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

DIONYSIAC SARCOPHAGUS

Huco MEeyer

Art does something to us. And in doing something
to us, art itself provides a major stimulus for us to deal
with it. But while some artworks are 'interesting’, others
'challenging' 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,! first published by Ludwig
Curtius in an article for the"reaustrianized" Vienna
Tahreshefte' of 1946.2Its gleeful optimism seems almost
unreal when viewed against the background of
destruction, suffering and uncertainty that had seized
Europe and, especially, 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 erfiillt")? - and it would
seem that this plenitude has also informed the warmly
reminiscent proem to Simon's article, which is dedicated
to the memory of Reinhard Herbig.?

I do not intend to further pursue this line of
reasoning, which to some might anyway seem to be
somewhat out of season.” And neither do 1 propose to
reexamine the Princeton slab as a whole, let alone the
other sides of the same sarcophagus in Arezzo and
Woburn Abbey.b 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 animal skin
and holding two laurel branches, upon whom Curtius
had bestowed the stopgap nickname of "Satyrputto" 7
(fig. 1).

The front of the Princeton - Woburn - Arezzo
sarcophagus consists of three distinct scenes: the inve-
stiture of the child Dionysos on the right; an 1dyllic
tableau capturing the atmosphere of festive
merrymaking in the middle; and finally, the erection of
a cult image of the bearded Dionysos on the left.

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

We already stated that Curtius, being unable to
name it fish or fowl, termed the figure 'Satyrputto' and
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assumed that both the flowers in the pouch the boy is
supporting with his left hand and the laurel branches
in his right are intended to decorate the godly image
once it is set up.® This interpretation, which does,
indeed, seem quite obvious, was accepted by Friedrich
Matz - to whom the 'Satyrputto' is a satyrisc’ -, Roger
Stuveras - who calls it a putto -,!° and S. Muenzer - who
refers to it as a boy-,!! and it is but a modification when
Robert Turcan hypothesizes that the branches and
flowers are first fruits, or rather primitiae, with which
to honour Dionysos Dendrites.1# As to the boy himself,
Turcan 1s favorably disposed to an identification as
Dionysos Pais, as arrived at by Erika Simon in a
contextual interpretation of Princeton - Woburn -
Arezzo and its companion pieces.!® But Turcan leaves
the back door open by saying that what we are looking
atshould be "le petit Dionysos: du moin dans I'archétype,
car rien ne nous assure que le sculpteur ['ait interprété
comme tel".!* 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
Mystés".!® That is hardly any more helpful than Curtius
"Satyrputto.”

[t 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 Hellenistic context as the other participants
in the erection of the herm.!6 For both stylistically and
iconographically, that statement is indisputable. But
Matz' second point is equally significant. It reads that
the little boy "gleicht...bedenklich einem Erotentypus,
derauch in einem Jahreszeitenzyklus verwandtwurde".!’
Basically, that notion had been there from the very
beginning, though more as an inkling; the 'Puttr’ of
Curtius and Stuveras are fairly close. What if the figure
in question were, indeed, the personification of a
season?!®

If the objects in the boy's pouch should in fact be
flowers, then the season represented by him would
doubtless be Spring. The indiscriminate drilling does
not permit for certainty, though, while comparative
evidence (fig. 3),'° and the way our friend is supporting
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the weight by turning his hand into a basket, do
strongly suggest that what he is holding are grapes,
which would make him Autumn. The presence of
laurel is in keeping with that, for on the garland
sarcophagus 90.12 in the Metropolitan Museum, 2
where wingless season putti share the heavy festoons
they carry, the one personifying autumn has been given
halfavineand grapes and halfa laurel swag. Nevertheless,
the laurel branches Autumn is clasping on the Princeton
slab are unparalleled as a prop and do, therefore, call
for further explanation.

What purpose is served by the presence of Autumn
in the idolatrous scene? It is hard to imagine that he 15
there only to mark the time of year. For if that were so,
why then are there no seasons standing by in the other
scenes? The answer, I believe, 1s that Autumn here acts
as proxy for a whole cycle of seasons indicating the
perennial bliss of the reign of Dionysos.”! Excerpts like
that are by no means uncommon in Roman funerary
art. On the altar of Telesina, for example, as many as
three different myths have been crammed into the
limited space of the frontal lunette by using pictorial
narrative shorthand.??

But what about the Princeton Autumn's laurel
branches? Is there a special meaning attached to them,
too, in the context under consideration?

What Autumn is grasping is exactly 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 illustrations.
Returning to Curtius' idea that the boy is standing
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ready to decorate the cult image, it seems natural to
assume that, eventually, there would be one laurel
branch put up on either side of the statue. One cannot
help but think back to the laurel trees of the emperor
Augustus that flanked doors, altars, candelabra and the
like.* Occasionally, they appear in combination with
Dionysiac elements.?*

In his detailed study of the phenomenon, Andreas
Alfoldi established that these symbols of monarchic
sublimation disappear from the sign system of state art
under the Flavians.?® But long before that time, they
had begun to lead a life of their own as pieces of
popular stock imagery available for sundry purposes.?s
But without a doubt, the original notion of "grandeur”
or "magnificence" could readily be reactivated by
inserting those elements into an appropriate context.
It does not seem impossible, therefore, to interpret the
laurel branches clasped by Autumn and displayed so
ostentatiously as amplification of the statement already
made by introducing the pars pro toto figure of
Autumn itself: 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 heartfelt issue with the person that
commissioned the Princeton sarcophagus.
Considerations along these lines are beyond the scope
of this article, though, but the contributions by Simon,
Matz and Turcan, along with P. Blome's remarks on the
transfiguration of Greek myths in Roman sepulcharal
contexts,?’” provide ample ground for further inquiry.
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Captions:

Fig. 1: Donysiac sarcophagus, Princeton; detail of raistng of the herm.
Fig. 2: Raising of the herm of Dionysos; anonymous, Italian, early 18th
century, cf. Footnote 16.

Fig. 3: Autumn with grapes and hare; ivory. - The Art Museum,
Princeton University.
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