
A CYCLE OF ONE? ON THE IDENTITY OF A PUZZLING FIGURE ON THE PRINCETON
DIONYSIAC SARCOPHAGUS

Th the memory of Warren Moon

Art does something to us. And in doing something
to us, art itselfprovides a major stimulus for us to dea!
with il. Butwhile some artworks are ‘interesting’, others
‘cha!!enging’ and yet others ‘amazing’ and the like,
there is the occasional piece that, although it often
appears to be unassuming when first looked at, strikes
a different chord and touches us in an almost personal
way. One such item is the so-called Sangiorgi
sarcophagus in Princeton,1 first pub!ished by Ludwig
Curtius in an artic!e for the”reaustrianized” Vienna
‘Jahreshefte’ of 1946.2 Its g!eeful optimism seems almost
unreal when viewed against the background of
destruction, suffering and uncertainty that had seized
Europe and, especia!ly, Germany in the mid forties.
This is underscored by Erika Simon’s subtle remark,
that the scenes on this Dionysiac sarcophagus are
replete with life (“mit Leben erffi!!t”)3 - and it wou!d
seem that this plenitude has also informed the warmly
reminiscent proem to Simon’s artic!e, which is dedicated
to the memory of Reinhard Herbig.4

I do not intend to further pursue this line of
reasoning, which to some might anyway seem to be
somewhat out of season.5 And neither do I propose to
reexamine the Princeton slab as a who!e, iet alone the
other sides of the same sarcophagus in Arezzo and
Woburn Abbey.6 It is the solitary aim of the present
note to suggest a new identification for the one figure
in the Princeton frieze whose nature has not been
agreed on so far: the baby boy wearing an animai skin
and holding two laure! branches, upon whom Curtius
had bestowed the stopgap nickname of “Satyrputto” ~
(fig. 1).

The front of the Princeton - Woburn - Arezzo
sarcophagus consists ofthree distinct scenes: the inve
stiture of the child Dionysos on the right; an idyllic
tab!eau capturing the atmosphere of festive
merrymaking in the midd!e; and final!y, the erection of
a cu!t image of the bearded Dionysos on the left.

Awitness to the latter event, our figure stands at the
right edge of the latter.

We a!ready stated that Curtius, being unable to
name it fish or fowl, termed the figure ‘Satyrputto’ and

assumed that both the flowers in the pouch the boy is
supporting with his !eft hand and the laure! branches
in his right are intended to decorate the god!y image
once il is set up.8 This interpretation, which does,
indeed, seem quite obvious, was accepted by Friedrich
Matz - to whom the ‘Satyrputto’ is a satyrisc9 -, Roger
Stuveras - who calls it a putto ~ and S. Muenzer -who
refers toit as a boy-» and itis but a modification when
Robert Turcan hypothesizes that the branches and
flowers are first fruits, or rather primitiae, with which
to honour Dionysos Dendrites)2As to the boyhimself,
Turcan is favorably disposed to an identification as
Dionysos Pais, as arrived at by Erika Simon in a
contextua! interpretation of Princeton - Woburn -

Arezzo and its companion pieces.’3 But Turcan leaves
the back door open by saying that what we are looking
atshou!d be “!e petit Dionysos: du moin dans i’archétype,
car rien ne nous assure que le sculpteur l’ait interprété
comme te!’.14 Or in other, even more guarded terms: it
is “un enfant que sa contenance et son equipement
initiatique permettent au moins de comparer a Dionysos
Mystès”J5 That is hardlyanymore helpfui than Curtius
“Satyrputto.”

It seems to me that two observations by Simon and
Matz are apt to further the cause, the first one being
that our figure is an expletive that does not derive from
the same He!lenistic context as the other participants
in the erection of the herm.’6 For both stylistical!y and
iconographica!!y, that statement is indisputab!e. But
Matz’ second point is equal!y significant. It reads that
the httle boy “gleicht...bedenkhch einem Erotentypus,
der auch in einemjahreszeitenzyklusverwandtwurde”}7
Basica!ly, that notion had been there from the very
beginning, though more as an inkling; the ‘Putti’ of
Curtius and Stuveras are fairiy c!ose. What if the figure
in question were, indeed, the personification of a
season?’8

If the objects in the boy’s pouch shou!d in fact be
flowers, then the season represented by him wouid
doubtless be Spring. The indiscriminate drifling does
not permit for certainty, though, while comparative
evidence (fig. 3),19 and the way our friend is supporting
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the weight by turning his hand into a basket, do
strongiy suggest that what he is holding are grapes,
which wouid make him Autumn. The presence of
laurel is in keeping with that, for on the garland
sarcophagus 90.12 in the Metropoiitan Museum, 20

where wingless season putti share the heavy festoons
they carry, the one personifying autumn has been given
haifa vine and grapes and halfa laurel swag. Nevertheless,
the laurei branches Autumn is clasping on the Princeton
siab are unparaiieled as a prop and do, therefore, cali
for further explanation.

What purpose is served by the presence ofAutumn
in the idolatrous scene? It is hard to imagine that he is
there only to mark the time ofyear. Por if that were so,
why then are there no seasons standing by in the other
scenes? The answer, I beheve, is that Autumn here acts
as proxy for a whole cycle of seasons indicating the
perennial bliss of the reign ofDionysos.2’ Excerpts iike
that are by no means uncommon in Roman funerary
art. On the altar ofTelesina, for example, as many as
three different myths have been crammed into the
limited space of the frontal lunette by using pictorial
narrative shorthand.22

But what about the Princeton Autumn’s iaurei
branches? Is there a special meaning attachcd to them,
too, in the context under consideration?

What Autumn is grasping is exactiy one pair of
laurel branches, although the fact that, in addition to
the stems, he is also clutching a somewhat sturdy twig,
is obscuring this in most available iliustrations.
Returning to Curtius’ idea that the boy is standing

Princeton UniversiyArtMuseuni 49-110; L 1,lSOm; H 0,385m. - P.
MArz, ASR W 3 = Die dio,~ysiscben Sarkopbage 3 (1969) 354 ff no. 202;
bibliography in CC. VEu.MEuIs, Greek and Roman Scuipture in America
(1981) 242 no. 202; add: The record of The Ari Museum, Princeton
University 8 11, 1949, 12 (where the sarcophagus is merely noted as a
recent acquisition, though); E. SI~.joN, JAI 76, 1960, 169 note 130; A.
R0sENEAuM and I.F. JONES, Sdeetionsfrom the Ari Museum, l’rinceton
University (1986) 42; To bid farewell: irnages of death in the ancient
world, exhibition Museum ofAri, Rhode lsland School ofDesz~n 19.87, fig.
3(gallery handout); W. WHna, Peter Parti Rubens: man and artisi (1987)
91 pI. 104;LIMCIII 351 no,1 I fig. 262 sv. Daphnis (C. BERGER-DOER);

554 no. 178 sv. Dionyso~/Bacchus (C. Cnspsns); cf. the following
footnotes.
2 L. CURTWS, ÒTh 36, 1946, 42fE

E. SIM0N, RAI 69, 1962, 137.

ready to decorate the cult image, it seems natural to
assume that, eventuaily, there would be one laurel
branch put up on either side of the statue. One cannot
help but think back to the iaurei trees of the emperor
Augustus that flanked doors, altars, candelabra and the
Iike.23 Occasionaiiy, they appear in combination with
Dionysiac elements.24

In his detailed study of the phenomenon, Andreas
AIfòldi estabiished that these symbols of monarchic
sublimation disappear from the sign system ofstate art
under the Fiavians.25 But long before that time, they
had begun to iead a hfe of their own as pieces of
popular stock imagery available for sundry purposes.26
But without a doubt, the original notion of”grandeur”
or “magnificence” couid readily be reactivated by
inserting those elements into an appropriate context.
It does not seem impossible, therefore, to interpret the
iaurel branches clasped by Autumn and displayed so
ostentatiously as amplification of the statement aiready
made by introducing the pars pro toto figure of
Autumn itseif: the eternal regimen of Dionysos is
commensurate with its majesty and vice versa. And so
it may indeed seem tempting to surmise that Dionysiac
religion was a heartfeit issue with the person that
commissioned the Princeton sarcophagus.
Considerations along these iines are beyond the scope
ofthis article, though, but the contributions bySimon,
Matz and Turcan, alongwith P. Blome’s remarks on the
transfiguration of Greek myths in Roman sepuicharal
contexts,27 provide ampie ground for further inquiry.

Department ofArt andArchaeolqgy
Princeton University - USA.

I do not share that opinion but believe that, although the history
of scholarly research to a large extent is a history of errors and
preconceived ideas, a lot can be Iearned from it in terms of
Kulturgeschichte. Cf. my second contribution in A. GRm.IM D. KESSLER

and H. MEYER, Dir Antinoosobeiisk. Eine kommentierte Edition
(forthcoming); sec alto my article inMannheimerBericbte4o, 1992,51ff
on the Hellenistic type of the drunken old woman.
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cf. Mxrz as in footnote 1.

CURTIIJS, la 72.

IviAn as in footnote 1 p.355 r; IDa~.j, Dionysialce Thieie (1963) 61.
MATZ realized that the figure does not have satyr ears, but tried to solve
the problem by a somewhat dubious binominal equation: since a
similar figure on a sarcophaqus in Naples (4SR P12 no. 176) has satyr
ears, our candidate too is a satyr. Contrary to that, R. TURCAN, Les
sarcophages roma/in a reprlseniations dioi~ysiaques (1966) 415 claims thatLa 13ff.
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neither the Princeton nor the Naples boy bave satyr ears. pII. 58.60.123. 10
~ R. STuvnt3s, Le patto dans l~irr romain (1964) 24. 20 A.M. McCANN, Roman Sarcophagi in theMeeropolitanMuseum ofArt

8. MUENZER, in: Copia as originals. Translaeions in media and (1978)25 no.1 fig. 11.
technique~exhibition Princeton 1974, 98 no. 22. 21 cf. HANFMANN, 1~ 1165.169 and passim; Il pI. 127.128; H. Mnmn,
12 TIJI&CAN, I.c. 416. Antinoos (1991) Kat. 119.55.71; p.232.

13 SIM0N, i.c. 138-144; TURCAN, 1.c. 415; IoEM, Latomus24, 1965, 118; 22 cE H. MEYER, Boreas 12, 1989, 123 ffwith further examples.

against this interpretation Matz al in footnote 9. 23 See the material assembled byA. Autwi, DiezweiLorbeerbilumedes
‘ TURCAN, i~ 118. Augustus (1973).

‘~ TURCAN al in footnote 9 p. 416. 24 1.c. 55 pI. 21; 54 pI. 26,2;27,2; the latter also in P. ZAaJtaR, Thepower

16 SIM0N, RAI 69, 1962, 154~ MaTz,ASR 1V3,355 r. Si~o~ first drew ofimezges in the age ofAugustus (1988) 118 f fig. 99a-c.
25 ALFOLDI, Lc 17 pI. 3,5-8.

the attention to alost third centuryA.D. lamp known through BELI.0RI,
l.C. pI. 44,1, and emphasized that our figure is not represented. A very 26 Ai.ròwj, IL 56fwith bibliography in broader terms cE.
late l7th/early l8thcentrnyengravingin Princeton,ArtMuseum 51143 also ZANKER, Ic 265 ffi see allo Meyng, L~ 130 £
(fig. 2), apparently a calling card (6,0 x 7,5 cm), seems to bave been 27 P. BWME, RAI 85, 1978, 435 f~ cE. MEYER, Lc 131.
derived from BEaoRl, MUENzaL, I.c. 99E no.22 fig.2.
17 MAn, Dionysiake Telete (1963) 61.

~ For bibliography on the iconography oE the seasons cE. R. Poi~cco

ANO G. Tn~vws~xu, Sculture romane e avori tardo-antichi e medievali del List of Illustrations
ìlluseo Archeologico di Venezia (1988) no.5; also P. Kn~Nz, Jahreszeiten 1) The Art Museum, l’rinceton University. Museum purchase, John
Sarkophage ASR V 4(1984)89 LT. Important for the early imperia1 Maclean Magie and Gertrude Magie Fund; acc. no. y 1949-110.
period TH. LORENZ, in: Thiasossieben archàologischeArbeiten = Ca.,erum
Peregrini 132/133, 1978, 113 ft 10CM, AntPl XIX (1988) 49 LE and, 2) As above. Gift of Marie Barsanti; acc.no. a 1951 - 143.
specifically, 55 LT. - The grave altar nEC. Iulius Atimetus - RA 3668; 3) As above. Museum purchase, John Maclean Magie and Certrude
PolAcco and Twkvar<SAIU, Ic 23-is Iisted as no. 696 in 13. BOSCHUNG, Magie Fund; acc. no. yl9S8 -32.
Antike Grabaltdre aia den Nekropolen Roms (1987). Captions:
19 For our figure 3 (height 9,6 cm), see L. PouÀic and A. MuRoz, Fig. 1: Donysiac sarcophagus, Princeton; detail oE raising oE the herm.

Collection du Comte Grégofre Stroganoffà RomeL Lesantiqes, par L. Pounc
(19 12) 76 PI. 46,2; mentioned by PolAcco and TlAvERsmu, l.c. 26; Fig.2: Raising of the herm ofDionysos; anonymous, Italian, early lSth
published as a museum acquisition by F.F. JoNEs, Record of the Art centuqi, cE. Foornote 16.
Museum, Princeton Universi~y, 17 11, 1958, 51 ffFig. 3; cE. typologically Pig. 3: Autumn with grapes and hare; ivory. - The Art Museum,
GMA. 1-IANFMANN, The Season Sarcophagus in Dumbarton Ode (1951)11 Princeton University.
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