status followed the trends of the changed Roman social dynamic. During the Republic, 

                                                                                                                                            
76 Kerényi 1976, 316-318. 
77 S. Weinstock, Divus Julius, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971): 280-281. 
78 See A. Kuttner, “Hellenistic images of spectacle, from Alexander to Augustus,” in B. Bergmann and C. 
Kondoleon, eds., The Art of the Ancient Spectacle, (Washington, D.C.: National Gallery of Art, 1999): 110-
118, for the roots of “spectacle of the self” in Hellenistic rulers. 
79 An article by E. Leach suggests that even the combination of dining room and grand portico was derived 
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later discussion of the deification of Hellenistic kings will demonstrate.  
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several powerful elite families had vied for top billing in Rome’s ultra-competitive 

political system. An understood social consensus about what was and was not acceptable 

tempered their constant competition and allowed innovation as citizens tested 

boundaries.81 However, after the assassination of Julius Caesar in 44 B.C. and the 

subsequent emergence of his nephew and adopted son as the first emperor of Rome, 

competition became moot. There was a brief interlude in which Octavian (as he was then 

known) was not the front-runner to inherit Julius Caesar’s legacy, and during this period 

several other competitors emerged. Among these were Sextus Pompey, the son of 

Caesar’s rival, but the most notable was Marc Antony, who had been Caesar’s right-hand 

man. Octavian, however, prevailed in both the battle of the image and in physical combat. 

With the defeat of Antony at the Battle of Actium in 31 B.C., Octavian had definitively 

set himself up as Caesar’s heir apparent, and the honors and privileges awarded him  

(including the title “Augustus”) thereafter show the state’s acquiescence to his 

authority.82  

 As the new emperor altered the visual language of Rome to reflect its changing 

political structure, subsequent domestic displays changed as well. Wall paintings, and 

                                                                                                                                            
80 This is not so much of a stretch given the worship of the lares, penates, and especially the genius of the 
paterfamilias in the Roman household. See I. Gradel, Emperor Worship and Roman Religion, (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 2002): 36-44 for a discussion of these household cults. 
81 D.J. Gargola, “Mediterranean Empire (264-134),” in R. Morstein-Marx and N. Rosenstein, eds., A 
Companion to the Roman Republic, (Blackwell Companions to the Ancient World, 2006): 162-163. For a 
lengthy treatment of the development from common consensus to individual self-promotion, see K-J. 
Hölkeskamp, “Conquest, Competition and Consensus: Roman Expansion in Italy and the Rise of the 
‘Nobilitas’.” Historia: Zeitschrift für Alte Geschichte, Vol. 42, No. 1 (1993): 12-39. 
82 P. Zanker 1988 discusses Octavian’s struggle to establish himself as the sole heir as a war of imagery in 
Chapter 2: Rival Images: Octavian, Antony, and the Struggle for Sole Power (P. Zanker, The Power of 
Images in the Age of Augustus, Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1988). 
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small decorative objects borrowed from the visual vocabulary established by the 

Principate: tripods, Victories, the corona civica, and the clipeus virtutis among other 

imperial symbols made their way into the houses of Roman citizens.83 This upsurge in 

imperial imagery could indicate either allegiance to the emperor or simply an adoption of 

the new fashion set forth by the most highly visible man in Rome.84 While trend likely 

played a significant role for some, the benefit of demonstrating loyalty to the emperor by 

adopting his visual language should not be overlooked. Augustus had early on made his 

dynastic aspirations clear, adopting several family members in the hopes that they would 

become his own heir. In this atmosphere, the highest social power was reserved for the 

emperor and his descendants, and neither elite nor plebeian citizen could hope to attain it.  

 However, with the Senate and other governing offices still in congress and a good 

deal of wealth to be had from the expansion of the Empire, social power was yet a 

legitimate concern for all Roman citizens. Its source, however, was not to come from 

traditional competition. Augustus himself distributed public honors.85 This was a double-

edged sword, for the emperor’s exile of his own daughter, granddaughter, and the poet 

Ovid for their immoralities and indiscretions demonstrates the threat of social death for 

anyone who dared go against Augustus’s policies. Imagery and imitation provided 

individuals the opportunity to show their allegiance to and compliance with the ideology 

of the emperor in a visual format. 

                                                
83 Zanker 1988 deals with imagery in the “private sphere” (Chapter 7: The New Imagery in the Private 
Sphere). I have avoided calling domestic space the private sphere because of the earlier described modern 
connotations with the word “private.” 
84 Zanker 1988, 265-266. 
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 Part of the ideology of the emperor included the subtle glorification of his own 

person. Augustus pushed the boundary of having himself declared a living god without 

ever actually doing so. He had his adoptive father, Julius Caesar, deified and was 

thereafter able to claim that he was Divi Filius, the son of a god.86 During his lifetime, an 

imperial cult, attended mostly by outstanding freedmen, was established and had altars 

throughout the empire, notably at Pompeii.87 A temple to Apollo stood adjacent to his 

home on the Palatine, and stories about his supernatural, mythologized birth circulated 

while he lived. These phenomena allowed the emperor to imply that he was equivalent to 

a god without ever actually stating so. 

 While the emperor carefully toed a line in Rome and the Italian peninsula, a far 

different situation presented itself in the Eastern Empire: it is thought that Augustus was 

actually worshipped in the Sebasteion of Aphrodisias, though whether this occurred 

before or after his death is up for debate.88 In the Hellenistic East, worship of kings was a 

common practice and in fact, according to Price, may have been established as a 

mechanism to cope with rule by kings who governed the cities from afar.89 In fact, 

Hellenistic kingship traditions seem to have influenced a good deal of Augustus’s 

                                                                                                                                            
85 Zanker 1988, 291. 
86 M. Grant, The Roman Emperors: A Biographical Guide to the Rulers of Imperial Rome, 31 B.C.—A.D. 
476, (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1985): 10. 
87 M. Beard et al., Religions of Rome: Volume 1, A History, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1998): 185-186. Gradel 2002, 73-80, questions (rightly, I believe) whether this was a top-down decree or a 
municipal development.  
88 J.M. Reynolds, “Ruler-cult at Aphrodisias in the late Republic and under the Julio-Claudian emperors,” 
in A. Small, ed., Subject and Ruler: The Cult of the Ruling Power in Classical Antiquity, JRA, Suppl. 17, 
(Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1996): 41-50. 
89 S. Price, Rituals and Power: The Roman imperial cult in Asia Minor, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1984): 25-32. 
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policies and visual programs in both the East and the West, perhaps most notably in his 

Mausoleum.90 However much Augustus implied that he was divine, though, there was 

never a blatant assertion of divine status in Rome itself.  

 Despite Augustus’s careful manipulation, the image of the divine emperor is 

clearly what the people of Rome and its municipalities and provinces were meant to 

understand, if the practices of later Julio-Claudian emperors are any indication. Upon 

Augustus’s death in 14 A.D., the Senate formally decreed his deification, allowing his 

stepson and heir Tiberius to also claim that he was Divi Filius when he ascended to 

Augustus’s seat as princeps.91 However, the string of emperors that followed Augustus 

proved less careful about their image than Augustus had been. Several had themselves 

portrayed in statue-form in the guise of Jupiter, the most notable example being the statue 

of Claudius as Jupiter from 41-54 A.D., though Tiberius too adopted this persona 

(Figures 47 and 48).92 Although the official status and significance of the imperial cult 

changed from emperor to emperor, in visual terms, the emperor’s equivalence with a 

deity was evident.  

                                                
90 For a discussion of the likeness of the Mausoleum of Augustus to Hellenistic trophy monuments and 
tombs, particularly that of Alexander the Great, see P. Davies, Death and the Emperor: Roman Imperial 
Funerary Monuments from Augustus to Marcus Aurelius, (Austin: University of Texas Press, c2004): 52-
67. Additionally, the procession of Ptolemy Philadelphus suggests a Hellenstic origin of the Dionysian 
thiasos, where it was associated with royalty, bolstering my claim that references to the deity may also be 
references to the emperor (see E.E. Rice, The Grand Procession of Ptolemy Philadelphus, New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1983). 
91 H.H. Scullard, From the Gracchi to Nero: A History of Rome from 133 B.C. to A.D. 68, (London: 
Methuen & Co., Ltd., 1959): 278-279. 
92 Jupiter in particular played a significant role in the development of the ideology of a monarchy during 
the Empire. For an in-depth discussion of this phenomenon, see J.R. Fears, “Jupiter and Roman Imperial 
Ideology.” Aufsteig und Niedergang der Römischen Welt II, 17 (1981): 3-141. 
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 If the person with the highest status in Roman society presented himself as a god, 

certainly imitation of that sanctity of person would easily communicate the high social 

status of another Roman citizen, communicating both the position of a king and that of a 

god. No one could hope to compete with the emperor, but perhaps by imitating the 

message of his visual programs, one could also demonstrate social power and authority to 

one’s inferiors and peers. Lavish dinner parties and homes with breathtaking vistas were 

the realm of the emperor. He was the pater patriae, the head not only of his family but of 

the whole Empire, and the ultimate patron.93 His example modeled what displays of 

wealth and power should look like and how one ought to communicate his social status to 

peers and clients. Though imitation of the emperor’s imagery to express status may have 

been in part dictated by trend, it is still significant that the visual vocabulary came from 

the emperor and would have been associated with him. Citizens may not have been able 

to aspire to the “office” of emperor, but by utilizing the emperor’s public trends, the 

owner of a Roman house was able to present himself as the emperor and god of his own 

house and miniature public sphere. 

 So then, it is this mimicry of the imperial taste for luxury, spectacle, and divine 

allusion that ought to inform our understanding of pinakes in general and the Blanton 

pinax in specific. A part of a decorative ensemble of sculptural works fashionable in the 

first century AD, they speak to the increased importance of the public persona presented 

in one’s home during this period. Clients and guests for whom the owner’s status and 

significance would be an important consideration viewed the pinakes present in his 

                                                
93 Saller 1982, Chapter 2 (41-78), explores the role of the emperor as the patron of his citizens. 
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peristyle garden as expressions of his wealth and taste. They functioned along with the 

oscilla, herms, masks, and other sculptural works as allusions to the owner’s position as 

the central character in a play as well as to his god- and emperor-like status in his own 

home. In both cases, the attention fully focused upon the owner of the house, his social 

importance far exceeding anyone else’s. The pinakes thus were a crucial part of the 

homeowner’s pervasive attempt to establish his social superiority over any who entered 

his house. 
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Conclusions 

An object that has been stripped of its original context has also, in many ways, 

lost much of its academic worth. Without an understanding of the piece’s origins and 

display, it is near impossible to offer a well-founded explanation and interpretation of the 

object’s role within its proper ideological framework. Thus, the value of 

recontextualization efforts for objects such as the Blanton pinax cannot be overstated. 

While of course it would be unfeasible to determine the pinax’s precise original location 

and complementary works for sure, its provenance, initial appearance, role, and function 

may be approached with careful consideration of comparable examples and the societal 

constructs under which they function.  

I believe it very likely that the Blanton pinax comes originally from Pompeii, is a 

product of the latter half of the first century A.D., and originally displayed a maenad 

mask and the chariot of Achilles on the missing half. These determinations begin to 

answer questions about the pinax’s origins and form. Perhaps more important, however, 

are issues of function and purpose, and these inquiries are more complex. Examining the 

role of the pinax as part of a decorative program of peristyle garden sculpture provides 

one method for beginning to approach these questions of utility.  

As part of a program that included other dual-sided marble objects celebrating the 

worship of Dionysus as well as the theater, the pinax participated in the patron’s 

construction and communication of his god-like identity to his clients and dinner guests. 

With a place in the peristyle garden, the locus in the Roman house around which 

entertainment centered, the pinax contributed to its owner’s creation of spectacle about 

himself, a practice that mirrored developments in the ultimate imperial expression of 

status. For the time that they were in vogue, pinakes were part of an individualized effort 
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to express the superior social status of the owner. Such expressions of status were crucial 

precisely because they were tied to a person’s political, economic, and social prominence 

and success. Without competitive social capital, the head of a house could not expect to 

hold the offices required to advance or maintain his position.  

Therefore the Blanton pinax played a significant role in its original context. It sat 

upon a pedestal in the peristyle garden of a Pompeian house during the second half of the 

first century A.D. Other pinakes, oscilla, herms, and masks surrounded it while the 

entertaining rooms of the house overlooked it. Both clients and dinner guests saw it under 

the framework of their role at the time of their visit, and in both cases, the status 

differentiation between homeowner and visitor was crucial. It told the viewer that its 

owner was a powerful man, whose attendants and ancestors included mythological 

beings. It showed the viewer that spectacle and showmanship naturally followed its 

owner, who had both the wealth and the taste for such things. It demonstrated that the 

owner was, in his house and within his social sphere, the equivalent of both the emperor 

and a god. Ultimately, it showed the viewer that its owner was a man who was far 

superior to the viewer, and the appropriate respect and adoration ought to be 

administered. 
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Tables 

Provenance Room Found Figure Height (cm) Width (cm) 
Amorini Dorati Garden 12  34  40 
Amorini Dorati Garden Not pictured 30 44 
Amorini Dorati Garden Not pictured 28 44 
Amorini Dorati Garden Not pictured 31 41 
Amorini Dorati Peristyle wall 13  30 43 
Amorini Dorati Peristyle wall Not pictured 29   
Amorini Dorati Peristyle wall Not pictured 30 38 
Amorini Dorati Peristyle wall Not pictured 27   
Blanton N/A 1—4 29.21 22.86 
Fortuna Atrium 19 20.5 22 
Fortuna Atrium Not pictured 17.5 24.5 
Fortuna Peristyle 18 20 24.5 
Fortuna Peristyle Not pictured 17.5 24 
Mosaic Columns Garden 16 26 31 
Mosaic Columns Garden 17 30 40 
Pompeii Unknown 14 26 33 
Pompeii Unknown 15 26 33 
Pompeii Unknown Not pictured 14 21 
Pompeii Unknown Not pictured 25 32 
Pompeii Unknown Not pictured 25 32 

Regio VIII Unknown Not pictured 16 14 

Table 1. List of 20 Pompeian pinakes and their measurements. Blanton pinax added. 
Information from Dwyer 1981 and Carrella et al. 2008. 
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Figures 

 

 
Figure 1. Blanton pinax, side A: Mask of Pan. First century B.C.—First century A.D. 

Marble. Austin: Blanton Museum of Art (1981.96). Photo courtesy of the Blanton 
Museum of Art. 
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Figure 2. Blanton pinax, detail: Filed break. First century B.C.—First century A.D. 
Marble. Austin: Blanton Museum of Art (1981.96). Photo courtesy of the Blanton 

Museum of Art. 
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Figure 3. Blanton pinax, detail: Finished edge. First century B.C.—First century A.D. 
Marble. Austin: Blanton Museum of Art (1981.96). Photo courtesy of the Blanton 

Museum of Art. 
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Figure 4. Blanton pinax, Side B: Hector dragged. First century B.C.—First century A.D. 
Marble. Austin: Blanton Museum of Art (1981.96). Photo courtesy of the Blanton 

Museum of Art. 
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Figure 5. Bust of Pan. First—second centuries A.D. Marble. Vatican: Sala dei Busti 
(675). After LIMC, Pan 82. 
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Figure 6. Two statues of Pan from Pompeii. First century A.D. Marble. Rome: Musei 
Capitolini (757, 758). After LIMC, Pan 98. 
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Figure 7. Leagros Group. Attic black-figure hydria: Dragging of Hector. Archaic. 

Ceramic. Boston: Museum of Fine Arts (63.473). After LIMC, Achilleus 586. 
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Figure 8. Apulian volute crater: Dragging of Hector. Ca. 340-330 B.C. Ceramic. Naples: 
Museo Archeologico (81393). After LIMC, Hektor 72.  
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Figure 9. Roman mosaic: Dragging of Hector. Early third century A.D. Vatican. After 
LIMC, Hektor 76. 
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Figure 10. Roman funerary relief: Dragging of Hector. Third century A.D. Budapest: 
Mus. Nat. After LIMC, Hektor 77. 
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Figure 11. Stucco relief: Dragging of Hector. First century B.C.—first century A.D. Pompeii: Casa del Sacello Iliaco. 

After LIMC, Achilleus 614.
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Figure 12. Pinax: Side A, masks of a maenad and Pan; Side B, a satyr and silenus 
making offerings. First century B.C.—first century A.D. Marble. Pompeii: Casa degli 

Amorini Dorati. After Mattusch 2008, no. 75. 
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Figure 13. Pinax: Side A, masks of two tragic females, youthful satyr, and Dionysus; 
Side B, masks of a maenad and silenus. First century B.C.—first century A.D. Marble. 

Pompeii: Casa degli Amorini Dorati. After Mattusch 2008, no. 74. 
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Figure 14. Pinax: Side A, four masks; Side B: masks of a satyr and silenus. A.D. 
69—A.D. 79. Marble. Pompeii: provenance unknown. After Carrella et al. 2008, no. 

E 70. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Figure 15. Pinax: Side A, three masks with temple; Side B: two tragic masks. A.D. 69—
A.D. 79. Marble. Pompeii: provenance unknown. After Carrella et al. 2008, no. E 71. 
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Figure 16. Pinax: Side A, masks of Dionysus and a maenad; Side B: masks of a silenus 
and satyr. First century A.D. Marble. Pompeii: Villa delle Colonne a Mosaico. After 

Carrella et al. 2008, no. B 40. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 17. Pinax: Side A, three masks with towers in the background; Side B: hippogriff 
attacking a bull. First century A.D. Marble. Pompeii: Villa delle Colonne a Mosaico. 

After Carrella et al. 2008, no. B 39. 
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Figure 18. Pinax: Side A, Daedalus fashioning a wing; Side B: two tragic masks. A.D. 
62—A.D. 79. Marble. Pompeii: Casa della Fortuna. After Carrella et al. 2008, no. D 38. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 19. Pinax: Side A, Daedalus fashioning a wing; Side B: two tragic masks. A.D. 
62—A.D. 79. Marble. Pompeii: Casa della Fortuna. After Carrella et al. 2008, no. D 44. 
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Figure 20. Pinax: Side A, female mask; Side B: marine dragon. N.d. Marble. Tortona: 
unknown. After Bacchetta 2006, Tavola LIV no. 2 (Cat. no. R 51). 

 
 

 
 

Figure 21. Pinax: Side A, mask of Silenus; Side B: dolphin. N.d. Marble. Aquileia: 
Bacchina. After Bacchetta 2006, Tavola XLVII no. 3 (Cat. no. R 5). 

 



 72 

 
 

Figure 22. Pinax: Side A, mask of a young satyr; Side B: marine monster. N.d. Marble. 
Cherchel, Algeria. After Bacchetta 2006, Tavola XLIX, no. 2 (Cat. no. R 14). 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 23. Tondo oscillum: Side A, male figure with two birds; Side B: two tragic masks. 
A.D. 62—A.D. 79. Marble. Pompeii: Casa della Fortuna. After Carrella et al. 2008, no. D 

43. 
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Figure 24. Pelta oscillum: Side A, putto with wings; Side B: two masks and a palmette. 
A.D. 62—A.D. 79. Marble. Pompeii: Casa della Fortuna. After Carrella et al. 2008, no. D 

40. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 25. Pelta oscillum: Side A, swan with outstretched wings; Side B, two facing 

roosters. A.D. 62—A.D. 79. Marble. Pompeii: Casa della Fortuna. After Carrella et al. 
2008, no. D 40. 
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Figure 26. Tondo oscillum: Side A, Dionysus leaning against a column; Side B, Pan and 
a panther. First century A.D. Marble. Pompeii: Villa delle Colonne a Mosaico.After 

Carrella et al. 2008, no. B 41. 
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Figure 27. Plan of the Casa degli Amorini Dorati with findspots marked. Pompeii. After 
Dwyer 1981, Fig. 2. 
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Figure 28. Hanging mask of a silenus. First century B.C.—first century A.D. Marble. 
Pompeii: Casa degli Amorini Dorati. After Mattusch 2008, no. 76. 
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Figure 29. Hanging mask of a maenad. First century B.C.—first century A.D. Marble. 
Pompeii: Casa degli Amorini Dorati. After Mattusch 2008, no. 77. 
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Figure 30. Tondo oscillum: Side A, centaur hurling rocks; Side B, centaur with bound 
hands. First century B.C.—first century A.D. Marble. Pompeii: Casa degli Amorini 

Dorati. After Bacchetta 2006, Tavola XX no. 1 (Cat. no. T 123). 
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Figure 31. Tondo oscillum: Side A, nude youth dancing (not pictured); Side B, maenad 
dancing. First century B.C.—first century A.D. Marble. Pompeii: Casa degli Amorini 

Dorati. After Bacchetta 2006, Tavola XX no. 3 (Cat. no. T 124). 
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Figure 32. Reconstructed peristyle garden with pinakes, oscilla, and herms. Pompeii: 
Casa degli Amorini Dorati. After PPM Vol. V, Fig. 48, p. 741. 
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Figure 33. Lararium in peristyle. Pompeii: Casa degli Amorini Dorati. After PPM Vol. 
V, Fig. 83, p. 758. 
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Figure 34. Isiac shrine in peristyle. Pompeii: Casa degli Amorini Dorati. After PPM Vol. 
V, Figs. 93 & 94, p. 764. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 35. Paris on Mount Ida. Third Style wall painting. Pompeii: Casa degli Amorini 
Dorati, S wall of atrium. After PPM Vol. V, Fig. 17, p. 724. 
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Figure 36. Paris persuading Helen. Third Style wall painting. Pompeii: Casa degli 
Amorini Dorati, W wall of tablinum. After PPM Vol. V, Fig. 42. 
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Figure 37. Briseis, Agamemnon, and Achilles. Third Style wall painting. Pompeii: Casa 
degli Amorini Dorati, S wall of exedra G. After PPM Vol. V, Fig. 127, p. 782. 
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Figure 38. Thetis and Hephaestus making armor for Achilles. Third Style wall painting. 
Pompeii: Casa degli Amorini Dorati, N wall of exedra G. After PPM Vol. V, Fig. 131, p. 

786. 
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Figure 39. Achilles and Polyxena. Third Style wall painting. Pompeii: Casa degli 
Amorini Dorati, N wall of atrium. After PPM Vol. V, Fig. 18, p. 725. 
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Figure 40. Jason leaving Pelias. Third Style wall painting. Pompeii: Casa degli Amorini 
Dorati, E wall of exedra G. After PPM Vol. V, Fig. 123, p. 779. 
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Figure 41. Plan of the House of the Vettii. After Clarke 1991, Fig. 120. 
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Figure 42. Plan of the House of the Stags. After Clarke 1991, Fig. 147. 
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Figure 43. Garden painting with pinakes and masks. First century B.C.—first century 
A.D. Pompeii: Casa del Bracciale d’Oro, N wall of room 32. After Ciardiello 2006, Fig. 

10, p. 189. 
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Figure 44. Garden painting with tondi, pinakes, and masks. First century B.C.—first 
century A.D. Pompeii: Casa del Bracciale d’Oro, E wall of room 32. After Jashemski 

1993, Fig. 414. 
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Figure 45. Garden painting with pinakes, tondi, and peltae. First century B.C.—first 
century A.D. Pompeii: Casa del Bracciale d’Oro, S wall of room 32. After Jashemski 

1993, Fig. 418. 
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Figure 46. Plan of the lower third floor of the Casa del Bracciale d’Oro. After Ciardiello 
2006, Tav. 5. 
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Figure 47. Grand Camée de France with Tiberius as Jupiter. A.D. 26-29. Gem. Paris: 
Bibliothèque Nationale. After Kleiner 1997, Fig. 126. 
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Figure 48. Claudius in the guise of Jupiter. A.D. 41—59. Marble. Vatican: Musei dei 
Vaticani. Photo from DASE (9907070007).
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