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ABSTRACT 

 

The Ambrosian Iliad is a Late Antique manuscript that depicts Homer’s Iliad.  Originally 

written in Greek, much of its text was lost when the pictures were later removed from the 

original codex and pasted on separate sheets of vellum.  Scholars have previously analyzed the 

Ambrosian Iliad using paleographic and stylistic analysis as a means to determine the work’s 

provenance and date with wide ranging results.   

This study takes a different approach to the Ambrosian Iliad by applying contextual 

analysis when taking into account historical, social, and religious influences on the making and 

viewing of the manuscript.  Particular attention is paid to the distinctly Late Antique Roman 

iconography that pervades the Ambrosian Iliad’s imagery.  The fifthFcentury reception of its 

imagery and how it contributed to the elite’s selfFdefinition of its status and place in a time of 

great change is the focus of this dissertation.  Ultimately, this approach will contribute to the 

discourse by suggesting the use of the alternative methodology of contextuality to ascertain the 

dates and provenances for Late Antique manuscripts including the Ambrosian Iliad. 

Focusing on the Ambrosian Iliad’s depictions of pagan sacrifices, circus games, and 

military battles, I propose that its mixture of antiquarian and contemporary iconography acted as 

reflections of the viewers’ world view in the fifth century.  These particular activities were 

connected to the mos maiorum and were a reminder and confirmation of the elite’s purpose of 

protecting tradition.  Based on primary sources during this period, it is evident that there was no 

other area of the Roman Empire where the patricians were more driven to preserve the mos 

maiorum than in Rome or the surrounding areas.  Moreover, the Ambrosian Iliad also spoke to 

the Christian viewer with its subtle reminders of their own religion with its references to 

communal banqueting and the role of the Church in such popular public activities as the circus.  

Finally, this study will propose that the Ambrosian Iliad was created sometime during the second 

through third quarters of the fifth century for a patron in the area of Rome. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Sometime during the Late Antique period, a rich patron commissioned the creation of a 

codex illustrating Homer’s Iliad.1  The remnants of this manuscript, known today as the 

Ambrosian Iliad, are housed in Milan’s Ambrosian Library.2  Over the succeeding centuries, 

many hands tampered with the manuscript as various owners added diacritical marks, 

punctuation, and scholia.  Other additions included characters labeled with cursive writing and, 

in a few cases, faint summaries were written in the background of the pictures.  It is generally 

accepted that at some time, certainly by the thirteenth century, the illustrations were cut out of 

the original codex and repasted onto sheets of paper.  Thus, the majority of the original text has 

been lost.  Today, this fragile and irreplaceable work of art is kept in a dark vault in the 

Ambrosian Library. 

The purpose of this study is to add to the scholarly discourse concerning the Ambrosian 

Iliad by determining the date and patronage of the manuscript based on contextual analysis.  My 

argument will take into account previous scholarship which analyzed the paleographic and 

formal, that is stylistic, characteristics of the manuscript and placed it in the fifth or early sixth 

century.  By applying contextual analysis, I propose that the Ambrosian Iliad was created during 

the fifth century, specifically between the years 425F476, for a rich aristocratic patron in the city 

of Rome or from a nearby province.3  It is my hope that this approach to the study of the 

Ambrosian Iliad will encourage the use of other methodologies, in particular contextual analysis, 

in the study of Late Antique manuscripts. 

 

 

                                                 
1 I will follow Kurt Weitzmann’s definition of the Late Antique period as the fourth through the seventh centuries 
when “classical and Christian art ran parallel and intersected.”  Kurt Weitzmann, Age of Spirituality.  Late Antique 
and Early Christian Art, Third to Seventh Century:  Catalogue of the Exhibition of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
November 19, 1977 through February 12, 1978 (New York:  The Museum, 1979), 1. 
 
2 The official Ambrosian Library designation is Codex 1019 with a pressFmark of F 205 Inf.  The Ambrosian Iliad is 
also known as the Ambrosias Ilias, the Milan Homer, and the Milan Iliad.  For the purposes of this study, this codex 
will be referred to as the Ambrosian Iliad. 
 
3 All dates are CE unless noted otherwise. 
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This study of the Ambrosian Iliad builds on two areas of art historical scholarship:  

ancient Trojan War imagery and Late Antique manuscripts.  Traditionally, scholars approached 

Homeric imagery and other types of narrative in predominantly formalistic terms.  It was not 

until Homeric literary studies changed its focus from the “Homeric question” to specific issues 

surrounding the epic stories themselves that art historical research followed suit by investigating 

the artists’ translations of Homeric poetry to the visual medium.4  During the late twentieth 

century, this interest in mythological and Homeric imagery resulted in the publication entitled 

Lexicon iconographicum mythologiae classicae (LIMC).  This important work provides a vital 

source of information for scholars who wish to concentrate on specific narratives and imagery.  

With this resource, scholars have begun to reexamine the relationship between classical literature 

and its imagery.  Most notably among those scholars are Anthony Snodgrass, Homer and the 

Artists:  Text and Picture in Early Greek Art (1998), Karl Schefold and Luca Giuliani, Gods and 

Heroes in Late Archaic Greek Art (1992), and H. A. Shapiro, Myth Into Art:  Poet and Painter in 

Classical Greece (1994).  Other very influential works concerning Iliad and Odyssey imagery 

have been offered by Jocelyn Penny Small, The Parallel Worlds of Classical Art and Text 

(2003), and Susan Woodford in her two studies, The Trojan War in Ancient Art (1993) and 

Images of Myths in Classical Antiquity (2003).  While most authors have chosen to concentrate 

on Trojan imagery in Greek art, a few, like Small and Woodford, have investigated Roman 

objects in their analyses.  Surprisingly, these authors have not included the Late Antique period 

in their studies.  In response to this lacuna, this study of the illustrations in the Ambrosian Iliad 

will expand the discourse that has traditionally concentrated on classical Homeric visual 

narrative imagery. 

For the study of Late Antique manuscripts, definitive research has been hampered by the 

rarity of extant manuscripts available for comparative analysis.  Of the very few extant codices 

                                                 
4 The “Homeric question” actually consists of several questions, including Did Homer Exist?  Were there several 
authors?  Was Homeric poetry originally oral?  When were the poems written down?  Is the Iliad based on historical 
events?   For a discussion on this issue, with historiography and bibliography, see:  Robert Fowler, “Homeric 
Question,” in The Cambridge Companion to Homer, ed. Robert Fowler (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 
2004), 220F232. 
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created between the fourth and seventh centuries, only three exist today that illustrate ancient 

epic poetry:  the Vatican Vergil, the Vergilius Romanus, and the Ambrosian Iliad.5  Thus far, two 

methodologies have been prevalent for the study of the Ambrosian Iliad:   paleographic and 

stylistic analysis.   

The earliest analyses of the Ambrosian Iliad were by paleographers who were interested 

in furthering Homeric studies by ascertaining the manuscript’s date and provenance through the 

analysis of the manuscript’s Greek uncial script.  The first scholar to publish his findings was the 

future Cardinal Angelo Mai (1782F1854), who discovered the manuscript in Milan’s Ambrosian 

Library in 1814.6  As a paleographer, Mai was interested only in deciphering the manuscript’s 

Greek uncial script and, as a result, damaged its images with chemicals during this effort.7  The 

interest in the Ambrosian Iliad by paleographers continued unabated through the midFtwentieth 

century.  Such famous paleographers as A. M. Ceriani (1828F1907), Frederic G. Kenyon (1863F

1952), M. F. de Mély (1852F1935), and Hans Gerstinger (1885F1971) have all studied the 

Ambrosian Iliad with very different proposals for the origin of the manuscript that range in date 

from the third century to the early sixth century, and provenances of Alexandria, Rome, or 

southern Italy.8     

                                                                                                                                                             
 
5 The oldest illustrated Christian codices are considered to be Sinope Gospel fragments, 5th c. (Paris, Bibliothèque 
Nationale de France, MS gr 1286); Vienna Genesis, early 6th c. (Vienna, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, cod. 
theol. gr. 31); Cotton Genesis, 5thF6th c. (London,  British Library, MS Cotton Otho B. VI); Rossano Gospels, 6th c. 
(Calabria, Cathedral of Rossano); Rabbula Gospels, 6th c. (Florence, Biblioteca Mediceo Laurenziana, cod. Plut. I, 
56); St. Augustine Gospels, 6th c. (Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, cod. 286); and Ashburnham Pentateuch, 6th  
or 7th c. (Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France, n. acq. lat. 2334).    See Robin Cormack, “The Visual Arts,” in 
The Cambridge Ancient History, ed. John Boardman (London:  Cambridge University Press, 1982), 887.  For an 
excellent summary of the earliest antique bibles and gospels, see John Lowden, “The Beginnings of Biblical 
Illustration,” in Imaging the Early Medieval Bible, ed. John Williams (University Park, PA:  The Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 1999), 9F60.�
 
6 The historiography of the Ambrosian Iliad will be discussed in detail in Chapter One. 
 
7 Mai published two books on the Ambrosian Iliad, both of which included drawings of the images.  See Angelo 
Mai, Homeri et Vergili picturae antiquae (Rome: 1835) and Angelo Mai, Iliadis fragmenta antiquissima cum 
picturis (Milan:  1819). 
 
8 In 1905, the paleographer A. M. Ceriani and the director of the Ambrosian Library, A. Ratti, republished Angelo 
Mai’s findings along with their own paleographic analysis, placing the Ambrosian Iliad at the end of the third 
century from Rome or southern Italy.  See A. M. Ceriani, A. Ratti, and A. Mai, Homeri Iliadis pictiae fragmenta 
Ambrosiana (Milan:  Hoepli, 1905).   Frederic G. Kenyon dated the Ambrosian Iliad to the fifth century, but did not 
suggest a provenance.  See Frederic G. Kenyon, The Palaeography of Greek Papyri (Oxford:  Clarendon Press, 
1899).  M. F. de Mély agreed with Kenyon and dated the Ambrosian Iliad to the fifth century, but added that he 
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The publication of Kurt Weitzmann’s 1947 study of the transmission of imagery, 

Illustrations in Roll and Codex, has greatly influenced subsequent manuscript research and 

discourse.9  Weitzmann was most concerned about the origin of the full framed picture on a 

manuscript page.   During his research, Weitzmann came to the conclusion that the Late Antique 

manuscripts’ wellFdeveloped and sophisticated illustrations were not a new invention, but were 

actually inheritors of earlier, now long lost, prototypes whose ancestry could be traced to the 

Egyptian Book of the Dead.  His enquiries into the development of manuscript illustration from 

earlier prototypes established the method of stylistic analysis as a valid means of attempting to 

ascertain Late Antique manuscripts’ dates and provenances.  As a part of this study, 

Weitzmann’s formal approach to the Ambrosian Iliad resulted in the suggestion of an 

Alexandrian provenance and a date in the fifth century.10 

Weitzmann’s studies reenergized interest in Late Antique manuscripts, and as a result, 

there has been an increase in the production of excellent facsimiles since the midFtwentieth 

century, including the 1953 edition of the Ambrosian Iliad entitled, Ilias Ambrosiana; Cod. F. 

205 P. inf., Bibliothecae Ambrosianae Mediolanensis.  In 1955, Weitzmann’s manuscript 

scholarship and the publication of the 1953 facsimile led to Ranuccio Bianchi Bandinelli (1900F

1975) publishing his extensive monograph on the Ambrosian Iliad entitled, Hellenistic=Byzantine 

Miniatures of the Iliad (Ilias Ambrosiana).  Bianchi Bandinelli combined both the paleographic 

and stylistic analysis of his predecessors with his own studies to propose a new date and 

provenance for the Ambrosian Iliad.  While Bianchi Bandinelli deferred to the paleographic 

studies of other scholars, he added his own detailed formal studies by categorizing the 

Ambrosian Iliad’s imagery into different painting styles reflecting influence from the East and 

                                                                                                                                                             
believed it originated from southern Italy.  See M. F. de Mély, “Le coffret de SaintFNazaire de Milan et le inscr. de 
l’Iliade de l’Ambrosienne,”  Monuments et Mémoires, Fondation E. Piot (1900): 65F80. Hans Gerstinger suggested 
the end of the fifth to early sixth centuries for the manuscript.  See Hans Gerstinger, Die Wiener Genesis:  
Farbenlichtdruckfaksimile der griechischen Bilderbibel aus dem 6. Jahrhundert n. Chr., cod. vindob. theol. grace. 
31 (Vienna:  Filser, 1931).   
     E. G. Turner mentions the lack of consensus of the Ambrosian Iliad’s date and provenance and places the blame 
on the difficulty of using paleography as the sole basis for dating manuscripts.  E. G. Turner, The Typology of the 
Early Codex (Philadelphia:  University of Pennsylvania Press, 1977), 3.   
 
9 Kurt Weitzmann, Illustrations in Roll and Codex (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1947). 
 
10 Kurt Weitzmann, Ancient Book Illumination (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1959), 32 and 50.  Also 
Kurt Weitzmann, Late Antique and Early Christian Book Illumination (New York:  G. Braziller, 1977), 2F21.   
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the West.11  Bianchi Bandinelli also addressed the manuscript’s iconography when he briefly 

noted its subtle mix of Greek and Roman references.  He did not, however, explore the 

motivations for the prevalence of Roman imagery in this quintessential Greek story.  Rannucio 

Bianchi Bandinelli, in an argument still accepted today, suggested that the codex reflected an 

eastern painting style and placed the manuscript in late fifthFcentury Constantinople.12  

  

���������������������	�	
����������	
����


 

None of these methodologies has proven to be particularly helpful.  As can be ascertained 

from this brief review, the suggestions for a date and provenance for the Ambrosian Iliad have 

been widely divergent, with no real consensus among scholars.  As a result, I am proposing a 

different approach to the study of the Ambrosian Iliad, based on Jaś Elsner’s contextual 

methodology.  His approach challenges the traditional viewpoint of privileging the artist and, 

instead, concentrates on the viewer whose reception of art work is influenced by economic, 

social, religious, and historical viewpoints.13   

For me, the Ambrosian Iliad represents the two areas of the viewer’s life in the fifth 

century, the secular and the religious.  Its iconography and stories of the Homeric heroes not only 

resonated with themes of power and war, but also of iconic Christian references that transcended 

the viewer’s everyday life.  While Weitzmann might argue that the Roman references in the 

Ambrosian Iliad occurred as an inheritance from earlier Roman art forms and reflect a 

transmission of classical styles, I think that his approach may be missing the point. 15  Instead, 

                                                 
11 See Chapter One for a detailed overview of Bianchi Bandinelli’s stylistic theories for the images of the Ambrosian 
Iliad. 
 
12 Ranuccio Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures of the Iliad (Ilias Ambrosiana) (Olten: Urs Graf, 
1955), 33. 
  
13 Jaś Elsner, Art and the Roman Viewer:  The Transformation of Art from the Pagan World to Christianity 
(Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 1995), 2. 
 
15 Kurt Weitzmann, Review of “Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures of the Iliad,” by Ranucio Bianchi Bandinelli, 
Gnomon 29 (1957): 615. 
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Elsner’s methodology helps to bridge the gap in the Ambrosian Iliad between a curious mix of an 

ancient Greek story written in Greek uncial and its depiction with Roman iconography.  This 

anomaly is what prompted my initial enquiry:  why would a patron be interested in a manuscript 

written in Greek when it was so clearly illustrated with RomanFsourced images?   

It has been suggested that manuscripts which depicted ancient epic stories, like the Iliad 

and Odyssey, may have been used as school textbooks. 16  At first glance, this suggestion appears 

to have merit, since we have ample evidence that young aristocratic pupils spent countless hours 

copying long Homeric passages on papyri. Scholars today discount this suggestion due to the 

very nature of these expensive manuscripts.  For example, the Ambrosian Iliad in original codex 

form would have been much too large and cumbersome to be used by schoolboys.17  Moreover, 

the Ambrosian Iliad’s extant script does not contain any annotations or comments in the margins 

as was common in books used for scholarly activity.  Finally, the Ambrosian Iliad would have 

been too expensive and valuable to be used in a schoolroom setting.   

While researching current Late Antique manuscript scholarship, I was struck by a 

comment made by David Wright that the Vatican Virgil may have been made only for display 

purposes.18  The idea of exhibiting pagan objects is not new: for example, Ruth Leader suggested 

that the Kaiseraugst Achilles Plate was probably used to initiate discussion during and after 

meals.19  My overriding questions, and ones that are the themes for this study, are these:   Was 

the Ambrosian Iliad commissioned as a display object and, if yes, why?   Could the Ambrosian 

Iliad have been more than just a “coffee table book” as suggested for the Vatican Virgil by David 

                                                 
16 Franz Wickhoff (1853F1909), Die Wiener Genesis (Vienna:  F. Tempsky, 1895), 45. 
 
17 Bianchi Bandinelli has shown that the manuscript originally contained approximately 372 images and 788 verses 
from the Iliad.  Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 40 and 45.   
 
18 “… this book was too big to hold and it was made for display, not for reading.  The Ecologues each have an 
illustration occupying less than half a page but for the Georgics and the Aeneid each book begins with a separate 
bifolio of parchment, not ruled for text, blank on its outer surfaces, with a pair of framed illustrations inside; that 
was what was put on display in his home by this extremely wealthy person.”  David Wright, “The Persistence of 
Pagan Art Patronage in FifthFCentury Rome,” in Aetos: Studies in Honour of Cyril Mango Presented to Him on 
April 14, 1998, ed. Ihor Ševčenko and Irmgard Hutter (Stuttgart and Leipzig:  B. G. Teubner, 1998), 364. 
 
19 Ruth E. LeaderFNewby, “The David Plates Revisited:  Transforming the Secular in Early Byzantium,” Art Bulletin 
82, no. 3 (2000):  422. 
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Wright?20  And, lastly, but perhaps most importantly, what did the manuscript represent for the 

Late Antique owner and what were the selfFrepresentation issues at play here?  Consequently, 

this dissertation is not a monograph, which has already been ably written by Rannucio Bianchi 

Bandinelli.21  Instead, my approach is topicForiented.   Elsner’s theories resonate throughout this 

study as I explore the meaning of the Ambrosian Iliad to its aristocratic patron and his peers, 

each of whom saw in the manuscript a reflection of himself and his evolving search for selfF

identity in a time when old traditions were rapidly adapting to the new Christian world.  

 

�������������
��	����

 

This study is organized into chapters that will help to place the Ambrosian Iliad within its 

historical and cultural contexts.  I approached the many extant images from the manuscript by 

categorizing them into three major groups consisting of battle scenes, sacrifices, and dining.  

While there are other categories that could be addressed, for the sake of focus and brevity, I 

decided to concentrate on these topics.  There are many images within these topics, and while I 

considered each one carefully, I chose the paintings that best exemplified the points that are 

made in this study.  As an introduction to this study, Chapter One provides an overview and a 

description of the Ambrosian Iliad.  Also included is a discussion of the rediscovery of Late 

Antique art and of Late Antique manuscript scholarship, especially in regards to the Ambrosian 

Iliad.  The chapter also outlines the historiography of the study of the Ambrosian Iliad.  Of major 

importance is Ranuccio Bianchi Bandinelli’s monograph, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures of the 

Iliad.  This review reveals a wide range of theories concerning the possible date and provenance 

for the Ambrosian Iliad.   

Since only the very rich could afford such an expensive manuscript, it is important to 

understand what it meant to be an aristocrat in Late Antiquity.  Thus, background information in 

                                                 
20 David Wright, The Vatican Virgil:  A Masterpiece of Late Antique Art (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 
1993), 78. 
 
21 For a summary of Bianchi Bandinelli’s monograph, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures of the Iliad (Ilias 
Ambrosiana), see Chapter One of this dissertation. 
 



   

 

8 
 

 
 

 

in Chapter Two is provided to show what it meant to be an aristocrat in Late Antiquity.  The Late 

Antique aristocrat saw himself as nobilitas, which could be thought of in modern terms as 

“nobility.”  The Romans, however, believed that inheriting or earning this elite status was not 

enough.  The nobilitas had the sacred charge of protecting the mos maiorum, or Rome’s sacred 

traditions, especially during the turbulent fifth century.  An essential key to the elite’s process of 

selfFdefinition and sense of common identity was through education or paideia.  Inherited from 

the Greeks, the process of acquiring paideia trained young aristocrats in ethical and moral 

behavior through the studying and memorizing of classical writing, most notably Homer.  Thus, 

the Ambrosian Iliad was more than just an enjoyable epic. It provided stories that were used as 

moral examples by private tutors, most of whom were Greek, and in classrooms across the 

Roman Empire.  

Chapter Three discusses how the Ambrosian Iliad was created and viewed in the 

atmosphere of a popular antiquarian movement during the fifth century.  Its distinctly Roman 

iconography, images of former traditional aristocratic activities, and its Homeric theme 

supported the ongoing aristocratic process of strengthening ties to Roman traditions, or mos 

maiorum in two ways.  First, it depicts Homeric heroes dressed in Roman costume and 

performing duties FF including sacrifice and participating in warfare FF that were no longer 

current in the fifth century.  The fifthFcentury aristocratic viewer saw his ancestors through this 

filter of traditional depictions.  Second, displaying antiquarian objects and objects depicting 

themes that referred to the past was a popular activity in the fifth century as a show of 

antiquarianism.  I suggest that as a very large codex with framed pictures, which depicted 

Homer’s Iliad in antiquarian Roman terms, the Ambrosian Iliad was the perfect object for the 

display of the owner’s concern for the mos maiorum.  

In Chapter Four, the focus shifts from the antiquarian past to the fifth century, a time of 

great unrest when barbarians were invading the western Empire and threatening the very mos 

maiorum that the Roman elite were bound to protect.  At the same time, the relationship between 

patron and client had changed due to the emperor’s absence from Rome.  The aristocratic patron 

was now an imperial representative, and there is evidence that his surroundings were now 

reflecting his new duties with the additions of apses and throneFlike rooms in Late Antique villas.  

The Ambrosian Iliad reflects this historical context in two areas: first, its iconography references 
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the Roman circus and the banquet, two essential public activities for the Roman elite to display 

their command of the mos maiorum.  Second, the display of the Ambrosian Iliad with its central 

character, Achilles, would have worked in concert with other images of Achilles that were 

popular in the fifth century.  Objects portraying the early life of Achilles acquiring paideia were 

especially popular during the late fourth and fifth centuries.  These images of paideia, the system 

of education in which the emperor and the aristocrats had been trained, would have confirmed 

the knowledge, character, and abilities that were needed to successfully discharge imperial 

duties. 

Chapter Five investigates the multivalent Christian and secular meanings of the 

Ambrosian Iliad for a Christian viewer in the fifth century.  While there is no obvious Christian 

iconography in the manuscript’s images, the aristocrat may have interpreted the banqueting 

scenes as a reference to the Last Supper or to other types of Christian banquets that were still 

popular during the fifth century.  Also, the image of awarding prizes to the winners of a chariot 

race was invocative of victory imagery used by the Church.  Quite often, Christian art 

appropriated such victorious race emblems as the palm to symbolize Christ’s victory over death.   

The Late Antique Christian was also accustomed to seeing the stories of mythological heroes, 

like Theseus and Odysseus, adapted for use in Christian analogies.  In this study, I will show that 

Achilles was not attractive to the Early Christians in this way, but instead, continued to represent 

the ideals of traditions represented by the mos maiorum and virtus that were important to the 

Roman elite.  Achilles’ image as an ideal warrior could have been especially appreciated during 

a time when the aristocrats needed a strong and powerful heroic figure.   

The Ambrosian Iliad was an extensively illustrated manuscript that depicted Homer’s 

Iliad.  At first glance, it appears to contain beautifully painted images that faithfully follow the 

Homeric story.  Closer examination, however, reveals the anomaly of a Greek story that was 

written in Greek uncial script, but illustrated using Roman iconography.  By placing the 

Ambrosian Iliad in its historical, cultural, social, and religious context, the manuscript’s Roman 

iconography no longer seems out of place.  In order to appreciate the importance of this 

manuscript, we must take into account the context within which it was commissioned and 

viewed.  In this study, I am not as concerned about where the manuscript was created.  Instead, 

the notion of how the patron and other aristocratic viewers internalized the Roman iconography 
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of the Ambrosian Iliad as a reflection of their world view is far more important.  For a fifthF

century Christian aristocrat, living either in Rome or a nearby province, the Ambrosian Iliad and 

its images acted as a mirror by which his perception of his world was defined and affirmed.  

During a time of such great change, it must have provided comfort for the elite of a society 

whose view of itself was based on the traditions and values that were reflected in its imagery. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE AMBROSIAN ILIAD (ILIAS AMBROSIANA, CODEX 1019) 

 

The Ambrosian Iliad (Ilias Ambrosiana; Cod. F. 205 P. inf., Bibliothecae Ambrosianae 

Mediolanensis (Fonts Ambrosiani XXVIII)) is one of the few extant Late Antique illuminated 

manuscripts.22  While the provenance and earliest history of the Ambrosian Iliad are subject to 

conjecture and debate, we can firmly date the manuscript’s history beginning in the sixteenth 

century when it surfaced in Genoese collector Giovan Vincenzo Pinelli’s library.23  Modern 

scholars believe that the manuscript was already in its current disassembled state when it was 

added to Pinelli’s collection perhaps as early as 1558.  After Pinelli’s death in Padua in 1601, the 

collection was taken to Naples, where a portion of it was sold on June 14, 1608 to the founder of 

Milan’s Ambrosian Library, Cardinal Frederico Borromeo.25 As one of the earliest known 

secular and the only HomericFthemed illuminated codex from the Late Antique period, the 

Ambrosian Iliad has been an integral part of the ongoing discourse concerning manuscript 

development.  The catalogue of extant Late Antique manuscripts is quite small, and all are of 

                                                 
22 Other extant Late Antique codices include: 
Vergilius Vaticanus (Vatican Vergil), ca. 400  (Vatican, Vatican Library, cod. lat. 3225) 
Vergilius Romanus (Roman Vergil), 5th c.  (Vatican, Vatican Library, cod. lat. 3867) 
Quedlinburg Itala, 5th c. (Berlin, Deutsche Staatsbibliothek, cod. theol. lat. fol. 485) 
Sinope Gospel fragments, 5th c. (Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France,, MS gr 1286) 
Cotton Genesis, 5thF6th c. (London, British Library, MS Cotton Otho B. VI) 
Vienna Dioscurides, early 6th c. (Vienna Nationalbibliothek, cod. med. gr. 1) 
Vienna Genesis, early 6th c. (Vienna, İsterreichische Nationalbibliothek, cod. theol. gr. 31) 
Rossano Gospels, 6th c. (Calabria, Cathedral of Rossano) 
Rabbula Gospels, 6th c. (Florence, Biblioteca Mediceo Laurenziana, cod. Plut. I, 56) 
St. Augustine Gospels, 6th c. (Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, cod. 286) 
The London Canon Tables, 6th or 7th c. (London, British Library, cod. add. 5111) 
Syriac Bible of Paris, 6th or 7th c. (Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France,, cod. syr. 341) 
Ashburnham Pentateuch, 6 or 7th c. (Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France, n. acq. lat. 2334) 
  
23 The earliest information that we have concerning Pinelli’s library places it in Padua.  We know that Pinelli’s 
residence in Padua began in 1558.  Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 38.  See also A. Rivolta, 
Catalgo dei Codici Pinelliani dell’Ambrosiania.  (Milan:  Tip. Pontificia Arcivescovile S. Giuseppe, 1933), XVII. 
 
25 Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 37, fn. 2; Bell, “The Ambrosian Iliad,” 216F217, no. 193  
and A. M. Ceriani, A. Calderini, and A. Mai, Ilias Ambrosiana; Cod. F. 205 P. inf., Bibliothecase Ambrosianae 
Mediolanensis (Bern:  Urs Graf, 1953), xi.   
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uncertain dates, so comparisons are inconclusive.  As a result, Ambrosian Iliad scholars have 

been consumed by the questions of its date and provenance.  Studies by Kurt Weitzmann, 

Ranuccio Bianchi Bandinelli, and others have provided invaluable insights and theories 

concerning the stylistic and iconographic aspects of this manuscript.  As an introduction to the 

ideas that will be proposed in this dissertation, this chapter explores the Ambrosian Iliad’s 

history and historiography, and includes an overview of the various proposals concerning the 

manuscript’s date and provenance.   Before discussing the Ambrosian Iliad’s historiography, it is 

pertinent to provide a description of the manuscript. 

 

�������	�������	
����������	
����


 

The Ambrosian Iliad is thought to have been a fairly large manuscript, 326 mm (12.84 

inches) in height and 288 mm (11.34 inches) in width.26  Bianchi Bandinelli suggests that the 

Ambrosian Iliad’s size would have been comparable to other Late Antique luxury codices.  This 

is based upon his comparison of the amount of text per page, margin widths, and illustration 

sizes to similar manuscripts like the Vatican Virgil, the Roman Virgil and the Vienna Genesis.27 

Consisting of fiftyFeight illustrations painted on fiftyFtwo loose folios, the Ambrosian Iliad 

appears to follow Homer’s epic poem faithfully, beginning with the argument between 

Agamemnon and Achilles over Briseis and culminating with Priam begging for the body of his 

son, Hector.28  For the most part, each of the individual folios contain one image, however, 

several of the folios have more than one miniature.  These multiple images were numbered by 

Cardinal Mai separately, hence the greater number of pictures compared to folio numbers.29   

Because the pictures were cut from the original parchment, we have only fragments of the folios 

                                                 
26 Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 45. 
 
27 Ibid., 40. 
 
28 Ibid., 37.   
 
29 Ibid., 38.   It would appear that a numbering system was applied to the manuscript twice during its history.  There 
is evidence of an earlier numbering system, perhaps from the eighth, ninth, and/or tenth centuries.  Later, Cardinal 
Mai, or someone in his library, assigned a Roman numeral to each image, in the story line’s order. 
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with the illustrations on one side and, in some cases, fragments of the Greek text on the reverse.    

Unfortunately, fortyFfive pictures have no text on the other side, so we cannot tell their original 

order or what might be missing.30 In his monograph, Bianchi Bandinelli recreated the original 

manuscript by comparing the existing illustrations to the Homeric poem.  His conclusion was 

that most of the books were represented and that the finished product did refer to the pivotal 

scenes of the story.31  

Using this evidence, Bianchi Bandinelli extrapolated the original length of the Ambrosian 

Iliad to approximately 372 images and 788 Homeric verses.32  Other scholarship also suggests 

that the Ambrosian Iliad’s scribe did not copy the entire Iliad but chose specific passages of the 

epic story.33 The pictures were enclosed in a framing device of orange and blue bands which 

further separated them from the adjoining script.  Although we can reconstruct portions of the 

original manuscript based on the existing illuminations, we are still handicapped by the missing 

text.34 During the eleventh or twelfth century, an unknown person wrote brief summaries in 

Greek of the Homeric story in light ink on many of the illustrations.35  It was probably sometime 

before the thirteenth century, in a move that privileged the image over the text that the pictures 

were removed and paper pasted over the text on the reverse of the cutFout pages.36   

                                                 
30 Scholars do not refer to the recto and verso of the fragments, in order to avoid an assumption of the original order.  
Instead the front and back are labeled as a and b respectively. 
 
31 Ibid., 37. 
 
32 Ibid., 37F39, 40 and 45.  Bianchi Bandinelli chose to include only complete or partially complete verses that were 
clearly evident on the front or back of the existing manuscript pages.  He also took into account that Books III, 
XVIII, XIX and XX are missing. 
 
33 John Henry Middleton, Illuminated Manuscripts in Classical and Medieval Times (Cambridge:  Cambridge 
University Press, 1892), 35.   
 
34 Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 38, fn. 2.    
 
35 Ibid., 38.  Miniatures XXIV, XIX, XXXX, XXXII, XLIV, XXXXVI, XXXXVII, LIV, XXV, XXIV, XXII.  
Bianchi Bandinelli’s acceptance of these dates is based on the scholarship of J. de Wit; see Bianchi Bandinelli,  
Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 15.  
 
36 Ibid.  Bianchi Bandinelli maintains that this was not a random act, but was probably designed to save the 
manuscript from damage.  This is an assumption on his part, since there is no record or visible proof of a 
catastrophic event that would have deemed it necessary to dismantle and cut up the manuscript.  It is not known 
exactly when the pictures were cut out of the folios but, based on physical evidence it must have been after the 
scholia were added since they were damaged during this process.  If one accepts de Wit’s dates for the application of 
the scholia as between the ninth and twelfth centuries, then the pictures were cut out sometime after the twelfth 
century.  It seems to be common acceptance that this would have been sometime in the thirteenth century.   
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It is evident from the high quality of the Ambrosian Iliad that it was created in the best 

scriptoria.  Unfortunately, we have no evidence that indicates if the manuscript was created by 

one or more hands.  Scholars in the past have argued for both, however, Bianchi Bandinelli’s 

argument for a single artist of the Ambrosian Iliad has proven to be a thorough and convincing 

theory.37  The manuscript is now in very poor condition, but its peeling paint has afforded the 

rare opportunity to study the creation of a Late Antique illuminated codex.  In the Ambrosian 

Iliad, the artist originally used pencil and pen to outline the general narrative and composition of 

each illustration.38  Unlike the Quedlinburg Itala, no written instructions to the artist have been 

found underneath the paint.  The illustrator’s method was to heavily paint the figures and 

supporting objects and to either leave the background alone or to use very light washes, 

especially on the nonFbattle scenes.  The result was that much of the original vellum was left 

exposed.  Consequently, with the large amount of open space that surrounds them, the characters 

stand out in the composition.  The palette was limited with a predominant use of yellow, brown 

and purple.39  In some instances, the painter did not always use naturalistic colors; for example, 

horses are painted blue and purple.  As Bianchi Bandinelli has shown, a standard and consistent 

color scheme was applied to the characters; for example, only Zeus and the heroes wear purple.40  

Bianchi Bandinelli also pointed out that the artist evidently chose his colors for dramatic effect in 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
37 Ibid.  Although Bianchi Bandinelli argues for one artist, who either slavishly copied a previous version of the 
Ambrosian Iliad or drew from various wellFestablished prototypes, this is not absolutely certain.  There can be an 
argument for more than one artist as well.  This was a very large manuscript and it would taken a Herculean effort 
for one artist to complete it by himself.  For the purposes of this study, however, I will follow Bianchi Bandinelli 
and refer to a singular artist for the Ambrosian Iliad.  See Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures,150F
152 for his argument supporting one artist for the manuscript. 
 
38 For a detailed description of the underdrawings in the Ambrosian Iliad, see Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=
Byzantine Miniatures, 92.   
 
39 According to Middleton, the paints used by the Ambrosian Iliad artist would have been derived from lead and 
vegetable colors (minium or red lead, white lead, yellow, brown, and red ochres) as well as the kermes beetle 
(coccus) for the rich purpleFred color.  Middleton has been the only scholar to discuss the organic sources of the 
paint possibly used in the Ambrosian Iliad.   While it would be helpful if a scientific study could be performed on 
material used for this manuscript, it is unlikely that permission would be granted due to its extremely fragile 
condition.   Middleton, Illuminated Manuscripts, 35.   
 
40 Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 95.  Also, see 93 for a table of the application of colors by 
subject matter. 
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the battle scenes.  Some of the miniatures in the Ambrosian Iliad were retouched at a later date, 

although it is difficult to say exactly when.41   

 

�
�� ����������������	�� �!�����	�
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To understand the historiography of the Ambrosian Iliad, it is important to consider 

modern scholarship on Late Antique art, especially as it pertains to painting.  Today, scholars of 

Late Antique art, like Jaś Elsner, are investigating the context in which the objects were created 

and viewed.  Their work builds on a complicated discourse surrounding art of this rich and 

diverse period that began with the advent of modern artFhistorical scholarship in nineteenthF

century Europe.  Common concerns of scholarly enquiry at that time were the sources of Late 

Antique works and manuscripts, including the Ambrosian Iliad.   

Initially, the artFhistorical discourse reflected the works of the noted scholars Edward 

Gibbon (1737F1794) and Johann Winckelmann (1717F1768), both of whom had little use for 

Late Antiquity.  Although Gibbon’s famous work, The Rise and Fall of the Roman Empire 

(1776F1789), did not specifically address art, his theories concerning the history of the Late 

Antique period continue to influence modern scholars.  Most importantly for our enquiry, his 

views on the possible reasons for the decline of the Roman Empire, which emphasized a moral, 

economic, and social disintegration of society, set the stage for the idea that the style of Late 

Antique art showed a disintegration of classical forms.  Remarkably, there is no evidence that 

Gibbon interacted with the other contemporary giant of classical studies, Johann Winckelmann.42  

Like Gibbon, Winckelmann viewed history in the framework of an evolution that resulted 

in an evitable decline.  His theories of the cycles of artFhistorical styles in antiquity led to the 

                                                 
41 Ibid., 89F90.  Bianchi Bandinelli documented retouching in 14 of the miniatures.  See 89F90 for a complete list of 
miniatures that were retouched.  For Bianchi Bandinelli, the regular care and attention to the clarity and quality of 
the pictures attests to the Ambrosian Iliad’s continued value to its owners. 
 
42 G. W. Bowersock, “Gibbon, Edward (1737F84),” in The Encyclopedia of the History of Classical Archaeology, 
ed. Nancy Thomson de Grummond (Westport, CT:  Greenwood Press, 1996), 500F502.  Also Patricia Craddock, 
“Edward Gibbon (1737F1794),” in Medieval Scholarship – Biographical Studies on the Formation of a Discipline.  
Vol. 2:  History, ed. Helen Damico and Joseph B. Zavadil (New York:  Garland Publishing, 1995), 47F61 and Otto 
Brendel, Prolegomena to the Study of Roman Art (New Haven:  Yale University Press, 1979), 17. 
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conclusion that Late Antique art was the result of the decay of the ideal classical Greek style 

which he viewed as the apex of human creativity.  His influential studies laid the foundation for 

the field of art history and artFhistorical scholarship regarding Late Antique art.43  It was not until 

the late nineteenth century that art historians challenged the notion that Late Antique art 

represented a degradation of the classical Greek style.   

The epicenter of art historical scholarship in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries was Central and East Europe:  Germany, Austria and Poland.  Professors from the great 

universities in Eastern Europe produced groundFbreaking scholarship that, to this day, has 

contributed a lively and thoughtFprovoking dialogue about the nature of the Late Antique period.  

These scholars were responsible for the rediscovery and revival of enquiry of the Late Antique 

period by returning to the study of its art.  One of the most influential of these scholars was Franz 

Wickhoff (1853F1909), a Viennese art historian who countered the prevalent belief in his time 

that Roman art was a pale imitation of Greek art.44  In his extensive introduction to the study of 

another major Late Antique manuscript, the Vienna Genesis, Wickhoff argued that the Romans 

contributed such distinctive stylistic techniques as continuous narrative and illusionism.  

Wickhoff thought that the painting style of the Vienna Genesis was inherited from fifth century 

BCE Greek paintings via the wall murals at Pompeii.45  Wickhoff’s contemporary and ally, the 

Austrian art historian Alois Riegl (1858F1905), was also instrumental in the reestablishing of the 

importance and relevance of Roman art.46  Riegl suggested that art styles underwent cycles that 

were driven by Kunstwollen, or the instinctive collective cultural reaction to art.  He believed 

                                                 
43 Alex Potts, “Winckelmann, Johann Joachim (1717F68),” in The Encyclopedia of the History of Classical 
Archaeology, ed. Nancy Thomson de Grummond (Westport, CT:  Greenwood Press, 1996), 1198F1200. 
 
44 Shellie Williams, “Wickhoff, Franz (1853F1909),” in The Encyclopedia of the History of Classical Archaeology, 
ed. Nancy Thomson de Grummond (Westport, CT:  Greenwood Press, 1996), 1192F93. 
 
45 For biographical information on Franz Wickhoff, see Williams, “Wickhoff,” 1192F1193.  For a discussion of 
Wickhoff’s theories, see Brendel, Prolegomena, 40.  Wickhoff’s groundbreaking theories about Roman art may be 
found in the introduction of his study, Die Wiener Genesis.   
 
46 Shellie Williams, “Riegl, Alois (1858F1905),” in The Encyclopedia of the History of Classical Archaeology, ed. 
Nancy Thomson de Grummond (Westport, CT:  Greenwood Press, 1996), 958F959.  Also Margaret Olin, “Alois 
Riegl (1858F1905),” in Medieval Scholarship – Biographical Studies on the Formation of a Discipline.  Vol. 3:  
Philosophy and the Arts, ed. Helen Damico with Donald Fennema and Karmen Lenz (New York:  Garland 
Publishing, 2000), 231F244. 
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that the style of Late Antiquity was a natural development from the earlier Roman periods.47  

The question of the origin of Late Antique style led to scholarship that attempted to divide its 

elements between the east and the west.  On one side of the feud, Wickhoff and Riegl argued for 

an indigenous Italian source for the unique style of the Late Antique period, whereas Josef 

Strzygowski looked to the east.  A controversial figure, the Polish art historian Josef Strzygowski 

(1862F1941) proposed an “Oriental” source for Late Antique Roman art, suggesting such ancient 

artistic centers as Syria, Asia Minor, Mesopotamia, and Iran as contributors.  As a result, 

Strzygowski is credited with establishing Islamic, Jewish, and Late Antique Art as valid fields of 

study.   His suggestion of an “Aryan” source for Late Antique art, however, added fuel to the 

nationalistic fire of early twentiethFcentury Germany.  Consequently, he was largely ignored 

after World War II until recently.  Today, in a climate interested in crossFcultural influences, 

modern scholars continue to revisit the controversial and hotly contested theories of Franz 

Wickhoff, Alois Riegl, and Josef Strzygowski, in particular, to reevaluate their contributions to 

the study of Late Antiquity.48     

The scholarship of these late nineteenth and early twentiethFcentury art historians as they 

addressed the ideas of eastern and western influences on Late Antique art had a direct influence 

on the study of Late Antique manuscripts.  In particular, postFWorld War II manuscript studies 

by Weitzmann and Bianchi Bandinelli incorporated their approaches concerning the exchange of 

                                                 
47 For biographical information on Alois Riegl, see Williams, “Riegl,” 958F959.  For a discussion of Riegl’s 
theories, see Brendel, Prolegomena, 40.  For an English translation of Riegl’s major work, Spätrömische 
Kunstindustrie, see Alois Riegl, Late Roman Art Industry, trans. Rolf Winkes (Rome:  G. Bretschneider, 1985). 
 
48 For biographical information on Josef Strzygowski, see Nancy Thomson de Grummond, “Strzygowski, Josef 
(1872F1942),” in The Encyclopedia of the History of Classical Archaeology, ed. Nancy Thomson de Grummond 
(Westport, CT:  Greenwood Press, 1996), 1061F62.  For a discussion of Strzygowski’s theories, see Brendel, 
Prolegomena, 43.  Strzygowski’s written response to Wickhoff’s Die Wiener Genesis, was his study Orient oder 
Rom.  For an excellent discussion on the relationship between these three scholars, see Margaret Olin, “Art History 
and Ideology.  Alois Riegl and Josef Strzygowski,” in Cultural Visions:  Essays in the History of Culture, eds. Peny 
Schine Gold and Benjamin C. Sax (Amsterdam:  Rodopi, 2000), 151F170.  For recent scholarly interest in these art 
historians and their theories, see the following:  Jaś Elsner, “The Birth of Late Antiquity;  Riegl and Strzygowski in 
1901,” Art History 25 (2002):  358F79; Jaś Elsner, “The Changing Nature of Roman Art and ArtFHistorical Problem 
of Style,” in Late Antique and Medieval Art of the Mediterranean World, ed. Eva R. Hoffman (Malden, MA:  
Blackwell Publishing, 2007), 11F18; S. Marchand, “The Rhetoric of Artifacts,” History and Theory 33 (1994):  106F
30; and Talinn Grigor, “Orient Oder Rome? ‘Aryan’ Architecture and Strzygowski’s Art History (Josef 
Strzygowski),” The Art Bulletin 89, no. 3 (September 2007): 562F90. 
 
50 See Brown, The World of Late Antiquity, 9.  
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styles between the east and west when analyzing the complicated and varied artistic styles 

represented in Late Antique manuscripts like the Ambrosian Iliad.     

During the past fifty years, an explosion of scholarly works has tackled the problems of 

the bewildering terminology and time frames assigned to the period between Constantine and the 

advent of the Middle Ages.  In 1971, Peter Brown coined the term “Late Antique,” which has 

gained popular and academic acceptance .50  While contemporary scholars have wholeFheartedly 

adapted this term, there is still an ongoing dialogue concerning the time frame that can be 

assigned to Late Antiquity.  For the most part, scholars agree that Late Antiquity began with 

Constantine and ended sometime in the seventh century.51  Winckelmann’s and Gibbons’ world 

view of Late Antiquity as a time of decay continues to be challenged by modern scholars who 

essentially agree on the complex nature of this multiFlayered period.52  J. H. D. Scourfield 

suggests that the Late Antique be treated as a time of incredible transformation, when, in spite of 

historical stresses including barbarian invasions and religious controversy, Roman culture 

adapted and, indeed, flourished. 53  I maintain that “Late Antiquity” was a single sociopolitical 

system under the common Roman political umbrella that consisted of different layers of local 

cultures and belief systems.  As such, it is important to place art, like the Ambrosian Iliad, in its 

very Roman context. 
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The historiography of the Ambrosian Iliad reveals a broad approach in scholarship by 

paleographers, archaeologists, codicologists, and art historians.  The modern scholar who most 

closely analyzed this manuscript is the Italian art historian and archaeologist Ranuccio Bianchi 

                                                 
51 “The third through the seventh centuries showed that it was not an empire that fell or went into decline, but an 
exciting time of change, a period of variety and creativity, which is reflected in its vigorous arts and cultural 
production.”  Cameron, “The ‘Long’ Late Antiquity,” 167. 
  
52 In particular, see Smith, “The Imperial Court,” 158F159.  For Elsner’s reaction to the question of the soFcalled 
decline of the Rome Empire, see, “The Changing Nature of Roman Art,” 11F18.  See also, Cameron, “The ‘Long’ 
Late Antiquity,” 165F192.   
 
53 Scourfield, “Textual Inheritances,” 4. 
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Bandinelli.  In Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures of the Iliad (Ilias Ambrosiana) (1955), he 

presents a detailed study of the style and iconography of the manuscript.  Consequently, any 

discussion concerning the historiography of the Ambrosian Iliad is often couched in terms of its 

influence and/or relationship to Bianchi Bandinelli’s monograph.   

Prior to Bianchi Bandinelli’s study, the Ambrosian Iliad’s importance was thought to 

have centered on its contribution to paleography, as first established by Cardinal Angelo Mai 

(1782F1854).  After it was acquired for the Ambrosian Library in 1609, the manuscript was 

stored with no mention of its content.  It was not until its ‘rediscovery’ in 1814 by the Fellow of 

the College of the Doctors of the Ambrosian Library, Cardinal Angelo Mai, that we have further 

historical documentation.  Cardinal Mai initiated the first study of the codex during his tenure at 

the Ambrosian Library.54 During his initial study, Mai removed the paper backing on the 

manuscripts’ folios and realized that it was the Iliad codex that had been bought from Pinelli’s 

collection.55  In 1813, Mai was appointed custodian of the Ambrosian Library, where he was 

credited with the restoration of many of its antique holdings, including the Ambrosian Iliad .56  

As a paleographer, the cardinal was most interested in the text.  Consequently, his priority was to 

remove the paper covering the original Greek writing, which then revealed the previously 

unknown antiquity of the manuscript.  In his eagerness to read the ancient Greek, Mai applied 

harsh chemicals to make the text more legible.  Unfortunately, these chemicals damaged the 

color and darkened the miniatures on the opposite side of the folios.  Additional damage was 

done to the paintings when, during the same period, Roman numerals were added to the 

miniatures in order keep count of the loose folios.57  After an extensive study of the manuscript, 

                                                 
54 F. X. Murphy, “Mai, Angelo,” in New Catholic Encyclopedia, ed. Catholic University of America (New York:  
McGrawFHill, 1967), 1125.   
 
55 A. M. A. Ceriani, A. Calderini, and A. Mai Ilias Ambrosiana; Cod. F. 205 P inf., Bibliothecae Ambrosianae 
Mediolanensis (Bern:  Urs Graf, 1953),, xi.  Mai’s paleographic training and talent resulted in the recovery and 
translation of longFlost manuscripts including the last nine books of the Antiquities by Dionysius of Halicarnassus 
and Cicero’s Republic.   
 
56 Murphy, “Mai,” 1125.  Cardinal Angelo Mai was born in Bergamo, Italy, of humble origins but rose quickly 
through the Church ranks.  After serving as the Scriptor at the Ambrosian Library from 1813F1819, he was 
appointed the first Vatican librarian.  During his lifetime he discovered 359 classical and Christian texts and 
catalogued the manuscripts at the Vatican Library.   
 
57 Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 38.  To be consistent with previous scholarship, I will 
continue the tradition of referring to the miniatures by their Roman numerals. 
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Cardinal Mai published two editions of his findings in which he included drawings of the 

miniatures.58  In the first edition of 1819, Iliadis fragmenta antiquissima cum picturis, Mai 

provided paleographic analysis and 58 plates of engraved miniatures by Emanuele Scotti as well 

as descriptions and a corresponding translation of the Iliad in Latin.  In 1835, Mai published his 

second edition, Homeri et Virgili picturae antiquae, which also included a discussion of the two 

Late Antique Virgil manuscripts, the Vaticanus (Vatican Library 3225) and the Romanus 

(Vatican Library 3867).    

While the Homeri et Virgili picturae antiquae did not add anything new to the study of 

the Ambrosian Iliad itself, it did include lithographic plates that were adapted by Carlo Ruspi 

from the original Scotti drawings with corrections probably made by Cardinal Mai.  Although a 

few outlined drawings are flawed in some details, they provide a valuable record of the painted 

miniatures, which have suffered much deterioration over the last 172 years.  Mai noted the 

differences in style, particularly between the battle and the nonFbattle scenes, but his specific 

interest in the manuscript continued to be paleographic.  He believed, as was common during the 

nineteenth century, that the Ambrosian Iliad’s true contribution to manuscript studies was in its 

Greek text and Homeric scholarship.   

Since Cardinal Mai’s publications, early Ambrosian Iliad scholars have concentrated on 

issues of dating and provenance, based on either paleographic or stylistic analysis.  As Bianchi 

Bandinelli noted in his monograph, the conclusions have been wideFranging and controversial.59  

Following in the footsteps of Cardinal Mai, successive paleographers have attempted to link the 

Ambrosian Iliad’s use of Greek uncial script in its text and added scholia, or comments, with 

other more securely dateable manuscripts that used the same script.60  Other manuscript scholars, 

including J. H. Middleton and G. Thiele, attempted to determine the Ambrosian Iliad’s date and 

                                                 
58 Ibid., 45.  According to Bianchi Bandinelli, the 1819 edition still remains the most accurate of the records of the 
Ambrosian Iliad. 
 
59 Ibid., 45F51. 
 
60 A form of majuscule,  uncial script is written in all capital letters with a slightly rounded style.  Greek uncial script 
is the application of uncial script to the Greek alphabet.  Michele P. Brown and Patricia Lovett, The Historical 
Sourcebook for Scribes (London:  The British Library, 1999), 39.   
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provenance by concentrating on stylistic considerations.61  Perhaps the most famous study of 

analyzing style originated with the Viennese art historian Franz Wickhoff in his introduction to 

Die Weiner Genesis (1895).  In addition, in his study Wickhoff suggested that the extensive 

narrative cycles in such manuscripts as the Vienna Genesis, Vatican Virgil, and Ambrosian Iliad 

were created to illustrate works that were used as textbooks in ancient Roman schoolrooms.62 In 

general, however, nineteenthFcentury scholarship dismissed the Ambrosian Iliad, calling its art 

inferior and stale.   In spite of this view regarding the manuscript’s quality and at the advent of 

the twentieth century, scholars continued to use the Ambrosian Iliad in their attempts to establish 

a timeline for the development of antique manuscripts.    

At the close of the nineteenth century, new evidence became available.  The discovery of 

EgyptianFGreek papyri at the site of Oxyrhynchus, including the Homer papyri, provided new 

paleographic comparisons to the Ambrosian Iliad.63  In 1899, Frederic G. Kenyon favorably 

compared the Greek script of the Homeric papyri from Oxyrhynchus to that of the Ambrosian 

Iliad and dated the manuscript to the fifth century.64  Kenyon’s contemporary, the famous 

collector, M. F. de Mély, agreed and suggested that the style of the Ambrosian Iliad was 

comparable to that of fifthFcentury Italian ivories.  M. F. de Mély also contended that this 

comparandi suggested an origin in southern Italy.65  In a short aside, he mentioned that A. M. 

Ceriani believed the Ambrosian Iliad was created in 410 for a Greek patron in southern Italy.  

                                                 
61 Middleton, Illuminated Manuscripts, 34F35.  Middleton proposed a date of the late fourth century for the 
Ambrosian Iliad.  Georg Thiele proposed a date of the early fourth century for the Ambrosian Iliad.  Georg Thiele, 
De antiquorum libris pictis capita quattuor (Marburg:  Elwerti, 1897), 21F50.   
 
62 Wickhoff, Die Wiener Genesis, 15. 
 
63 Discovered in 1895, the central Egyptian site of Oxyrhynchus has yielded over 400,000 fragments which are 
housed in 800 boxes at Oxford’s Sackler library.  This  “garbage dump” of government documents and literary 
sources includes plays by Greek and Roman authors and illustrated fragments of the Iliad which have been dated to 
the fifth century.  Oxford University has developed an excellent searchable website for the Oxyrhynchus Papyri at 
http://www.papyrology.ox.ac.uk.  See also the online catalog for the exhibition of the papyri at the Ashmolean 
Museum in Oxford in the summer of 1998, “Oxyrhynchus:  A City and Its Texts.” on the same website.  Follow the 
link “Events.” 
 
64 Kenyon, The Paleography, 121. 
 
65 de Mély, “Le coffret de SaintFNazaire,” 65. 
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But as Weitzmann pointed out, while this theory offers a Roman provenance for the owner of the 

Ambrosian Iliad, it does not necessarily prove that it was made in southern Italy.66   

Some scholars have approached the Ambrosian Iliad using a combination of formal and 

paleographic analysis.  In 1905, A. M. Ceriani and the director of the Ambrosian Library, 

Achilles Ratti, published a new photographic facsimile of the Ambrosian Iliad entitled the 

Homeri Iliadis pictae fragmenta Ambrosiana.67  In what Bianchi Bandinelli characterizes as a 

weak paleographic assessment, Ceriani dated the manuscript to the end of the third 

century/beginning of the fourth century and placed its origin in Rome or southern Italy.68  

Ceriani’s argument was based on the use of the Greek uncial style and the similarities of the 

Ambrosian Iliad’s illustrations to the Pompeian painting style.69  Although Ceriani’s scholarship 

has been criticized by Bianchi Bandinelli, who rightly points out that the artist could not have 

seen the thenFburied Pompeian paintings, this publication is valuable in that it was the first to 

provide a photographic study of the Ambrosian Iliad’s illuminations.70   

Kazimierz Bulas soon followed suit comparing the miniatures of the Ambrosian Iliad to 

Greek and Roman painting.  Bulas suggested that the Ambrosian Iliad was a clear example of the 

direct influence of ancient easel and mural painting on manuscript painting.71  While this may be 

a valid argument, Bulas had problems supporting his ideas since only a few examples of Greek 

and Roman painting survive.  Bulas’ theories refer to the larger issue of Greek and Roman 

painting, yet he used Pompeian painting as an example of this genre.  There is a methodological 

danger in Bulas’ use of Pompeian painting as evidence, as it is representative of only one 

specific area and time in the Roman Empire.   

                                                 
66 Kurt Weitzmann, Greek Mythology in Byzantine Art (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1951), xii. 
 
67 Achilles Ratti (1857F1939) later became Pope Pius XI.  He was the director of the Ambrosian Library from 1888F
1911. 
 
68 Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 47. 
 
69 Ceriani, Ratti, and Mai, Homeri Iliadis, 7. 
 
70 Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 47. 
 
71 Kazimierz Bulas, Les illustrations antiques (Lwòw:  Sociéte polon. de philologie, 1929), 131.  See also Kaximierz 
Bulas, “New Illustrations to the Iliad,” American Journal of Archaeology 54, no. 2 (1950): 112. 
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Paleographers continued to be fascinated with the extant remains of the Ambrosian 

Iliad’s Greek script.  In an effort to date the manuscript, Hans Gerstinger compared the script of 

the Ambrosian Iliad to that of the Vienna Genesis.72 Based on his paleographic analysis, 

Gerstinger proposed that the Ambrosian Iliad was created at the end of the fifth or in the early 

sixth century.73  In 1932, Gerstinger’s contemporary, J. de Wit made a valuable contribution to 

the study of the Ambrosian Iliad by attempting to analyze the additional marginal comments and 

captions.  As a result of his research, he placed the manuscript in Constantinople in the fifth 

century.74  De Wit compared the Ambrosian Iliad’s scholia with scholia that he found in other 

manuscripts that originated in the East.   In particular, he recognized that some of the scholia on 

the Ambrosian Iliad’s folios corresponded exactly with scholia on manuscripts created between 

the ninth and twelfth centuries in Constantinople.  In a complicated argument, de Wit concluded 

that the Ambrosian Iliad scholia were added in stages during the ninth to twelfth centuries.75  

Since the manuscripts with the matching scholia originated in the east, he surmised that the 

Ambrosian Iliad must have come from the same Byzantine scriptorium.  De Wit further stated 

that it was unlikely that the Ambrosian Iliad was transported to the East from the West prior to 

the ninth century, in his effort to support an eastern provenance.76   

While de Wit’s comparisons provide evidence that purports to prove the Ambrosian Iliad 

was created in Constantinople, his conclusion that the manuscript could not have been 

transported from the west to the east is not viable.  He implies that these very large manuscripts 

could not have been easily carried from one location to another.  We do have ample proof, 

however, that other much larger works of art, for example, bronze statues, were shipped 

throughout the Roman Empire.  While the Ambrosian Iliad would have been a fairly large object, 

it was still portable and could have been transported.  Since we have no documentation about the 

                                                 
72 Gerstinger, Die Wiener Genesis, 54. 
 
73 Ibid., 54. 
 
74 J. de Wit, “Bilderbeischriften und Herkunft der Ilias Ambrosiana,” Byzantinische Zeitschrift 2 (1932), 274. 
 
75 de Wit, “Bilderbeischriften,” 268F270. 
 
76 Ibid., 268F270.  See also, Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 50. 
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Ambrosian Iliad before its appearance in Italy in the sixteenth century, any discussion 

concerning the manuscript’s possible movements remains at issue.   

As noted earlier in the chapter, enquiries concerning the historiography of a Late Antique 

manuscript must include the work of Kurt Weitzmann, a pioneer in the study of antique 

manuscripts.  One of the recurring themes in Weitzmann’s early research was how images in 

books were transmitted from roll to codex.  The Ambrosian Iliad as an early example of the 

illustrated codex was thus important for ascertaining the origin of the codex form.  Prior to 

Bianchi Bandinelli’s monograph, Weitzmann’s Illustrations in Roll and Codex analyzed the 

possible stylistic sources for the Ambrosian Iliad and Late Antique manuscripts.  Weitzmann 

attempted to reconstruct a history of textual illustration from roll to codex form using previous 

scholarship based on Homeric imagery in other art forms, including the Megarian bowls, the 

Iliac Tablets, and sarcophagi.77  In his study, Greek Mythology in Byzantine Art, Weitzmann 

employed the Ambrosian Iliad as an example in tracing the transmission of style and 

iconography of classical art into the middle Byzantine period.78   

In 1953, as a result of Weitzmann’s scholarship, renewed interest in the Ambrosian Iliad 

led to the publication of the only color facsimile of the manuscript.79  The facsimile included a 

reprint of A. M. Ceriani’s text from the 1905 facsimile, Homeri Iliadis pictiae fragmenta 

Ambrosiana.  In addition, A. Mai’s original descriptions of the images accompanied the 

reproductions.  Finally, A. Calderini provided a short bibliography in the Appendix.  Because of 

the poor condition of the paintings and the Ambrosian Library’s reluctance to display the codex, 

this edition is often our only opportunity to study the manuscript in color.  Consequently, the 

facsimile’s most important contribution to Ambrosian Iliad scholarship is its excellent color 

reproductions.   The authors of the facsimile dated the Ambrosian Iliad between the first and fifth 

centuries based on paleographic study of its extant Greek uncial script.80   

                                                 
77 See Chapter Four of this dissertation for further discussion concerning these objects.   
 
78 Weitzmann, Greek Mythology, xii. 
 
79 Ceriani, Ratti, and Mai, Ilias Ambrosiana. 
 
80 Ibid., x. 
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As a response to Weitzmann’s investigations into the sources of Late Antique 

manuscripts, Ranuccio Bianchi Bandinelli wrote his 1955 monograph on the Ambrosian Iliad.  

The publication of the facsimile was the second factor that led to Bianchi Bandinelli’s interest in 

creating his major work on the Ambrosian Iliad.   In Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures of the 

Iliad, Bianchi Bandinelli postulated a provenance and date for the manuscript based upon formal 

and iconographic analysis.  But, following in the footsteps of other scholars, including Wickhoff 

and Weitzmann, he also used the study of manuscripts as a way to apply his artFhistorical 

theories to the question of the origin of Roman and Late Antique art.  The study of the 

Ambrosian Iliad provided an excellent testing ground for Bianchi Bandinelli’s Marxist ideas, 

first postulated in the early 1950’s.  The author’s approach was based partially on a refutation of 

the theories of Wickhoff, Riegl, and Strzygowski, which he stated were too theoretical and 

divorced from Roman history.81  Instead, the author supported a historical approach in which 

scholarship considered the influence of Late Antique culture on works of art.82   

The core of Bianchi Bandinelli’s study of the Ambrosian Iliad was to succinctly define 

the difference between what he termed the “Hellenistic tradition,” by which he meant the Greek 

tradition and the “Roman tradition,” by which he meant the Etruscan/Italic tradition.83  By 

determining the origination and transmission of these traditions, he felt that he could more 

closely assign a time and provenance to Late Antique codices, including the Ambrosian Iliad.  

His conclusion was that the Ambrosian Iliad was created in the late fifth to early sixth centuries 

(493F566) in Constantinople.84  Bianchi Bandinelli took issue with Wickhoff’s theory that the 

painting style of the Vienna Genesis and the Ambrosian Iliad was inherited from fifth century 

BCE Greek paintings via the wall murals at Pompeii.  He felt that Wickhoff’s view was 

“absurd,” since he did not take into account further Greek development and Roman interpretation 

of fifthFcentury BCE paintings.85  In his writings, Bianchi Bandinelli credited Riegl with “a more 

                                                 
81 Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 20F23. 
 
82 Ibid., 20F23. 
 
83 Ibid., 19F21. 
 
84 Ibid., 33. 
 
85 Ibid., 9 and 17.  
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efficient historical method.”  However, he maintained that both Wickhoff’s and Riegl’s artF

historical methods were not sufficiently linked to “relevant historical facts.”86  Instead, Bianchi 

Bandinelli recognized two currents of art in the Roman world, both of which he believed ran 

parallel to each other during the time of the Early Roman Imperial period (first and second 

centuries) and the Middle Roman Imperial periods (second and third centuries).87  The Greek 

tradition originated in the eastern kingdoms that had originally been settled by Alexander the 

Great, in particular Alexandria, Rhodes, and Pergamon.  Heavily influenced by Greek Classical 

art of the fourth through third centuries BCE, this style consisted of what Bianchi Bandinelli 

termed ‘highly intellectual’ characteristics of natural and harmonious compositions and 

approaches to the human body.88  In other words, the artist used an organic approach to the 

visual arts.  At the height of its popularity, the ‘Hellenistic tradition’ was perpetuated by eastern 

artists who were in residence in Rome and Italy in the first and second centuries.  As a style that 

was favored by imperial and aristocratic patrons, it was employed for official public art, 

especially in places where the patron wished to impress the viewer with his patrician taste.  

Bianchi Bandinelli cited Trajan’s Column and Pompeian painting as examples of this tradition.89   

Bianchi Bandinelli did not see the Hellenistic tradition as the only style found in the 

Roman Empire.  Instead, he argued that beginning with the Roman Republican period another 

style, which he termed the “Italic” or “Roman tradition,” was used by the popular classes or, to 

be more precise, the middle class.  According to Bianchi Bandinelli, the national characteristics 

of the Roman tradition consisted of contour lines filled with flat color, no detail, and a lack of 

perspective, loosely arranged compositions, a blank or subtly suggested background and a 

hierarchical treatment of figures.90  He argued that while the “Hellenistic tradition” was based on 

wellFestablished and documented theories inherited from Greece, the “Roman tradition”, which 

had originated with Etruscan urns, was spontaneous and had no classical Greek influence.   

                                                 
86 Ibid., 21. 
 
87 Ibid., 10.  These are Bianchi Bandinelli’s definitions.   
 
88 Ibid., 15. 
 
89 Ibid., 16 and 19F20.  See also Ranuccio Bianchi Bandinelli, “La Colonna Traiana:  Documento d’arte e documento 
politico (o della libertà dell’artista),” in Dall’ellenismo al medioevo (Rome:  Riuniti, 1978), 123F133. 
 
90 Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 15. 
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Bianchi Bandinelli maintained that prior to the fourth century CE the “Roman tradition” was 

most often used for small funerary monuments and localized provincial art.91  By the fourth 

century, the ruling classes preferred the “Roman tradition” and applied it to their public 

monuments, beginning most notably, with Constantine’s Arch.  Bianchi Bandinelli proposed that 

since the fourthFcentury leaders of the Empire originated from the popular class, their natural 

preference for the indigenous style replaced the foreign GreekFinspired “Hellenistic style”.  With 

the move from Rome to Constantinople, the resulting transmission of the Roman tradition 

merged with the original “Hellenistic style” and developed into what we recognize now as the 

“Byzantine style.”   

In Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures of the Iliad, Bianchi Bandinelli applied this earlier 

theory to the Ambrosian Iliad, arguing that the codex demonstrated the move to the new 

‘Byzantine style’ with its mixture of ‘Hellenistic’ and ‘Roman’ styles (fig. 1.1 and fig. 1.2).   The 

author based his conclusions on an exhaustive study of the quality and style of the 58 miniatures 

that are extant.  He attempted to identify a common and/or unifying approach among the pictures 

in order to determine if one hand was at work in their creation.  As a result of this study, Bianchi 

Bandinelli concluded that the images may be divided into five major groupings based on 

stylistic, compositional and/or iconographical differences.92  In Group A, the figures are treated 

in isolation from each other, almost as if they were taken from different sources and placed 

together with no regard for compositional unity (fig. 1.3).93  In this group, the images are 

compared to Pompeian style fresco paintings in which the composition was painted as if there 

were no background or common ground line.  Group B’s compositions are more orderly than 

those in Group A.94  In these examples, the figures relate to one another, there is perspective, and 

a united compositional approach (fig. 1.4).  Bianchi Bandinelli suggests that the sources for these 

scenes may have been Hellenistic decorative painting, or paintings that were strongly influenced 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
91 Ibid., 15F16 and 20. 
 
92 Ibid., 111F132.  In his monograph, Bianchi Bandinelli devotes an entire chapter to this approach.   
 
93 Miniatures I (A, B), XIX, XXIII, XXXII, XXXIV. 
 
94 Miniatures I (C, D, E), II, III, IV, V, VI, VII, VIII (in part), IX, X XI, XII, XIII, XIV, XXI, XXXIII, XXXV, 
XXXXVII, LII, LIII, LIV, LVII, LVIII. 
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by the Hellenistic style, in particular, decorative friezes.  The next group, Group C, is comprised 

of battle scenes that, while at first glance may appear unorganized and disjointed, actually have a 

common pattern that consists of the protagonists being defined by clothing and armor, with 

armed combatants often shown in defined registers, and a clearing in the melee where the main 

characters can be picked out from the overall composition (fig. 1.5).95  As with Group B, Bianchi 

Bandinelli assigns a Hellenistic source to this method of composition and narrative.  The next 

grouping, Group D, is a clear example of the HellenisticFAlexandrian tradition in which the 

figures are arranged in clearly defined groups that point the viewer to the narrative of the 

composition (fig. 1.6).96  In Bianchi Bandinelli’s last group, Group EC, he suggests that there are 

hints of excellence in the original approach to the composition and iconography of the images 

(fig. 1.7).97   

The last category best illustrates Bianchi Bandinelli’s conclusions concerning the 

authorship of the Ambrosian Iliad.  He suggests that the different styles represented in the 

manuscript were the result of an artist copying previous illustrations from other books that had 

been transmitted over generations, each artist having added his or her touches to the illustrations.   

In spite of the differing formal characteristics of the works, Bianchi Bandinelli’s close 

examination of the paintings revealed a technique that was consistent from one image to the 

other.98  Bianchi Bandinelli’s argument is compelling.  When one views all of the images side by 

side, a definite similarity in the quality and technical approach emerges. However, there can be 

other explanations for the similarities.  What needs to be taken into account is a consideration of 

Late Antique workshop practices.  Manuscripts were not created by one artist working in 

isolation.100  It is just as possible that the consistency in the manuscript’s treatment is the result 

of numerous artists who were copying from the same models, pattern books, and/or works of art.   

                                                 
95 Miniatures XVI, XVII, XVIII, XXI, XXII, XXXVI, XXXVIII, XLII. 
 
96 Miniatures XXXVII, XLIV, LV, LVI.   
 
97 Miniatures XXXXI, XXXXIII, XLV, XXXXVI, XLVIII, XLIX, L, LI. 
 
98 Ibid., 151 and 162.  
 
100 Wright, The Vatican Virgil, 2. 
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Bianchi Bandinelli’s work was based directly on Weitzmann’s groundbreaking ideas 

concerning the practice of copying prototypes.101  For Bianchi Bandinelli, his study of the 

Ambrosian Iliad was the means by which he could prove Weitzmann’s theories of 

transmission.102  Bianchi Bandinelli believed that the Ambrosian Iliad’s artist did not see the 

original paintings which likely served as the ultimate models for his illustrations.103  Like 

Weitzmann, the author theorized that the artist knew the originals through their transmission in 

the form of intermediate miniatures.  As a result, the artist had access to several “illustrated 

editions” of Homeric illustrations culled from very different ages and origins dating from the 

second through the beginning of the fifth centuries.104  Bianchi Bandinelli argued that the 

motivation and means for bringing together these diverse sources could only have coalesced in a 

Byzantine scriptorium because of the Greek interest in Homer.  Thus, the application of 

Weitzmann’s theories to his study of the Ambrosian Iliad supported Bianchi Bandinelli 

suggestion of Constantinople as the provenance for the manuscript.  He also argued for a 

possible Byzantine source based on the artist’s use of a rich deep tonal palette that, to Bianchi 

Bandinelli, was evidence of the transition from a naturalistic Hellenistic style to that of a 

decorative Byzantine style.  As a result, Bianchi Bandinelli proposed that the Ambrosian Iliad’s 

greatest contribution to Roman art is its inheritance from the excellent paintings that must have 

existed in the Roman world between the second and third centuries.105   

After its publication, reaction to Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures of the Iliad was mixed.  

D. Talbot Rice found no fault with the monograph, calling it, “an admirable blend of sound 

scholarship, profound and wide knowledge, and brilliant reasoning.”106  Other reviewers, most 

                                                 
101 Weitzmann, Illustrations. 
 
102 Ibid., 161. 
 
103 In fact, Bianchi Bandinelli suggested that there were earlier versions of some of the paintings of the Iliad 
produced beginning in the second century, echoes of which can be found in the Ambrosian Iliad.  Bianchi 
Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 160. 
 
104 Ibid., 161. 
 
105 Ibid., 23 and 32F33. 
 
106 D. Talbot Rice, Review of “Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures of the Iliad,” by Ranuccio Bianchi Bandinelli, The 
Journal of Hellenic Studies 77, no. 2 (1957): 351. 
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notably, John Beckwith and Lillian Randall, were not as effusive as Rice.  Beckwith was 

concerned that Bianchi Bandinelli based his findings on objects with questionable provenances 

and dates.  In spite of his reservations, Beckwith lauded Bianchi Bandinelli’s efforts and 

acknowledged that his ideas would encourage scholarly dialogue concerning Late Antique 

codices.107   

Lillian Randall did not accept Bianchi Bandinelli’s argument for the Ambrosian Iliad’s 

eastern origins.108  She maintained that the homogeneity of Roman art throughout the Empire 

undermined his comparisons.  In other words, scholars could just as easily argue for a western 

provenance based on similar western examples.  Randall’s review is, perhaps, most valuable for 

recognizing three pressing questions posed by the work of Bianchi Bandinelli.  First, how do 

scholars determine the transmission of specific styles when there is a lack of concrete evidence?  

Second, exactly what role do manuscripts play in the transmission of style and iconography?  

And, last, Randall recognized the need for more precise terminology in regard to artFhistorical 

styles and how they pertain to Late Antique manuscripts.109   

While Bianchi Bandinelli’s theories were not always clearly presented, and he tended to 

impart information in excruciating detail, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures of the Iliad is an 

invaluable source for the study of the Ambrosian Iliad.  It provides detailed descriptions of the 

illustrations that are essential, considering the present poor condition of the manuscript and its 

unavailability for firstFhand viewing.  Bianchi Bandinelli provides a good background for further 

investigation and study of the Ambrosian Iliad and Late Antique manuscripts in general.   

Bianchi Bandinelli’s legacy has been the development of a methodological foundation on which 

future scholarship could build when dealing with issues of provenance and date.  The questions 

that he poses, and our answers to those questions, reveal the still tenuous footing for any scholar 

who wishes to revisit the creation of the Ambrosian Iliad.  While researching the historiography 

                                                 
107 John Beckwith, Review of “Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures of the Iliad,” by Ranuccio Bianchi Bandinelli, The 
Burlington Magazine 100, no. 658 (January 1958): 32F33. 
 
108 Lillian M. C. Randall, Review of “Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures of the Iliad,” by Ranuccio Bianchi 
Bandinelli, American Journal of Archaeology 60, no. 4 (October 1956), 464F466. 
 
109 Ibid. 
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of the Ambrosian Iliad, it is evident that these questions are still relevant today and we can learn 

from previous scholars’ attempts to grapple with these issues.   

Soon after the publication of his monograph, Bianchi Bandinelli conducted a graduate 

seminar dedicated to the Ambrosian Iliad at the Università di Roma.  The course focused on the 

origin and transmission of the iconographic and stylistic issues surrounding this manuscript.  

Papers from the seminar were published in Studi Miscellanei I in 1961.  Included in this 

publication was an essay by Filippo Coarelli who uses Bianchi Bandinelli’s analysis of the style 

of the Ambrosian Iliad to determine the dates of ancient Roman painted glass.110  Essays by both 

Gabriella D’Henry and Fernanda Bertocchi considered depiction of landscapes in the Ambrosian 

Iliad.111  Another graduate student, Giacomo Manganaro, referred to the Ambrosian Iliad in his 

contribution dedicated to Achilles’ education.112  Bianchi Bandinelli’s introduction to these 

essays is in reality a response to the book reviews of his monograph.  In particular, he responds 

to Weitzmann’s article, “Observations on the Milan Iliad,” in which Bianchi Bandinelli defends 

his position that the Ambrosian Iliad originated in Constantinople.113   

Both Bianchi Bandinelli and Weitzmann used the Ambrosian Iliad as a platform from 

which to support larger issues:  their theories of the origin and development of Late Antique art.  

Bianchi Bandinelli saw the transmission of Greek classical art through the images of the 

Ambrosian Iliad.  As a Marxist, Bianchi Bandinelli saw distinct differences in artistic output as a 

result of the conflict between different classes in society.  His theories of Roman art included the 

                                                 
110 Filippo Coarelli, “I vetri dipinti de Begram e l’Iliade Ambrosiana,” in Studi Miscellanei I (Seminario di 
archeologia e storia dell’arte greca e romana dell’Università di Roma) (Rome: L’Erma di Bretschneider, 1961), 29F
42. 
 
111 Gabriella D’Henry, “Pitture de paesaggio nelle miniature dell’Iliade Ambrosiana,” in Studi Miscellanei I 
(Seminario di archeologia e storia dell’arte greca e romana dell’Università di Roma) (Rome: L’Erma di 
Bretschneider, 1961), 63F68.  Also Fernanda Bertocchi, “Scene di paesaggio marino nella Iliade Ambrosiana,”  in 
Studi Miscellanei I (Seminario di archeologia e storia dell’arte greca e romana dell’Università di Roma) (Rome: 
L’Erma di Bretschneider, 1961),  69F73. 
 
112 Giacomo Manganaro, “Infanzia di Achille e sua educazione presso Chirone,” in Studi Miscellanei I (Seminario di 
archeologia e storia dell’arte greca e romana dell’Università di Roma) (Rome: L’Erma di Bretschneider, 1961), 43F
54.  This subject will be examined in more detail in Chapter Three of this dissertation. 
 
113 Ranuccio Bianchi Bandinelli, “Discussione sull’Iliade Ambrosiana,” in Studi Miscellanei I (Seminario di 
archeologia e storia dell’arte greca e romana dell’Università di Roma) (Rome: L’Erma di Bretschneider, 1961), 1F
10.  Also Kurt Weitzmann, “Observations on the Milan Iliad,” Nederlands Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek 5 (1954): 241F
264. 
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idea that the more classically Greek grounded ‘Hellenistic style’ was favored by the higher 

classes of Roman society, something that would be reflected in an expensive codex like the 

Ambrosian Iliad.  Weitzmann responded to Bianchi Bandinelli in an attempt to ascertain the 

provenance and date of the Ambrosian Iliad, most notably in the essays published in Classical 

Heritage in Byzantine and Near Eastern Art and Ancient Book Illumination.  Weitzmann argued 

for the Alexandrian influence on Late Antique art, especially manuscripts.  Weitzmann proposed 

that the narrative style in Late Antique codices was derived partly from the Egyptian papyrus 

style in which the pictures were placed on a scroll, as needed, to illustrate the accompanying text.   

While he agreed with Bianchi Bandinelli that the manuscript is partially ‘Byzantine’ in 

character, Weitzmann disagreed that it was created in Constantinople.  Instead, based on a 

stylistic analysis of the renderings of the human figure, Weitzmann concluded that the 

manuscript actually originated in Alexandria.  He also suggested an earlier date for the 

manuscript as compared to Bianchi Bandinelli who theorized the end of the fifth to early sixth 

centuries.114  Instead, Weitzmann proposed that the manuscript was created during the fifth 

century.115  In his later work, Late Antique and Early Christian Book Illumination (1977), 

Weitzmann maintained his earlier position that the Ambrosian Iliad was created in Alexandria.  

In a very brief mention of the Ambrosian Iliad, he compared its figures to those of the Cotton 

Genesis.  Weitzmann bases his conclusion on the treatment of the figures, particularly of 

Achilles in miniature XXXXVII (figs. 1.1 and 1.2).  He believed the figure did not have the solid 

presence which indicated the “classical norm” but, instead, displayed a “swaying pose.”  

Moreover, the artist defined the figure with straight thick contour lines which served to flatten 

the figure, characteristics that, in Weitzmann’s view, indicated a return to an Egyptian style.116 

For the most part Weitzmann was complementary of Bianchi Bandinelli’s efforts; 

however, in both “Observations on the Milan Iliad” and the review for the journal, Gnomon, he 

consistently disagreed with Bianchi Bandinelli’s conclusions concerning the Ambrosian Iliad’s 

provenance and date.    In his analysis of the Ambrosian Iliad’s imagery, Weitzmann saw in the 

                                                 
114 Ibid., 164. 
 
115 Weitzmann, Ancient Book, 32 and 50. 
 
116 Wietzmann, Late Antique, 47.   
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treatment of the figures in the Homeric codex a style similar to the Alexandrian World 

Chronicle, which he believed originated in Alexandria in the fifth century.117  As a result, 

Weitzmann did not agree with Bianchi Bandinelli’s conclusion concerning the classical 

treatment of the human figures in the Ambrosian Iliad.  Instead, he suggested that the figures had 

a peculiar flatness and rectangularity that was found in the Late Antique Egyptian style.118  He 

also compared the miniatures from the codex to images on Late Antique terracotta fragments 

from Egypt.  As a result of his analysis, Weitzmann believed that the manuscript’s high quality 

and Greek aspects indicated creation in an Alexandrian scriptorium during the fifth century.  But 

even Weitzmann was reticent about his findings, and stated that any conclusion in this regard 

must take into account the transmission of styles and iconography throughout the Roman 

Empire.  He recommended that future study should continue to investigate the transmission of 

stylistic characteristics as they influenced the Ambrosian Iliad and other contemporary 

manuscripts.119   

Another response to Bianchi Bandinelli’s work on the Ambrosian Iliad is reflected in the 

1973 article, “Considerazioni di un paleografo per la data e l’origine della ‘Iliade Ambrosiana’,” 

by Guglielmo Cavallo.  Cavallo addressed the proposals of both Bianchi Bandinelli and 

Weitzmann.  His paleographical analysis supports Bianchi Bandinelli’s date of the end of the 

fifth to the early sixth century, but Cavallo also agrees with Weitzmann’s provenance of 

Alexandria.120  Cavallo’s approach to the study of the Ambrosian Iliad is a good example of the 

influence of both of these major scholars of Late Antique manuscripts. 

                                                 
117 Weitzmann, “Observations,” 243 and 260F 262; and Weitzmann, Review, 616.   The Alexandrian World 
Chronicle, also known as the Alexandrian Chronicle, was an illustrated manuscript that recorded historical events.  
Extant copies consist of numerous fragments which contain evidence of the use of embedding images within the 
text.  The accepted date for the original Alexandrian World Chronicle varies from between the fifth to the eighth 
centuries.  Catherine Hassall, “Manuscript – Types of Illustrated Text:  Literary and Historical”  Grove Art Online, 
Oxford University Press,   http://www.groveart.com.proxy.lib.fsu.edu/    For a discussion regarding the extensive 
scholarship concerning the question of the date of the Alexandrian World Chronicle, see O. Kung, ‘The Date of the 
Alexandrian World Chronicle,” in Kunsthistoriche Otto Pächt zu seinem 70 Geburtstag, ed. Artur Rosenauer, Otto 
Pächt, and Gerold Weber (Salzburg:  Residenz, 1972), 17F22. 
 
118 Weitzmann, “Observations,” 261. 
 
119 Ibid., 260F261. 
 
120 Guglielmo Cavallo, “Considerazioni di un paleografo per la data e l’origine della ‘Iliade Ambrosiana’,” Dialoghi 
di archeologia 7 (1973): 75 and 85. 
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Although Bianchi Bandinelli’s monograph, for the most part, concentrated on stylistic 

issues, he did break new ground by studying the iconography of the specific characters displayed 

in the illustrations.   In spite of his insightful research in the area of iconography, subsequent 

scholars have not pursued this line of enquiry, instead choosing to adopt the more traditional 

approach of stylistic analysis.   

Despite the rarity of antique manuscripts and the importance of the Ambrosian Iliad in 

early codex history, lateFtwentiethFcentury scholars have virtually ignored the manuscript.  

Recent scholarship has been a restatement of, or reaction to, Ranuccio Bianchi Bandinelli’s 

research, and there has not been an original approach to this manuscript since his publication of 

Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures of the Iliad (1955).121  Since that publication, late twentiethF

century scholars have referred to the Ambrosian Iliad primarily in overviews of Late Antique 

manuscripts.122  Others have used it in comparison to other manuscripts in order to ascertain their 

provenances and dates .123  While these works have provided invaluable information concerning 

the field of Late Antique manuscripts, none has added to the earlier dialogue concerning the 

Ambrosian Iliad.   

Exemplifying this approach is David Robb, whose Art of the Illuminated Manuscript 

(1973) cites Bianchi Bandinelli’s monograph only once, when it first introduces the Ambrosian 

Iliad.  Instead Robb turns to Weitzmann’s work when describing the codex and the issues 

surrounding its provenance and date.  Robb agrees with Weitzmann’s assessment that the 

Ambrosian Iliad is from the first half of the fifth century and originated in Alexandria.  He also 

bases his conclusions on a comparison to the style of the Vatican Virgil, which he refers to as 

Late Classical realism, concluding that they were both created around the same time.124   

Today, Late Antique manuscript scholarship continues to address ongoing issues of 

provenances and dates.  Two of the most prominent studies in this area are Inabelle Levin’s work 

                                                 
121 For a complete discussion of Ambrosian Iliad historiography before the publication of Bianchi Bandinelli’s 
monograph, see Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 45F51. 
 
122 David M. Robb, The Art of the Illuminated Manuscript (South Brunswick, NJ: A. S. Barnes, 1973), 44 and 
Cormack,“The Visual Arts,” 888.   
 
123 Inabelle Levin, The Quedlinburg Itala:  The Oldest Illustrated Biblical Manuscript (Leiden:  E. J. Brill, 1985), 
48, 52, 53, and 59.  Also, Wright, The Vatican Virgil, 13.   
 
124 Robb, The Art of the Illuminated,  30 and 44. 



   

 

35 
 

 
 

 

on the Quedlinburg Itala and David Wright’s investigation of the Vatican Virgil.125  Both 

monographs have added much to the study of Late Antique codices.  Levin and Wright analyze 

the style of the Ambrosian Iliad’s images as a means of identifying sources for their manuscripts.  

Although their investigations have not added directly to Ambrosian Iliad scholarship, both 

authors have contributed to the advancement of Late Antique studies by continuing to challenge 

Weitzmann’s and Bianchi Bandinelli’s dialogue concerning the possible origin and transmission 

of imagery via manuscript prototypes.   

 

�����������

 

As I have shown in this chapter, most scholars have analyzed the Ambrosian Iliad using 

paleographic and stylistic methods.  A few have used other methodologies, most notably Bianchi 

Bandinelli who contributed an excellent study on the Ambrosian Iliad’s iconography.  As a 

result, there has been a long history of scholarly debate concerning the Ambrosian Iliad’s 

provenance and date based on formal and iconographical analysis.  Modern scholars, however, 

are beginning to recognize the advantages of approaching Late Antique manuscripts from a 

different line of enquiry.  Two scholars, in particular, have influenced the course of my study of 

Late Antique manuscripts through their investigations of historical and sociological contexts.  In 

his study of the Vatican Virgil, David Wright suggested that Late Antique manuscripts may have 

been displayed as proof of their owner’s high status in society.126  This idea led to my initial 

enquiry as to a possible contextual study of the Ambrosian Iliad.  The most profound influence 

on my approach to this study of the Ambrosian Iliad, however, has been the work of Jaś Elsner.  

Elsner’s approach to art has been from the viewer’s perspective rather than from the artist’s.  In 

Art and the Roman Viewer, Elsner states the relationship between art and the viewer changes 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
125 Levin, The Quedlinburg Itala, 48, 52, 53, and 59.  Wright,�The Vatican Virgil, 13.   
 
126 “… this book was too big to hold and it was made for display, not for reading.  The Eclogues each have an 
illustration occupying less than half a page but for the Georgics and the Aeneid each book begins with a separate 
bifolio of parchment, not ruled for text, blank on its outer surfaces, with a pair of framed illustrations inside; that 
was what was put on display in his home by this extremely wealthy person.”  Wright, “The Persistence,” 364. 
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based on historical and societal influences.  In other words, the viewers’ perception of their own 

world can be confirmed or altered by the way they interact with the visual imagery around 

them.127  Following Wright’s and Elsner’s methodologies, I propose that the imagery of the 

illustrated manuscripts of the Late Antique, like the Ambrosian Iliad, confirmed the Late Antique 

aristocrat’s view of his world, and his place in that world.  I argue that this contextual approach 

may be a better way to determine date and provenance than are style and iconography.  J. H. D. 

Scourfield put it very well in his recent essay concerning “textual inheritances” in Late 

Antiquity: “LateFAntique culture, indeed, might well be said to derive its special character from 

the multiplicity of ways in which attempts are made to integrate the past, particularly as 

represented by a text which possessed special authority, into the present.”128  I will show that, for 

the aristocratic viewer, the iconography of the images of the Ambrosian Iliad reflected a present 

that was defined by a gloried past and a hopeful future.  

 

                                                 
127 Elsner, Art and the Roman Viewer, 1, 4F6, and 10. 
 
128 Scourfield, “Textual Inheritances,” 4 and 6.   Scourfield emphasizes his point further, “…texts could be at the 
same time a mechanism for the expression of continuities and an instrument of adaptive change, in pursuit, one 
might say, of steady state.”  
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE ARISTOCRAT IN LATE ANTIQUITY 

 

Previously, scholarship concentrated on this manuscript from the viewpoint of the maker 

or makers.  I argue that it is instructive, instead, to apply a different line of enquiry concerning 

the Ambrosian Iliad and address it from the viewer’s perspective, as did the aristocratic patron 

and his peers.  This approach to the manuscript will investigate two aspects of the Ambrosian 

Iliad, its iconography and the manuscript as a display object.  Consequently, this study will shed 

new light on the possible date and patronage of this Late Antique manuscript.  In order to speak 

to these issues, however, we need to define what constituted an aristocrat in the Late Antique 

Roman Empire and the basis on which he defined his status in society.  The concepts important 

in this process of selfFdefinition were nobilitas, mos maiorum, and virtus, all instilled through a 

system of education known as paideia. 
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The idea of a common Roman identity existed since the time of the Early Roman Empire, 

a concept evidenced in the writings of Pliny the Elder (23F79): “I am well aware that I may with 

justice be considered ungrateful and lazy if I describe in this casual and cursory manner a land 

which is at once the nursling and the mother of all lands, chosen by the providence of the gods to 

make heaven itself more glorious, to unite scattered empires, to make manners gentle, to draw 

together in converse by community of language the jarring and uncouth languages of so many 

nations, to give mankind civilization, and in a word, to become throughout the world the single 

fatherland of all races.”129  The Romans believed that the fatherland could only flourish under the 

                                                 
129  Pliny the Elder, Natural History, trans. H. Rackham (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1938), 3.39. 
[Nec ignoro ingrate ac segnis animi existimari posse merito, si obiter agque in transcursu ad hunc modum dicatur 
terra omnium terrarum alumna eadem et parens, numine deum electa quae caelum ipsum clarius faceret, sparsa 
congregaret imperia ritusque molliret et tot populorum discords ferasque linguas sermonis commercio contraheret ad 
conloquia et humanitatem homini daret breviterque una cunctarum gentium in toto orbe patria fieret.] 
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direction of the very best of their society.  During their history, the elite of Rome wholeheartedly 

adapted this concept of representing the best of their society by referring to themselves in similar 

terms.  For the Romans of the Republic and Early Empire, the virtues of excellence and honor 

were associated with the elite class known as the nobilitas, or what could be translated today as 

nobility or aristocracy.131  To be nobilitas was determined by a person’s birth into a wellF

established wealthy family whose ancestry included a consulship.132  During the Republican 

period, the nobility had special privileges:  permission to house images of their ancestors in their 

homes, exemption from most taxation, and the right to an honorable and speedy execution if 

convicted of a crime.133  Roman Republican authors set the standard for aristocratic behavior that 

would be emulated by the elite throughout the history of the Roman Empire.  They believed that 

it was the aristocrats’ duty to exemplify the ideal Roman for the lower classes of society.  Cicero 

(106F43 BCE) explains:  “a transformation takes places in a nation’s character when the habits 

and mode of living of its aristocracy are changed.…  For a few men –F very few, in fact, on 

account of their high official position and great reputation, have the power either to corrupt the 

morals of the nation or to reform them.”134  By Late Antiquity, a superlative of nobilitas was 

used as an imperial title.  When the emperor and his family were not satisfied with just being 

noble, they were known as nobilissimus.135   

                                                 
131 Although the Romans did not refer to themselves as aristocracy, for purposes of each of use, the elite of Rome 
will be referred to as aristocrats or nobility in this study.  For information concerning the origin of the word 
aristocracy, see JoFAnn Shelton, As the Romans Did: A Sourcebook in Roman Social History (New York:  Oxford 
University Press, 1988), 8, fn. 25.  Corresponding word = arête (cognate with aristoi – most excellent men).  
Aristocracy (kratos = “power rule”) = rule by best men.  
 
132 Gèza Alföldy, The Social History of Rome (London:  Croom Helm, 1985), 195.   
 
133 Ibid., 195. 
 
134 Cicero, De Legibus, trans. Clinton Walker Keyes (London:  W. Heinemann, 1928), 3.4.32. 
[Ego autem nobelium vita victuque mutato mores mutari civitatum puto…  Atque haec lex dilatata in ordinem 
cunctum coangustari etiam potest; pauci enim atque admodum pauci honore et Gloria amplificati vel corrumpere 
mores civitatis vel corrigere possunt.]  For a discussion of this topic, see, Katherine Edwards, The Politics of 
Immorality (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 1993), 24.  
 
135 Alföldy, The Social History, 195.  See also The Theodosian Code, esp. 10,25,1. 
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During the Late Antique period, the Roman elite experienced a dramatic growth in its 

social and political hierarchy.   Under Constantine, the Roman Senate was greatly expanded with 

the addition of new members.  Although the ancient Senate lost its political clout over time, the 

senatorial families of Rome continued to be honored and respected as keepers of Roman 

traditions and history.  In the new capital of the Roman Empire, Constantinople, Constantine 

installed a new senate comprised of many of the nouveau riche.136   This dramatic increase in the 

ranks of the elite and the need for an extensive bureaucracy to run a huge empire resulted in an 

expanded system of social levels based on wealth, family connections, imperial service, and civic 

or military service.  Titles were split into two basic groups: the imperial aristocracy and the civic 

aristocracy.137  

No matter his aristocratic ranking or where he lived in the Roman Empire, however, 

every Late Antique Roman aristocrat shared a common view of his place in Roman society.138   

In spite of a new world that was moving towards a ChristianFbased society, the old ways based 

on Republican customs and pagan memories were still very much in evidence in the fifth 

century.  Driven by the need to respond to political and societal pressures to constantly redefine 

themselves the nobilities at least had one constant in their lives:  the belief in their role as the 

keepers of the mos maiorum, or the traditions of ancient Rome.139 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
136 Ibid., 101. 
 
137 Stephen Mitchell, A History of the Later Roman Empire (Malden, MA:  Blackwell Publishing, 2007), 182 and 
Diagram 5.4.  Also, Alexander Demandt, Die Spätantike: römische Geschichte von Diocletian bis Justinian, 284=
565 n. Chr. (Munich:  C. H. Beck, 1989), 505. 
 
138 A. H. M. Jones, The Later Roman Empire, 284=602:  A Social, Economic, and Administrative Survey (Norman:  
University of Oklahoma Press, 1964), 545F546.  See also John R. Curran, Pagan City and Christian Capital:  Rome 
in the Fourth Century (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 2000), 264: “Our understanding of the nature of the 
senatorial order has thus been undergoing significant revision in recent times  As old notions have passed away, so 
the common culture of wealth, status, and privileged social life have become more prominent.”  
  
139 Edwards, The Politics, 20. 
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Loosely translated, mos maiorum can be thought of as traditions or customs “as 

determined not by the laws, but by men’s will and pleasure.”140  Early Roman authors were fond 

of using the mos maiorum as a way to connect with an audience that believed the traditions of 

family and state were of the utmost importance.141   

Mos maiorum was more complicated, however, than the simple idea of following your 

father’s orders.  Romans believed that their forefathers had also bequeathed the very code of 

morals that were the underpinnings of a sound Roman family and, consequently, a sound Roman 

State.  Thus, mos maiorum also came to mean the ultimate code of mores, or morals, and was 

seen as the mark of good character.142  Roman aristocrats were obsessed with the idea of 

following the correct moral path.143  Catharine Edwards points out that, as early as the 

Republican period, the idea of mos maiorum was intricately connected with antiquity and the 

concept of Romanitas and virtus.144  Later, Virgil (70F19 BCE) when penning The Aeneid, his 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
140 A Latin Dictionary, s.v. “mos” (by Charles T. Lewis and Charles Short), 
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text.jsp?doc=Perseus:text:1999.04.0059:entry=mos  (accessed January 8, 
2009).  See also Oxford Latin Dictionary, s.v. “mos maiorum,” 1136F1137.�
 
141 For example, the late thirdFearly second century BCE playwright, Plautus (ca. 254Fca. 184 BCE), spoke of the 
importance of obeying the family’s patriarch in The Two Bacchises, trans. Paul Nixon (London:  William 
Heinemann, 1916), 3.3.456F459.   “Ah yes, here is a son to rejoice a father’s heart:  goes to sea, attends to family 
affairs, is the bulwark of the home, observes and obeys his father’s every wish and word.”  [Hic enim rite productust 
patri:  in mare it, rem familiarem curat, custodit domum, obsequens oboediensque est mori atque imperiis patris.]     
 
142 A Latin Dictionary, s.v. “mos,” (by Charles T. Lewis and Charles Short). 
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text.jsp?doc=Perseus:text:1999.04.0059:entry=mos  (accessed January 8, 
2009). 
 
143 As Cicero explained in De re publica, trans. Clinton Walker Keyes (London:  W. Heinemann, 1928), 5.1.  (Taken 
from the earlier second century BCE poem by Ennius (239F169 BCE).  “The commonwealth of Rome is founded 
firm on ancient customs and on men of might.”  [Moribus antiquis res stat Romana virisque.] 
 
144 Edwards, The Politics, 20.  Romanus or Romanitas, in this context, translates loosely to being “typically Roman,” 
especially as it pertains to the “old Roman manner.”  Oxford Latin Dictionary, s.v. “Romanus,” 1660. 
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ultimate epic to Roman tradition and values, would use the term mores to refer to the laws of the 

Roman forefathers, “shall set up mores and city walls”145   

Augustus (63 BCE–14 CE) was wellFknown for using literary and artistic references to 

Roman traditions as a way to unite the Roman people under a new world order, the pax 

Augustus.  His program of reconstruction was intimately connected to mos maiorum as a return 

to the heroic past when Rome’s founders created its sacred laws.  As Paul Zanker stated, 

“Simplicity and selfFsufficiency, a strict upbringing and moral code, order and subservience 

within the family, diligence, bravery and selfFsacrifice; these were the virtues that had 

continually been evoked in Rome with the slogan, ‘mos maiorum,’ ever since the process of 

Hellenization began.”146  Thus, from the time of the Republic, mos maiorum was an interrelated 

concept involving personal familial obligations, Roman traditions, and inviolable ancient laws. 

Much of Late Antique aristocratic selfFidentity was centered on the idea of mos maiorum, 

or the ancestral traditions of the Roman people, the protection of which guaranteed the 

continuation of aristocratic status.147  For a society whose conservatism and traditionalism started 

early in its history, clinging to an archaic notion of what it meant to be a Roman was comforting 

when its people were experiencing great changes and upheavals.148  During the crises of the third 

century CE, the Roman senate urged the return to mos maiorum, perhaps as a way of attempting 

to revive the disintegrating empire.149   By the end of the fourth and beginning of the fifth 

century, the Late Antique aristocrat continued the call to revive and protect the Roman past.  A 

midFfifth century work by Macrobius (fl. early fifth century), The Saturnalia, explains that, “if 

we would be wise, we must always revere vetustas, or antiquity.”150  The idea of mos maiorum 

                                                 
145 Virgil, The Aeneid, trans. H. Rushton Fairclough (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1999F2000), 1.264.   
[contundet moresque viris et moenia ponet.] 
 
146 Paul Zanker, The Power of Images in the Age of Augustus, trans. Alan Shapiro (Ann Arbor:  University of 
Michigan Press, 1988), 156.   
 
147 Alföldy, The Social History, 36.  
 
148 Edwards, The Politics, 3F4. 
 
149 Alföldy, The Social History, 184. 
 
150 English translation from:  http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/L/Roman/Texts/Macrobius/Saturnalia/3*.html   
Macrobius, The Saturnalia, trans. Iacobus Willis (Leipzig:  Teubner, 1963), 3.14.2.  
[Et Furius sic ingressus est: Vetustas quidem nobis semper, si sapimus, adoranda est. Illa quippe secula sunt quae 
hoc imperium vel sanguine vel sudore pepererunt, quod non nisi virtutum faceret ubertas: sed, quod fatendum est, in 
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for Late Antique aristocrats extended beyond the protection of traditional values to their 

connection with aristocratic ancestors – even if they had to stretch the truth concerning their 

lineage.  According to Ammianus Marcellinus (ca. 330F395), aristocrats in Late Antiquity took 

great pride when their names suggested that they were descended from such fine ancient Roman 

families as the Reburri and Flavonii.151  Thus the Roman elite believed that they were best 

qualified for their role as protector of the mos maiorum by their possession and display of virtus, 

the cornerstone of the mos maiorum. 

 

������


 

Virtus, in the strictest sense of the word, can be translated as the modern concept of 

virtue.   Its root comes from the Latin word vir which expressed the affirmative qualities of a 

man who was politically active. 152   To the Romans, virtus was a loaded term that included a 

multitude of distinctly idealistic aristocratic qualities:  manliness, virility, strength, valor, 

excellence, worth, perfection, good quality, and morals.153  Virtus, however, meant more than 

just the inherent possession of these personal qualities.  The display of the characteristics of 

                                                                                                                                                             
illa virtutum abundantia vitiis quoque aetas illa non caruit, e quibus nonnulla nostro seculo morum sobrietate 
correcta sunt.] 
�

     Vetustas can be defined as antiquity or old age.  It was also used in the context of posterity, of looking at the past 
as a way of defining the future.   A Latin Dictionary, s.v. “vetustas,” (by Charles T. Lewis and Charles Short). 
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text.jsp?doc=Perseus:text:1999.04.0059:entry=ve^tustus 
(accessed January 8, 2009). 
 
151 Ammianus Marcillinus, The Surviving Books of the History, trans. John C. Rolfe (Cambridge:  Harvard 
University Press, 1950), vol. 3, 28.4.7.   “Some men, distinguished (as they think) by famous names, pride 
themselves beyond measure in being called Reburri, Flavonii, Pagonii, Gereones, and Dalii, along with Tarracii and 
Pherrasii, and many other equally fineFsounding indications of eminent ancestry.”  [Prae nominum claritudine 
conspicui quidam (ut putant) in immensum semet extollunt, cum Reburri et Flavonii et Pagonii Gereonesque 
appellentur, ac Dalii cum Tarraciis et Ferasiis, aliisque ita decens sonantibus originum insignibus multis.] 
 
152 Vir referred to men only, not women or children. For an etymological discussion of the word virtus, see M. A. 
McDonnell, Roman Manliness: Virtus and the Roman Republic (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 
2006), 2 and 4.  See also Oxford Latin Dictionary, s.v. “vis,” 2074F2076. 
 
153 A Latin Dictionary, s.v. “virtus,” (by Charles T. Lewis and Charles Short), 
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text.jsp?doc=Perseus:text:1999.04.0059:entry=virtu_s 
(accessed January 8, 2009).  For a detailed discussion of Roman virtus, especially in the Roman Republic, see 
Werner Eisenhut, Virtus Romana:  ihre Stellung im römischen Wertsystem (Munich:  W. Fink, 1973). 
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virtus as it supported the aristocratic owner’s protection and nurturing of Rome’s mos maiorum 

was equally important.154 As M. A. McDonnell pointed out, virtus was inextricably linked with 

the idea of the greatness of Rome itself.155  �

The subject of virtus was popular in Roman literature during the Republican period when 

authors were consumed with defining what it meant to be truly Roman.  Literary sources suggest 

that very early in Roman history, the concept of virtus developed into a sophisticated and 

complicated philosophical and political ideal.  Unlike the Greeks, who admired the sacrifice of 

the group, the Romans understood the show of virtus to be by the individual who gave 

everything for the protection of the mos mairorum.156  The Roman historian Sallust (ca. 86Fca. 35 

BCE), who was widely read in Late Antiquity, maintained that virtus was a person’s most 

valuable possession: “For the renown which riches or beauty confer is fleeting and frail; virtus is 

a splendid and lasting possession.”157 

Cicero believed that virtus was part of a natural order that led to the governing of the 

ideal State.158   He maintained that only those who possessed virtus were the “best men,” when 

he wrote, “But if a free people chooses the best men, then certainly the safety of the State 

depends upon the wisdom of its best men, especially since Nature has provided not only that 

those men who are superior in virtue and in spirit should rule the weaker, but also that the 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
154 McDonnell, Roman Manliness, xiii.  J. Rufus Fears, “The Cult of Virtues and Roman Imperial Ideology,” in 
Aufstieg und Niedergang der römischen Welt: Geschichte und Kultur Roms im Spiegel der neueren Forschung 
2.17.2 (1981), 840. 
 
155 McDonnell, Roman Manliness, 2. 
 
156 Shelley Hales, The Roman House and Social Identity (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 2003), 13F14. 
 
157 Sallust, The War with Catiline, trans. J. C. Wolfe (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1931), 1.4. 
[Nam divitiarum et formae Gloria fluxa atque fragilis est, virtus clara aeternaque habetur.] 
 
158 Cicero, De re publica, 1.1.19F23 (trans. Clinton Walker Keyes).    
“I will content myself with asserting that Nature has implanted in the human race so great a need of virtus and so 
great a desire to defend the common safety that the strength thereof has conquered all the allurements of pleasure 
and ease.”  [Unum hoc definio, tantam esse necessitatem virtutis generi hominum a natura tantumque amorem ad 
communem salutem defendendam datum, ut ea vis omnia blandimenta voluptatis otiique vicerit.]  
     Also Cicero, De re publica, 1.34.52F53 (trans. Clinton Walker Keyes). 
 “But what can be nobler than the government of the State by virtue?”  [Virtute vero gubernante rem publicam quid 
potest esse praeclarius?]   
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weaker should be willing to obey the stronger.”159  In other words, since aristocrats inherently 

have virtus, they are the born and natural leaders of the weaker, or lower, classes.  Of course, this 

passage has to be placed in the context of Cicero’s intent for this work, in which he is arguing for 

a utopia of sorts, or the perfect Republic.  But even readers four centuries later understood that 

Cicero was outlining what was, in his view, the perfect government run by aristocrats.   

By the Imperial Period, virtus had become such a part of the Roman psyche that it was 

believed to have permeated all of Roman society.  The early firstFcentury philosopher and author, 

Seneca (ca. 4 BCE/1 CEF65 CE), saw it everywhere: “Virtue is something lofty, exalted and 

regal, unconquered, indefatigable:  pleasure something low, servile, weak, unstable, whose 

station and dwelling place are the brothels and taverns.  Virtue you will find in the temple, in the 

forum, in the senate house, defending the city walls, dusty and sunburnt, her hands rough; 

pleasure you will find most often lurking around the baths and sweating rooms, and places that 

fear the magistrates, in search of darkness, soft, effete, reeking of wine and perfume, pallid or 

else painted and made up like a corpse.”160   

Beginning in the Augustan age, the idea of virtus had become a firmly entrenched moral 

and ethical concept associated with the ruling class.  Augustus himself took great pride when he 

was awarded a golden shield by the Senate (in the year 27) with inscriptions of heroic behavior 

that lauded him as the very best of virtus.161  While the original golden shield has been lost, a 

                                                 
159 Cicero De re publica, 1.34.52F53 (trans. Clinton Walker Keyes). 
[Quodsi liber populus deliget, quigus se comittat, deligetque, si modo salvus esse vult, optimum quemque, certe in 
optimorum onsiliis posita est civitatium salus, praesertim cum hoc natura tulerit, non solum ut summi virtute et 
animo praeessent inbevillioribus, sed ut hi etiam parere summis vellent.] 
 
160 Seneca, Four Dialogues – Vita Beata, trans. C. D. N. Costa (Warminster:  Aris and Phillips, 1994), 7.3.   
[Altum quiddam est virtus, excelsum et regale, invictum, infatigabile; voluptas humile, servile, imbecillum, 
caducum, cuius station ac domicilium fornices et popinae sunt.  Virtutem in templo convenies, in foro, in curia, pro 
muris stantem, pulverulentam, coloratum, callosas habentem manus; voluptatem latitantem saepius ac tenebras 
captantem circa balinea ac sudatoria ac loca aedilem metuentia, mollem, enervem, mero atque unguento madentem, 
pallidam, aut fucatam et medicamentis pollinctam.] 
 
161 Velleius Paterculus (ca. 20/19 BCE – 31 CE), Res gestae divi Augusti, trans. Frederick W. Shipley (London:  W. 
Heinemann, 1924), 6.34. 
 “In my sixth and seventh consulships, when I had extinguished the flames of civil war, after receiving by universal 
consent the absolute control of affairs, I transferred the republic from my own control to the will of the senate and 
the Roman people.  For this service on my part I was given the title of Augustus by decree of the senate, and the 
doorposts of my house were covered with laurels by public act, and a civic crown was fixed above my door, and 
gold shield was placed in the Curia Julia whose inscription testified that the senate and the Roman people gave me 
this in recognition of my valor, my clemency, my justice, and my piety.”    [In consulate sexto et septimo b(ella ubi 
civil)ia exstinxeram  per consénsum úniversórum (potitus rerum omn)ium, rem publicam ex meá potestáte in senát 
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marble copy was found in Arles, which suggests that there must have been copies of the shield 

distributed throughout the Roman world.  On the Arles shield are inscribed the words:  

“(clupeus) virtutis L. clementiae iustitiae pietatisque erga deos patriamque.” 162   All four 

characteristics, virtue, clemency, justice and piety were those desired of the first citizen of Rome, 

but especially virtus, for which the shield was subsequently called the clipeus virtutes, or the 

“shield of virtue.”   As Paul Zanker has pointed out, the shield and its reference to virtus was a 

propaganda tool used to illustrate the importance of traditions, especially as they pertained to 

antique Rome.163  

In Late Antiquity, the formal educational system included the required reading of Roman 

literature, including Virgil and Cicero.  Young aristocratic students studied the theories and ideas 

of the early philosophers and politicians, which served to solidify and justify their position in the 

Late Antique Roman Empire.  In fifthFcentury Roman terms, their high place in society was a 

GodFgiven right of the elite of the Empire, since it was the belief that the Late Antique aristocrats 

still displayed virtus as an important characteristic of their identity.   

The concept of virtus consisted of many interlocking ideas and concepts.  The Ambrosian 

Iliad, in its iconography and as an object of value, referenced three of the most important 

characteristics:  auctoritas, dignitas, and pietas.164 Auctoritas, which can be loosely translated as 

“authority,” was used by the Romans for different types of authority.  It originated with the idea 

                                                                                                                                                             
(us populique Romani a)arbitrium transtulí.  Quó pro merito meó senatu (s consulto Augustus appe)llátus sum et 
laureís postés aedium meárum v(estiti publice coronaq) ue civíca super  iánuam meam fix est (clupeusque aureu)s in 
(c)úriá Iúliá positus, quem mihi senatum (populumque ROmanu)m dare virtutis clem(entia)e iustitia (e pietatis 
caussa testatum) est pe(r e)ius clúpei (inscription)em.] 
 
Valleius Paterculus was a Roman historian  who wrote a biography of Augustus in his history of the Romans.  A. J. 
Woodman, “Valleius Paterculus,” in The Oxford Classical Dictionary, ed. Simon Hornblower and Antony 
Spawforth (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1996), 1585F1586. 
 
For an extensive bibliography of the clipeus virtutis, see McDonnell, Roman Manliness, 385 fn. 1.  Also, Fears, 
“The Cult of Virtues,” 885, Andrew WallaceFHadrill, “The Emperor and His Virtues,” Historia 30, no. 3 (1981): 
300F307 and Zanker, The Power of Images, 95F103. 
 
162 Zanker, The Power of Images, 95.  “virtue, clemency, justice and piety towards the fatherland.” 
 
163 Ibid., 97. 
 
164 The characteristics of virtus are:  auctoritas (authority), comitas (humor), clementia (mercy), dignitas (dignity), 
firmitas (mercy), frugalitas (frugalness), gravitas (gravity), honestas (respectability), humanitas (humanity), 
industria (industriousness), pietas (dutifulness), prudentia (prudence), salubritas (wholesomeness), severitas 
(sternness), and veritas (truthfulness). 
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of the authority of the Roman Senate, which was termed auctoritas partum.165  In its ideal state, 

Cicero described auctoritas as the “supreme power…granted to the people and actual auctoritas 

to the Senate.”166   When a senator rose to speak in the Senate, he spoke with auctoritas.  The 

Roman historian Cassius Dio (ca. 164Fafter 229) explained that if the aristocrat was not shown 

proper respect by others, the result was the loss of auctoritas which could have serious 

consequences for that person’s self image.167  Eventually, the term was also used in a more 

general sense as one of the characteristics of virtus, to mean the presence of authority in an 

aristocratic male through the acquisition of the other values embedded in virtus including pietas 

and dignitas.168   

The term dignitas was a concept that indicated a person’s exalted status based on his 

wealth, political position, and way of life.169  Dignitas could be strictly translated as the modern 

idea of dignity and honor; its meaning, however, was more profound to the ancient Roman.  An 

aristocrat’s view of himself and of his peers was partially based on the acquisition and display of 

dignitas, which also meant worthiness, authority, reputation, and distinction.  In fact, this 

concept was so important to the aristocrat’s image that, as Julius Caesar (100F44 BCE) declared 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
165 William Smith, Dictionary of Greek and Roman Antiquities (London:  J. Murray, 1901), 173.   See also Adolf 
Berger, “Auctoritas Partum,” in Encyclopedic Dictionary of Roman Law, vol. 43, part 2 (Philadelphia:  The 
American Philosophical Society, 1953), 369.   
 
166 Cicero, De legibus, 3.12.28 (trans. Clinton Walker Keyes).   [Cum potestas in populo, auctoritas in senatu sit.]   
 In this context, auctoritas is related to the word auctor.  When used in connection with the law, lex, or 
Senate, senatus consultam,  auctor was defined as the individual who made a proposal and realized it to completion.  
After a measure was adopted by the Senate and before it was approved by the people, it was referred to as the 
senatus auctoritas.  Smith, Dictionary, 172. 
 
167 Cassius Dio, Dio’s Roman History, trans. Earnest Cary (London:  W. Heinemann, 1914), 7.58.3.    
“As necessary to make their dignitas complete; and if they are not accorded them, they resent it as if they had been 
ill spoken of, and are angry at the slight.  Thus people are more careful toward such men than to the emperors 
themselves, you might say.  To the latter it is a virtue to forgive an offense, while, in the former, that would be taken 
as an indication of weakness, and attacks and vengeance are thought to provide the validation of their great power.” 
 
Cassius Dio, who wrote in Greek, used the Greek word, axiomatos, which  loosely translates to the Roman concept 
of auctoritas.  It can be taken as a quantifiable concept representing someone’s rank or position, especially in an 
aristocracy.  It can also be taken in a more abstract way, meaning someone’s honor or reputation.  Both encapsulate 
the meaning and spirit of auctoritas for the Romans.   
 
168 Balsdon, “Auctoritas, Dignitas, Otium,” 43F44. 
 
169 Ibid., 45.  Also, Oxford Latin Dictionary, s.v. “Dignitas,” 542. 
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to Pompey’s representatives, he would give his life for it, “The essential thing was honor, which 

was more important than life.”170   

The third most important aspect of virtus, pietas, can be literally translated as religious 

respect for the gods.  In ancient Rome, where the line between the sacred and the secular was 

blurred, however, pietas applied to the Roman’s entire life.  The good Roman was expected to be 

faithful and devoted to his family, friends, and country, as well as his gods.  In fact, pietas was 

more important in the secular context than the religious one and could be thought of, in a modern 

sense, as patriotism.171  To display pietas was to display the ultimate loyalty and devotion to the 

Roman way of life.  For the aristocrat, this meant loyalty and devotion to the natural order of 

things, with his elite class naturally dominating society.172  In his treatise on the nature of the 

gods, De natura deorum, Cicero discusses the term pietas as it had been used in literature 

concerning religion: “Yes, but Epicurus actually wrote books about holiness and piety.  But, 

what is the language of these books?”173  Cicero suggests that the true nature of pietas is not in 

relation to the gods but, instead, relates to the respect and duty to one’s family and patria.174  

Cicero voiced the prevalent belief that the idea of pietas was closely interrelated with virtus, in 

particularly, when it came to the preservation of the State.”175   

Until the very end of the Roman Empire, young aristocratic students studied Greek and 

Roman philosophy, history, and literature to learn the precedents for the proper use and display 

                                                 
170 Julius Caesar, The Gallic War, 1.9.2 (trans. H. J. Edwards). [Sibi simper priman fuisse dignitatem uitaque 
potiorem.] 
 
171 Shelton, As the Romans Did, 4 and  315, fn. 231. 
 
172 J. A. North, “Conservatism and Change in Roman Religion,”  Papers of the British School at Rome 44 (1976): 1F
12. 
 
173 Cicero, De natura deorum, trans. H. Rackham (London:  William Heinemann, 1951), 1.41.115.  [At etiam de 
sanctitate, de pietate adversus deos libros scripsit Epicurus.  At quo modo in his loquitur?] 
 
174 Cicero, De natura deorum , 6.15.15 (trans. H. Rackham). 
“But, Scipio, imitate your grandfather here; imitate me, your father; love justice and duty, which are indeed strictly 
due to parents and kinsmen, but most of all to the fatherland.”  [Sed sic, Scipio, ut avus hic tuus, ut ego, qui te genui, 
iustitiam cole et pietatem, quae cum magna in parentibus et propinquis, tum in patria maxima est.]      
 
175 Cicero, De re publica, 1.7.12 (trans. Clinton Walker Keyes). 
“For there is really no other occupation in which human virtue approaches more closely the august function of the 
gods than that of founding new States or preserving those already in existence.”  [Neque enim est ulla res, in qua 
propius ad deorum numen virtus accedat humana, quam civitatis aut condere novas aut conservare iam conditas.]   
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of virtus and all its component parts.  During the Republican and Early Imperial periods, virtus 

was seen as an individual quality that actively defined the relationship between the nobilitas and 

the State.  Each aristocrat was expected to portray the very best of virtus as a part of a healthy 

and growing Empire.  By Late Antiquity, students were still studying the early authors, but their 

context for the value of virtus had shifted.176  During the fourth and fifth centuries, the political 

and social makeup of the Roman Empire altered dramatically.  The Late Antique aristocrat 

looked fondly back at the heroes of the past who had lived during a time when individual efforts 

in support of the fatherland were expected and appreciated as embodiments of virtus.177  But in 

the age of massive bureaucracy and greatly inflated Senates and aristocratic families that ensued, 

the idea of “fatherland” had changed from the Republican ideals of the past to the easternF

influenced Imperial reality of the present.  The Emperor, who was no longer one of the people, 

was an iconic being who, in one person, embodied the Republican ideals of the Roman State, 

including virtus and the personal sanctity of closeness to the new Christian God.  Thus, the Late 

Antique aristocrats’ notion of virtus, operated on two levels F as an antiquarian ideal and as a 

contemporary imperial sacredness.178   

�

������


�

No matter where the aristocrats lived in the Late Antique Roman Empire, they were all 

bound by the same code of moral ethics and social behavior exemplified by the show of virtus.  

The homogeneous and exclusive nature of the Roman aristocratic class was due, in large part, to 

their shared educational system, or paideia. 179  

                                                 
176 See later in this chapter for a discussion of Late Antique education. 
 
177 See Chapter Three of this study for a further discussion concerning the role of virtus and antiquarian aristocratic 
identity. 
 
178 See Chapter Four of this study for a further discussion of the relationship between the Late Antique aristocrat and 
his emperor as it related to virtus. 
 
179 The evidence for the practice of paidiea during the fifth century in the West is slim, especially on the Italian 
peninsula.  The homogenous nature of the acquisition and application of paideia throughout the Empire, however, 
lends itself to the use of evidence from different areas of the Mediterranean.  Thus, in this study, examples of the use 
of paideia will be drawn from such places as Egypt, Constantinople, and Gaul. 
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 The training for the Roman elite remained remarkably constant throughout the 

generations and geographical areas. 180  All Roman aristocratic children underwent extensive 

training to learn the lessons of ancient heroes and their own forefathers as defined by such 

literary classics as the Iliad, the Odyssey, and the Aeneid.  Paideia was far more than just 

memorizing lines from Homeric epics.  It was rooted in the very ancient Greek practice of 

training young men in the skills of hunting, athletics, and warfare.181  This method of training 

was part of a belief system that included the molding of a young boy’s strength and moral 

character based upon ancestral athletic and warrior models.182  By the fifth century BCE, paideia 

included formal literary study in which Greek students were expected to memorize long Homeric 

passages.  The ability to cite Homer and, even more importantly, to understand and discuss the 

moral lessons exemplified in his epic poems was considered a vital part of the acquisition of 

paideia.  But, while the Greeks used paideia to achieve personal perfection, the Romans adapted 

the concept for their own public social construct, as a means to achieve and display virtus, 

especially with its connection to mos maiorum.183    

Centered on Homeric studies, Roman education was administered in phases.  The very 

youngest students copied Homeric passages as a way to learn Greek and to polish their Greek 

grammatical skills.  During this primary stage, young boys were taught the basics of reading and 

writing by slavishly copying Homeric verse, particularly the Iliad.184  Based on the tremendous 

                                                                                                                                                             
     For an excellent overview of the historiography and history of ancient education and paideia, see  H. I. Marrou, A 
Histor y of Education in Antiquity (New York:  Sheed and Ward, 1982).  For the standard work on the subject of 
paideia, see:  Werner W. Jäger, Paideia: The Ideals of Greek Culture, trans. Gilbert Highet (New York:  Oxford 
University Press, 1986).  See also Peter Brown, Power and Persuasion in Late Antiquity – Towards a Christian 
Empire (Madison:  Wisconsin University Press, 1992), esp. chapt. 2, “Paideia and Power,” 35F70. 
 
180 A. H. M. Jones, The Roman Economy (Oxford:  Blackwell, 1974), 103F104. 
 
181 The earliest evidence of paideia is from the Greek Archaic period (750F480 BCE).  Jäger, Paideia, 57. 
   
182 Kevin Robb, Literacy and Paideia in Ancient Greece (New York:  Oxford University Press, 1994), 33.  Also 
Jäger, Paideia, 3F4. 
 
183 Nanette R. Pascal, “The Legacy of Roman Education,” The Classical Journal 79, no. 4 (AprilFMay 1984): 352.  
The earliest evidence of the adaption of the system of paideia by the Romans comes from the third century BCE, 
when the conquering Roman generals imported paideia from Greece along with their Greek sculptures and 
paintings.   
 
184 Teresa Morgan, Literate Education in the Hellenistic and Roman Worlds (Cambridge:  Cambridge University 
Press, 1998), 71.  For an excellent overview of the historiography of the Greek and Roman education system, see 
Morgan, Literate, 8.  Based on her study of papyri writings, Raffaella Cribiore has determined that 80% of the 
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number of Homeric papyri found in Egypt from the early third century BCE to the late sixth or 

early seventh century, it appears that the Iliad and the Odyssey were the most popular school 

subjects.185  Inscriptions that appear to be school exercises suggest that the most popular 

passages came from Books 1 and 2 of the Iliad.186   

Once the basics were mastered, the students progressed to the second stage of their 

education, including studies in philosophy, geometry, astronomy, and music.   Included was the 

memorization and recitation of Homeric passages.  Instructors provided feedback in the form of 

correcting grammatical errors and refining rhetorical skills.  Students were required to master 

specific passages from the Iliad and Odyssey, especially those imparting moral lessons, as 

described by Quintilian (ca. 35F90/99).  In his instructions for assignments, the Roman author 

stated, “I should like to suggest that the lines set for copying should not be meaningless 

sentences, but should convey some moral lesson.”187  The instructors especially liked Homeric 

verses that dealt with similes.  In an example from Oxyrhynchus, a student copied lines from 

Homer’s Iliad which referenced an exchange between Glaucus, a prince of Lycia and a Trojan 

ally, and Diomedes, the Greek hero from Argos.  In the passage, Glaucus compares the passing 

of generations to the life cycles of leaves.188  At this stage of education, students were expected 

                                                                                                                                                             
Homeric references in schoolwork were from the Iliad, especially its first twelve books.  Rafaella Cribiore, “A 
Homeric Writing Exercise and Reading Homer in School,” Tyche 9 (1994): 1F8.   
 
185 Peter Brown, “Late Antiquity,” in A History of Private Life:  From Pagan Rome to Byzantium, ed. Paul Veyne, 
trans. Arthur Goldhammer (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1987), vol. I, 250. 
 
186 J. A. Davison, “The Study of Homer in GraecoFRoman Egypt,” Mitteilungen aus der Papyrussammlung der 
Oesterreischen Nationalbibliothek 1 (1955): 52F53.  For more information on the Hawara Papyri see:  
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/GrandLat/hawara/index.html.  Fortunately, we have one of the most complete examples of 
Homeric school writing exercises, The Hawara Homer, which comes from a cache of first and second century 
papyri called the Hawara Papyri.  Found in an Egyptian tomb in Hawara, this papyrus roll from ca. 150 contains 
parts of Books 1 and 2 of the Iliad.  Each passage on the Hawara Papyri has been carefully copied in beautiful 
Greek uncial script.  The issue of students and their works is a complicated one.  Often, it is not clear if the extant 
work is the product of a student or a copyist.  For more information concerning students, classrooms, and classroom 
practices in the Roman world, see Rafaella Cribiore, Writing, Teachers, and Students in Graeco=Roman Egypt 
(Atlanta:  Scholars Press 1996); Robin Barrow, Greek and Roman Education (Basingstoke:  Macmillan, 1976); and 
William V. Harris, Ancient Literacy (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1989). 
 
187 Quintilian, Institutions of Oratory or Education of an Orator, trans. Donald A. Russell (Cambridge:  Harvard 
University Press, 2001), 1.1.35F36.  [Il quoque versus qui ad imitationem scribendi proponentur non otiosas velim 
sententias habeant, sed honestum aliquid monentis.] 
 
188 The exercise is comprised of portions of the Homeric lines, perhaps as the result of a writing exercise.  See 
Cribiore, “A Homeric Writing Exercise,” 1F8.  See p. 2 for the exact lines from the papyrus.    
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to explain the significance and meaning of the verses to their instructors.  In addition to Homeric 

poetry, young pupils had access to other ancient and contemporary literature which 

supplemented the Homeric themes with commentaries and scholia.189  Roman writers published 

numerous guides to help students in their studies of Greek literature.  Greek authors were also 

popular and one of the more popular guides was one written by Plutarch (before 50Fafter 120), 

who included moral and ethical comments concerning the study of the Iliad in his work, How a 

Young Person Should Study Poetry.190   

If a student wished to continue with postFsecondary education, he was sent to study with 

a private teacher, or a Grammaticus, who specialized in either rhetoric or philosophy.191  The 

young men were expected to give oral recitations of Homeric passages, discuss their meanings, 

and most importantly, debate the moral and ethical issues of the stories.  These early versions of 

the modernFday university produced a highly educated upper class who returned to their 

homelands to pursue careers in their chosen fields.192   

By Late Antiquity, the need for a common education and an investment in paideia had 

been reinforced by great changes in the makeup of the aristocracy during the reigns of Diocletian 

and Constantine. The new aristocrats who, quite often, did not have old family ties to bolster 

their claims to elite status, depended on this important tool to delineate the division of classes.  

Late Antique writers referred to this aspect of their social standing, as did Sidonius Apollinaris 

(ca. 430Fca. 480), who wrote: “Therefore contemporaries and posterity alike should universally, 

amid a chorus of fervent vows, consecrate you as a second Demosthenes or a second Cicero, now 

with statues (if so allowed), now with portraits; for they have been so molded and trained by 

your teaching that, though now in the very midst of an unconquerable and alien race, they will 

preserve the signs of their ancient birthright; for now that the old degrees of official rank are 

swept away, those degrees by which the highest in the land used to be distinguished from the 

                                                 
189 Elaine Fantham, Roman Literary Culture – From Cicero to Apuleius (Baltimore:  The John Hopkins University 
Press, 1996), 28. 
 
190 Plutarch, Moralia – How a Young Person Should Study Poetry, trans. Frank Cole Babbitt (London:  William 
Heinemann, 1927), 74F200.    
 
191 A few postFsecondary graduates travelled abroad to study law, philosophy, and medicine. 
 
192 Konstantinos Sp. Staikos, The Great Libraries – From Antiquity to the Renaissance (3000 BC – AD 1600) 
(London:  Oak Knoll Press and the British Library, 2000), 143.   
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lowest, the only token of nobility will henceforth be a knowledge of letters.”193  It did not hurt, 

however, that limited access to this education and the associated tradition of demonstrating 

paideia reinforced elite status.194   

A common education was especially important during the Late Antique period since it 

provided a unifying vocabulary among the elite in an extremely stratified and farFflung society.    

Whether the aristocrats were from Gaul, Carthage, Alexandria, Rome, or Constantinople, a 

Homeric education and its code of ethics provided a cohesive bond.195  Thus, it was very 

important that the education associated with paideia continued from generation to generation.  In 

the fifth century, Sidonius Apollinaris describes a study session with his son: “The other day I 

and the son to all of us were browsing on the wit of Terence’s Mother=in=Law.  I was seated 

beside him as he studied, following my natural inclination and forgetful of my sacred calling, 

and in order to spur his perceptive mind and enable him to follow the comic measures more 

perfectly, I had in my own hands a play of similar content, the Epitrepontes of Menander. We 

were reading, praising, and jesting together and, such are the desires we share, he was charmed 

with the reading, and I with him.196   

                                                                                                                                                             
 
193 Sidonius Apollinaris, Poems and Letters, trans. W. B. Anderson (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1936), 
8.2.2.  [Debent igitur vel aequaevi vel posteri nostril universatim ferventibus votis alterum te ut Demosthenen, 
alterum ut Tullium nunc statuis, si liceat, consecrare, nunc imaginibus, qui te docente formati institutique iam sinu in 
medio sic gentis invictae, quod tamen alienate, natalium vetustorum signa retinebunt:  nam iam remotis gradibus 
dignitatum, per quas solebat ultimo a quoque summus quisque discerni, solum erit posthac nobilitatis indicium 
litteras nosse.]   
 
194 Alan Cameron, “Poetry and Literary Culture in Late Antiquity,” in Approaching Late Antiquity:  the 
Transformation from Early to Late Empire, ed. Simon Swain and M. J. Edwards (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 
2004), 344F347. 
 
195 From the Historia Augusta, “Maximinus Thrax,” 30.4   
The importance of Homer in Late Antiquity is well attested by the fourthFcentury historian Julius Capitolinus who 
tells of a kinswoman giving a manuscript of Homer’s poems written in gold letters on purple vellum to Maximinus 
the Younger.  From the Historia Augusta, “Maximinus Thrax,” 30.4. 
http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Historia_Augusta/Maximini duo*.html.   
“These omens, moreover, occurred for the son:  When he was sent to a grammarian, a certain kinswoman of his gave 
him the works of Homer all written in letters of gold on purple.”  [Filio autem haec fuerunt:  cum grammatico 
daretur, quaedam parens sua libros Homericos omnes purpureos dedit aureis litteris scriptos.]   
 
196 Sidonius Apollinaris, Poems and Letters, 4.12.1F2 (trans. W. B. Anderson). 
 [Nuper ego filiusque communis Terentianae Hecryae sales ruminabamus; studenti assidebam naturae meminens et 
professionis oblitus quoque absolutius rhythmos comicos incitata docilitate sequeretur, ipse etiam fabulam similes 
argumenti id est Epitrepontem Menandri in minibus habebam.  Legebamus partier laudabamus iocabamurque et, 
quae vota communia sunt, illum lectio, me ille capieat.] 
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During Late Antiquity, aristocratic children were taught the idea of virtus from the stories 

of Homer and from the teachings of early Roman authors, such as Plutarch.  Plutarch’s treatise, 

How To Study Poetry, is replete with references to Homer, and other Greek and Roman authors, 

combined with explanations of how the contemporary Roman could learn from them.  In his 

Moralia, Plutarch refers to virtus (as defined by such ancient Greek poets as Hesiod, Homer and 

Nauck) as a necessary aristocratic quality:  

Particular attention must be paid to the other words also, when their signification 
is shifted about and changed by the poets according to various circumstances.  An 
example is the word ‘virtue.’  For inasmuch as virtue not only renders men sensible, 
honest, and upright in actions and words, but also often enough secures for them repute 
and influence, the poets following this notion, make good repute and influence to be 
virtue, giving them this name in exactly the same way that the products of the olive and 
the chestnut are called ‘olives’ and ‘chestnuts,’ the same names as the trees that bear 
them.197 

 
From at least the early Roman Imperial period, patrons used art to publicize their 

educational backgrounds and paideia.  In an example from the second century, an aristocratic 

student holds a papyrus in his right hand while gesturing in the traditional speaking pose with his 

left (fig. 2.1).  The iconography speaks directly to his paideia.  The papyrus represents his formal 

education while his gesture shows his ability to speak in public using references culled from his 

readings.   Another example is a thirdFcentury relief from Gaul showing a messenger interrupting 

a reading session (fig. 2.2).  Two students are seated with scrolls in their hands while their 

teacher sits between them, possibly listening to their pronunciations of the Greek and Latin 

languages, an important component of their schooling.  Epitaphs also announced the deceased’s 

education, as in the secondFcentury inscription dedicated to a tenFyear old boy, “I had mastered 

the doctrines of Pythagoras, and the study of the ancient sages, and I read the lyrics of the poets, 

I read the pious songs of Homer.”198   In this example one sees the pride of tradition and 

continuation of mos maiorum by the deceased and the proud parents who commissioned it.  

                                                                                                                                                             
 
197 Plutarch, Moralia, 24 (trans. Frank Cole Babbitt).   
  
198 Manfred Hainzmann, Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum (Novi Eboraci:  De Gruyter, 1986), XI, 6435, lines 7F8.  
[Dogmata Pythagorae sensusq[ue] meavi sop[horum]/et lyricos legi legi pia carmina Homeri.]   
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The importance of education in works of art in Late Antiquity is evident in an image of 

the personification of paideia in a fifthFcentury mosaic (fig. 2.3). 199  Part of a series of floor 

mosaics, the narrative follows the story of the young aristocratic boy, Kimbros, from his birth 

through his boyhood.  Kimbros’ education is especially emphasized with images of his 

interactions with his teachers and schools.  In this episode, Kimbros is shown as an older student 

in the company of his instructor, other students, servants, and personifications.   

The figures, while part of the overall narrative, are, nevertheless, split into smaller groups 

based on a subtext of activities.  On the far left, two servants enter the scene carrying platters, 

evidently for the row of seated men on the left, who are labeled as priskoi, or elder students.  The 

elder student who is dressed in yellow with a bluish robe over his shoulder, just to the right of the 

servants, is gesturing to the group of three figures closest to him.  The furthest figure appears to 

be reaching for the bluish robe.  Marinescu, Cox and Wachter suggest that the robe might be a 

tribon, which was the accepted dress for scholars in Late Antiquity.200  There are two more elder 

students seated to the right.  The one on the left wearing a brown robe has the label priskoi over 

his head, while the figure to his right is labeled ‘Kimbros’, the aristocratic student and subject of 

these mosaics.201  These two seem to be in discussion, since the brown robed figure gestures with 

his right hand.  Perhaps as a way to emphasize his relationship to paideia, the subject of these 

mosaics, Kimbros, has been placed nearest the center of the composition and closest to the 

personification, paideia.  Paideia, or Pedia as she was known in Late Antiquity, appears to be 

gesturing to the teacher, Alexandros who is seated (fig. 2.4).  It almost appears as if she is either 

pointing to his mouth as the source of the words that will bring paideia to life, or as Marinescu, 

Cox, and Wachter propose, drawing out the information from the tutor.202  Besides his label, the 

                                                 
199 Constantin A. Marinescu, Sarah E. Cox, and Rudolf Wachter, “Paideia’s Children:  Childhood Education On a 
Group of Late Antique Mosaics,” in Constructions of Childhood in Ancient Greece and Italy, ed. Ada Cohen and 
Jeremy B. Rutter (Princeton, NJ:  The American School of Classical Studies at Athens, 2007), 101 and 111, fn. 29.  
As these authors have pointed out, the Kimbros mosaics are split between private owners and had not previously 
been studied.  The mosaic’s original provenance is unknown. 
 
200 Ibid., 111. 
 
201 Marinescu, Cox, and Wachter believe that some of these students have tablets on their laps.  The mosaic is not 
detailed enough to tell for sure.  Ibid., 111. 
 
202 Ibid., 111.  Also Constantin A. Marinescu, Sarah E. Cox, and Rudolf Wachter,“Walking and Talking Among Us:  
Personifications in a Group of Late Antique Mosaics,” in Actes du IXe Colloque international pour l’etude de la 
mosaïque antique et medievale, ed. H. Morlier (Rome:  École Française de Rome, 2005), 1274. 
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importance of the instructor’s position is underscored as he is seated on a throneFlike chair and 

holds a tablet.   

One of the remarkable aspects of this image is the liberal use of personifications to tell 

the story.  In addition to Paideia, two pairs to the right of Paideia and Alexandros represent the 

calendar; the male is the month while the female is the day, as represented in the Macedonian 

calendar.  Directly to the right of Alexandros is the monthly personification ‘Loios’ who is 

wearing a short brown tunic and holding a blue cloth filled with fruits, an appropriate attribute 

for his month of October.  The other month, labeled Desios, dressed in a blue tunic and wearing 

a hat, carries a sickle and wheat, both associated with his month of August.203  If these dates are 

in the same year, they represent the passage of nine months, perhaps the cycle of Kimbros’ 

school year.204  On the far right, the student “Dios” gesticulates to his right while a very small 

person, perhaps a young boy, gestures to him with both hands.205 

 

�����������
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Throughout Roman history and certainly into the Late Antique period, the Roman 

aristocrats, or nobilitas, knew their place in society, especially as related to the lower classes.206  

From the time of the early Republic, politicians and historians, like Cicero, exhorted the elite to 

live an exemplary life dedicated to service to the fatherland.  It was their unyielding belief that 

the ideal State could only survive if it was governed by the very best men of society, who 

represented the model of the ‘perfect Romans.’  In an age of exclusivity and strict class division, 

the elite of the Roman Empire felt that this was the natural order and, thus, their duty to protect 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
203 Marinescu, Cox, and Wachter, “Paideia’s Children,” 111.  Also Marinescu, Cox, and Wachter, “Walking and 
Talking,” 1275. 
 
204 Marinescu, Cox, and Wachter, “Paideia’s Children,” 112.  Also, Marinescu, Cox, and Wachter, “Walking and 
Talking,” 1280, 
 
205 Marinescu, Cox, and Wachter, “Walking and Talking,” 1269F1277.   
 
206 Peter Garnsey and Caroline Humfree, The Evolution of the Late Antique World (Cambridge:  Orchard Academic, 
2001), 84. 
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the Empire. By Late Antiquity, political and societal changes had produced a complicated and 

rigid hierarchy of aristocratic titles that were defined not only by birthright, but also by service to 

the emperor and/or the State.  In this constantly evolving process of selfFdefinition, upholding 

traditional values and customs, or the mos maiorum, through the appearance of virtus was the 

one constant that could be shared by aristocrats throughout the Roman Empire.    

The means by which aristocrats throughout the Empire could be given the tools they 

needed to protect and nurture their elite status was through the process of acquiring paideia.  

While some may translate paideia as education, it actually was a sophisticated and highly 

developed system that trained aristocratic men to learn the skills needed to prove their worth as 

the keepers of the Empire.  These skills were acquired through the moral and ethical lessons 

from the stories of the ancient Homeric Greek heroes taught to elite youths, including The Iliad 

and The Odyssey. 

In this study, I will show that the Late Antique aristocratic viewer created his own 

identity through the protection of the values and ideals of his ancestors as illustrated in the 

iconography of the Ambrosian Iliad.  In his study, The Psychology of Time, Fraisse explains that 

the construction of a people’s present is often based on the shared memory of a past whose 

“significance has been acquired by conditioning.”  He proposes that a common “stimulus” 

invigorates and solidifies the present by providing a means to remember the past.207  I would 

suggest that the images in Late Antique manuscripts, including the Ambrosian Iliad, provided a 

stimulus for the aristocratic viewers to relive a past that, in turn, justified and confirmed their 

present.  One of the issues that I will investigate is how a manuscript and, in particular, the 

Ambrosian Iliad, was viewed in the Late Antique aristocrat’s quest for preserving an identity that 

was based on traditional aristocratic values.  The next chapter explores the images of the 

Ambrosian Iliad and how its Roman iconography actually reflected the Late Antique aristocratic 

viewer’s idealistic view of his role in Roman society, especially as it related to a sense of 

uniqueness, entitlement, and position in an extremely statusFconscious world. 

 

                                                 
207 Paul Fraisse, The Psychology of Time (New York:  Harper and Row, 1963), 23F25. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE AMBROSIAN ILIAD AND ANTIQUARIAN ARISTOCRATIC IDENTITY 

 

The Roman aristocrat lived a life based on conservative values that were steeped in 

tradition, or the mos maiorum.   Roman authors, from the Republican period through Late 

Antiquity, voiced a consistent theme: that survival of the Roman people depended on the elite 

protecting the traditions on which Rome had been built.  By Late Antiquity, the concept of mos 

maiorum had evolved into an ideal based on the traditions and rituals of the aristocrats’ 

forefathers.  These rituals, even those no longer current in the fifth century, continued to define 

the aristocrats’ place and sense of value in their society.  The significance of their Roman 

heritage was manifested through the antiquarian movement of the fifth century which included a 

keen study of Greek and Latin authors and the collection of Greek and Roman antiquities. 

I argue that it was in this climate of antiquarianism and due to the need to protect the mos 

maiorum that the Ambrosian Iliad was created and viewed.  There were two specific traditional 

aspects of the Ambrosian Iliad that contributed to the fifthFcentury aristocratic selfFimage:  the 

theme reflected the paideia of its owner and the imagery referenced antiquarian Roman 

aristocratic activities.  In Chapter Two, we saw that the Roman aristocrats’ early training, or 

paideia, involved the mastery of Homeric literature, including the Iliad and the Odyssey.  In Late 

Roman society, the display of this knowledge was an important means by which the aristocrats 

defined and protected their unique social status.  Antiquarianism was present in some form 

during all of Roman history, although it ran in cycles, and in the fifth century it was very strong.  

During the fifth century, the institution and display of paideia provided the intellectual and social 

support that enabled the movement to flourish.   

The fifthFcentury aristocrats’ need to demonstrate connections with tradition through the 

ownership and display of antique literature is exemplified by the Ambrosian Iliad, as an 

expensive codex depicting Homer’s Iliad.  In addition, as the ultimate model of the Greek 

idealism and ethical conduct on which the Roman mos maiorum was based, the Ambrosian 

Iliad’s imagery provided a consummate platform for references to ancient Roman traditions.  In 

spite of its Greek narrative, the Ambrosian Iliad’s iconography is thoroughly Roman.  The Greek 
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kings and aristocrats sacrifice in the Roman fashion, wear Roman armor, and fight in a distinctly 

Roman manner.  The Roman aristocratic viewer saw his present through the antiquarian filter of 

the past, as represented in the Ambrosian Iliad.  After discussing the Ambrosian Iliad and 

antiquarianism, I will demonstrate how the fifthFcentury viewer recognized references to antique 

Roman practices as they supported the mos maiorum in scenes of battle and of sacrifice. 
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Scholars have cited various reasons for the rise in antiquarianism during the fourth and fifth 

centuries, including the desire to cling to paganism, fascination with Latin literature, or a renewed 

interest in paideia.    By the end of the fourth century, paganism was waning and, by the dawn of the 

fifth century was officially banned throughout the Empire.  In spite of its impending demise, there 

were Roman senators who remained vocal proponents of paganism, most notably the high ranking 

senator, Symmachus (ca. 340–402).  His letters and speeches give no clear evidence that he, or his 

contemporaries, were seeking to protect paganism as the preferred religious belief system.208  

Instead, aristocratic references to paganism had more to do with old Roman traditions rather than 

strictly religious concerns.  One of the most famous examples of Symmachus’s effort to protect 

traditional values concerned the removal of the Altar of Victory from the floor of the Senate in 

Rome.  While Symmachus’s attempt to protect paganism was shortFlived, the antiquarian movement 

lasted through the end of the fifth century. 

Scholars have also cited the intense fascination with ancient literature in both the fourth and 

fifth centuries as the reason for the rise of antiquarianism.209  There was an increased interest in 

Homeric literature and the Iliad, in particular.210  The Late Antique fascination with ancient Greek 

                                                 
208 See Levin, Quedlinburg Itala, 45.   
  
209 Ibid., 45.  For a general discussion on the ”pagan revival” at the end of the fourth century, see Herbert Bloch, 
“Pagan Revival in the West,” in The Conflict Between Paganism and Christianity in the Fourth Century, ed. 
Arnaldo Momigliano (Oxford:  Clarendon Press, 1963), 193F219.   For information on the Late Antique literary cult, 
see Cameron, “Poetry,” 328. 
 
210 Oswald Ashton Wentworth Dilke, Roman Books and Their Impact (Leeds:  Elmete Press, 1997), 56.  Also 
Cameron, “Poetry,” 328 and Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 25. 
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epics and mythology was fueled by the immense popularity of the fifthFcentury mythological tome, 

the Dionysiaca, by Nonnus of Panopolis (fl. 450F470).  This massive work, consisting of a 48Fbook 

poem, detailed Greek mythology from the standpoint of a ‘biography’ of the god Dionysius.211  

Recast for a contemporary Roman audience, the Dionysiaca provided additional narrative to fill in 

the missing gaps in the original mythological stories.  The popular poem followed the meter and 

story line of Homer’s epic poems; the first part of the Dionysiaca covered the god’s victories in 

India, while the last half chronicled his epic journey through the East.212  The work was mined for 

school lessons on rhetoric and provided a source for moral education.213   

Increased attention to the practice of paideia has also been cited by scholars as contributions 

to the rise of antiquarianism in the fifth century.214  During the Late Antique period, Christian 

leaders came from the aristocratic class and received a formal education, which included the 

memorization/study of Homeric passages.  They continued to collect objects displaying 

mythological subjects.215  The idea of paideia was not anathema to the Christians, but an accepted 

                                                 
211 For a review of Nonnian scholarship, see the review in the Bryn Mawr Review by Robert Shorrock: 
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212 Wolfgang Liebeschuetz suggests that Nonnus’ literary approach was proof of his antiquarian interests.  “Nonnus 
was also concerned to give readers the pleasure of recognizing as many as possible of the vast number of allusions 
embodied in the text, not only to specific authors but also to antiquarian topography, mythology and divination.  If 
the poet has a message it is to celebrate the ancient literary culture which he has gathered together in his own way 
into a kind of encyclopedia.”  Wolfgang Liebeschuetz, “The Use of Pagan Mythology in the Christian Empire,” in 
The Sixth Century:  End or Beginning?  ed. Pauline Allen and Elizabeth Jeffreys (Brisbane:  Australian Association 
for Byzantine Studies, 1996), 83.  For the relationship between Nonnus and antiquarianism, see 84F89.  For a 
different view of Nonnus’ Dionysiaca, see Bowersock, who argues that Nonnus referenced Homeric literary 
tradition in order to show a Christianized paganism, where Dionysus is a “polytheist Christ.”  G. W. Bowersock, 
Hellenism in Late Antiquity (Ann Arbor:  University of Michigan Press, 1990), 41F42. 
 
213 Cameron, “Poetry,” 329.  Along with Homer, the Dionysiaca gave Late Antique students, ample opportunity to 
further their Greek studies.  For a description of the works as well as a bibliography of his most recent and thorough 
essays on the subject, see the website by R. F. Newbold, http://www.nonnu.adelaide.edu.au/.  For the English 
translation of the Dionysiaca, see Nonnus of Panopolis, Dionysiaca, trans. W. H. D. Rouse (London:  Heinemann, 
1940). 
 
214 Cameron, “Poetry,” 340 and Brown, Power and Persuasion, 35F41. 
 
215 Averil Cameron refers to the proliferation of mythological themes on art objects such as silver, paintings, and 
mosaics as late as the seventh century when the patrons most certainly would have been Christian, as a contributor 
to antiquarianism.  Cameron, “Poetry,” 342F343.   
     An obvious example of the combination of Christian and pagan iconography in one object is the Project Casket 
from circa 380, where a married couple, Secundus and Projecta, are indicated by the inscription, “Secundus and 
Projecta, may you live in Christ” (fig. 3.1).  Based on the portrait of the couple and the decidedly female 
iconography of Projecta at her toilette, it is believed that the Projecta Casket may have been a wedding present.  
Scholars believe that Projecta was the daughter of the prominent Christian family, while Secundus may have been 
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way to express and explain their ideas concerning their religion.  The continued presence of paideia 

does not explain why there was a surge in antiquarianism in Late Antiquity.  Throughout Roman 

history, paideia had been an allFpervasive influence on the Roman aristocrats’ life.  The acquisition 

and practice of paideia provided a guiding measure of selfFidentity and a framework in which the 

elite connected to its past, defined its present and informed its future.  If paideia was a contributing 

factor to antiquarianism, then it could be argued that the entire Roman history was one of 

antiquarianism.  

None of these proposals has provided an adequate explanation for the intense interest that 

Roman antiquity held for the fifthFcentury aristocrats.  All of these possible contributing factors to 

antiquarianism in the fifth century do, however, share a common theme:  an interest in ancestral 

traditions as they supported the concept of the mos maiorum.  Late Antique aristocrats protected 

                                                                                                                                                             
Tercius Secundus, a member of an aristocratic pagan family.  The iconography of this object centers on the 
contemporary actions of an Late Antique aristocratic woman: bathing, performing her toilette, and adorning herself.  
Projecta’s images are intertwined with the pagan figures of the Erotes, the Nereids, and Venus.  In its conflation of 
Christian and pagan themes, the Projecta Casket illustrates the fluidity between paganism and Christianity during 
this period.  Regardless of its religious connotations, as Elsner has pointed out, the important function of the 
Projecta Casket was for display. Elsner, Art and the Roman Viewer, 251F255. 
Although there is no Christian iconography on this object, the inscription states, “SECVNDE ET PROJECTA 
VIVATIS IN CHRISTO” (Secundus and Projecta, live in Christ).   For a thorough discussion of the iconography on 
the Project Casket, see Jaś Elsner, Roman Eyes – Visuality and Subjectivity in Art and Text (Princeton:  Princeton 
University Press, 2007), chap. 8:  “Genders of Viewing – Visualizing Woman in the Casket of Projecta.”  See also, 
Jaś Elsner, “Visualising Women in Late Antique Rome:  The Projecta Casket,” in Through a Glass Brightly:  
Studies in Byzantine and Medieval Art and Archaeology Presented to David Buckton, ed. C. Entwhistle (Oxford:  
Oxbow Press, 2003), 22F36; Alan Cameron, “The Date and Owners of the Esquiline Treasure:  The Nature of the 
Evidence,” American Journal of Archaeology 89, no. 1 (January 1985): 143F144; and Kathleen J. Shelton, The 
Esquiline Treasure (London:  British Museum Publications, 1981), 26F28. 
     The bibliography on this object is extensive.  For an excellent summary and review of the state of the literature, 
see Elsner, Roman Eyes, 200F204.   For descriptions and overview of the object, see Malcolm Bell, “The Projecta 
Casket,” in Age of Spirituality.  Late Antique and Early Christian Art, Third to Seventh Century:  Catalogue of the 
Exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, November 19, 1977 through February 12, 1978, ed. Kurt Wetizmann 
(New York:  The Museum, 1979), 330F332, no. 310;  Shelton, The Esquiline Treasure, 72F75, no. 1; David Buckton,  
Byzantium:  Treasures of Byzantium (London:  The British Museum Press, 1994);  and Rabun Taylor, The Moral 
Mirror of Roman Art (New York:  Cambridge University Press, 2008), 43 and 45, fig.. 23.  See also The British 
Museum’s website:   
http://www.britishmuseum.org/explore/highlights/highlight_objects/pe_mla/t/the_projecta_casket.aspx 
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their status through ancient rituals, reading early Latin and Greek literature or referencing pagan 

mythological subjects in their writings.  For the Late Antique elite, the idea of antiquarianism as an 

isolated construct would have been a foreign concept.  In other words, the fifthFcentury aristocratic 

mania for antiquity was not inspired by an isolated and objective sense of viewing the past, but by 

the subjective need to participate in the act of selfFdefinition.  The very nature of selfFdefinition 

depends on a public forum, where the participants judge each other in their ability to follow their 

own selfFimposed social rules.   To the fifthFcentury Late Antique aristocrats, these rules depended 

on antiquarianism and ancestral traditions.    

The display and ownership of the Ambrosian Iliad reflected the antiquarian movement of the 

fifth century in several ways:  the manuscript represented an increased interest in Homeric literature, 

it was prized as a luxury object kept in its patron’s private library, and, with its heroic and 

mythological theme and iconography, it was a part of the mania for collecting antiquities and antique 

themed objects.  By virtue of its author, the Ambrosian Iliad represented the fascination and 

increased interest in Homeric epic poetry during this period of Late Antiquity.    The Ambrosian 

Iliad was a direct reference to the ancient epic poetry that so fascinated and inspired the Late 

Antique reader.  Moreover, by the fifth century, aristocrats were actively interacting with the ancient 

poet through the use of textual exegesis by means of writing centos and scholia minora which 

enhanced and emphasized their knowledge and connection to a heroic past.216  The word cento was a 

Latin derivative of the Greek word, κέντρον, which translated as “prick” or “needle”, and was later 

extended to encompass the notion of a “patchwork” of literary ideas.217  Centos were deconstructions 

of epic poetry, in particular Virgil and Homer, that were reordered to form new poems.  Writing 

centos was a popular pastime in Late Antiquity, especially among Christians.  There is evidence that 

Christian aristocrats especially enjoyed the challenge of deconstructing and rearranging familiar 

passages into new poetic forms that referenced the Biblical concepts that supported their religion.  

                                                 
216 Margaret Lea Stirling, The Learned Collector (Ann Arbor:  University of Michigan Press, 2005), 230.  I would 
suggest that the practice of literary exegesis, combined with the ancient Jewish tradition of exegesis, likely led to the 
Christian tradition of exegesis.    
 
217 M. D. Usher, Homeric Stitchings:  The Homeric Centos of the Empress Eudocia (Lanham:  Rowman and 
Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 1998), 1F3.  See also O. Crusius, “Cento,” in Paulys Real=encyclopädie der Classischen 
Alterumswissenschaft, ed. G. Wissowa (Stuttgart:  J. B. Metzler, 1899), 1140 and Carl P. E. Springer, The Gospel as 
Epic in Late Antiquity:  The ‘Paschale Carmen’ of Sedulius, Vigiliae Christianae, Suppl. 2 (Leiden:  E. J. Brill, 
1988), 61.  
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Several examples of this practice are extant, including the most famous and extensive cento by the 

Empress Eudocia (401F460), wife of Emperor Theodosius II (401F450).  Not only did she create her 

own centos, but she also worked on an incomplete cento begun by Patricius, the late fourthFcentury 

Christian author and father of Augustine of Hippo (354F430).  During antiquity, much literature was 

read aloud and this oral aspect was of particular concern in the creation of centos; the author needed 

to be sure that they sounded right when read out loud, especially because the original had been sung.  

Eudocia mentions this as one of her reasons for finishing Patricius’s poem, “nor in singing did he 

remember only those verses sung by the brazen heart of blameless Homer.”218  M. D. Usher suggests 

that writing centos may have been popular among the Christians because it legitimized Christian 

themes by connecting them to traditional Homeric verse.219  Jerome (ca. 347F420) took issue with 

this practice in one of his letters when he wrote that cento authors “fit to their own private meaning 

passages that have nothing to do with that meaning, as if it were some great feat (and not a depraved 

method of exposition) to have an author’s intention violated, and to make scripture conform to their 

own will, though in fact that same scripture flies in their face.”220  In spite of such opposition, 

creating centos flourished in the fifth century, as evidenced by Eudocia’s enthusiastic involvement in 

the practice.221 

 Since the source of many of the centos was the works of Homer, the text of the 

Ambrosian Iliad would have provided the genesis for a cento.  Moreover, the appropriation of 

Roman iconography to illustrate a Greek story worked much like a cento.  Through the use of 

Roman iconography, the artist took his visual interpretation of the wellFknown Homeric verse, 

and similar to a cento, deconstructed and reworked it so that it had a new, modern aspect.  The 

aristocratic viewer, who was not only wellFversed in Homeric poetry but also in the art of 

creating centos, would have recognized this approach to Greek and Roman imagery.  Like his or 

                                                 
218  [ούδέ oόνων έπέων έoνήσατο κεϊνος άείδων/όππόσα χάλκεον ήτορ άoεoφέος είπεν 'Ooήρον.]  From Usher, 
Homeric Stitchings, 21. 
 
219 Ibid., 11.  Although he also concedes that the “clash” between the two disparate sources, “disturbs the integrity, 
and hence the authority, of both.” 
 
220  “Ad sensum suum incongrua aptant testimonia, quasi grande sit et non vitiosissimum docendi genus, depravare 
sententias, et ad voluntatem suam Scripturam habere re pugnantem.”  Original Source:  Jerome, Epistles, 53.7,  
English translation  and Latin from Usher, Homeric Stitchings, 11. 
 
221 For a very interesting comparison by Eudocia between the Trojan women and Eve, see Usher, Homeric 
Stitchings, 13F15. 
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her own literary exercises for recasting the Homeric stories, the Ambrosian Iliad’s imagery 

visually recast the Homeric stories for a contemporary audience.222   

Late Antique readers had another means through which they interacted with Homeric 

poetry, the practice of applying scholia minora.  Scholia minora consisted of the listing of words 

or phrases from an ancient source with accompanying glosses.  These glosses were comprised of 

translations, explanations, and transliterations in the contemporary Latin or Greek language.223  

Scholia minora may have been the result of school exercises; however, much of the scholia 

minora found in manuscripts and papyri were not used in schools but were found in private 

contexts.  By the fifth century, the practice was so popular that entire books were published 

consisting of just scholia minora, especially of Homeric passages.224   

In spite of the advent and eventual supremacy of Christianity, the practice of glossing the 

Iliad and the Odyssey continued well into the Early Medieval period.  We see this during the life 

of the Ambrosian Iliad itself.  On several occasions after its production, unknown authors applied 

scholia minora to the pages of the manuscript.   The first set of scholia, which was written in the 

margins, was mostly lost when the illustrations were cut out of the original pages.  De Wit, who 

studied the scholia of the Ambrosian Iliad specifically as a means to determine the date and 

provenance of the manuscript, dated the original scholia to the ninth or tenth century.225  Based 

on the partial remains of these scholia, Bianchi Bandinelli argues that they must have existed 

before the pictures were cut out of the original vellum, sometime before the thirteenth century.226    

                                                                                                                                                             
�
222 In his study of the Arch of Constantine, Jaś Elsner compared the reuse of its spolia to a cento.  See Jaś Elsner, 
“From the Culture of Spolia in the Cult of Relics:  The Arch of Constantine and the Genesis of Late Antique Form,” 
Papers of the British School at Rome 68 (2000): 176. 
 
223 Gregory Nagy, Homer’s Text and Language (Urbana:  University of Illinois Press, 2004), 3.  See also, Nagy, 
Homer’s Text, 3F24 for a modern historiography on the study of Homeric scholia.  For scholia minora, in particular, 
see Nagy, Homer’s Text, 18F24. 
 
224 Cribiore, Writing, Teachers, and Students, 50 and fn. 125. 
 
225 de Wit, “Bilderbeischriften.”   See Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 50 for a synopsis of de 
Wit’s conclusions concerning the Ambrosian Iliad’s scholia minora.  See Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine 
Miniatures, 38, fn. 1 for a detailed description of the location and nature of the scholia and other notes that were 
applied after the creation of the manuscript.  It is commonly believed that the second set of scholia was later applied 
in dark ink possibly in the twelfth to thirteenth century. 
 
226 Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 38.  For a discussion of the Ambrosian Iliad’s scholia, see 
Chapter One. 
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 Owning and housing collections of books of the ancient Greek and Roman literary 

masters in private libraries was considered a mark of high status.  The Ambrosian Iliad and other 

expensively produced manuscripts like it that were kept in libraries were of great value to their 

patrons.227  Given the overriding influence of paideia and its connection to Homeric stories, the 

value that Romans placed on their books is not surprising.  From his earliest years as a 

schoolboy, the Roman aristocrat was taught the importance of books, especially the antique 

works that represented a reverence for tradition.  As Suetonius (ca. 70Fca. 130) explained in his 

treatise, A Book about Schoolteachers, “Marcus Verrius Flaccus, a freedman, was renowned for 

his methods of teaching.  He used to make his students compete against each other in contests in 

order to stimulate their minds and encourage them to study.  He gave them a topic on which to 

write an essay and then awarded a prize to the author of the best essay.  The prize was always an 

old book, valuable for its beauty or its rareness.”228  

It was not long until this reverence for books had developed into a mania for collection.  In 

Habinek’s study, The Politics of Roman Literature, the author introduces the term “prestige object” 

to describe the ownership of a book of poems by Catullus (ca. 84F54 BCE), “Viewed one way, the 

poem partakes of the characteristics of dedication of a prestige object, with the resultant display of 

author, patron, and text.” 229  I would add that several other factors contributed to Habinek’s concept 

of a prestige object:  high cost, limited and exclusive access, and the intended impression on the 

viewer.  The Ambrosian Iliad meets all three of these criteria.  Extensively illustrated manuscripts 

were very expensive objects, thus accessibility to codices seems to have been reserved for a small 

sector of society.230  Guglielmo Cavallo noted that, during the third and fourth centuries, the codex 

                                                                                                                                                             
    
227 T. Habinek, The Politics of Roman Literature:  Writing, Identity, and Empire in Ancient Rome (Princeton:  
Princeton University Press, 1998), 113. 
 
228 Suetonius, Grammairiens et rhéteurs – A Book about Schoolteachers, trans. MarieFClaude Vacher (Paris:  Les 
Belles Lettres, 1993), 17.1 (English – My Translation).  [M. Verrius Flaccus libertinus docendi genere maxime 
inclaruit; namque ad exercitanda discentium ingenia aequales inter se committere solebat, proposita non solum 
material quam scriberent sed et praemio quod uictor auferret; id erat liber aliquis antiquus, pulcher aut rarior.] 
 
229 Habinek, The Politics of Roman Literature, 113. 
 
230 The price of the manuscript was based on a price listed on Diocletian’s Edict.  F. R. Cowell’s calculations were 
based on 1,080 denarii for parchment and 2,500 denarii for the scribe’s services. Compare this figure to the 150 
denarii earned per day by a painter.  F. R. Cowell, “Book Production in Ancient Rome,” History Today 24, no. 11 
(November 1974): 294F298.   
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form became the most popular format for reading material.  But, at the same time, there is evidence 

that there were fewer literate people.  This trend continued in the fifth and sixth centuries throughout 

the Roman Empire.  Cavallo concluded that, as a result, the codex became the property of a 

privileged few.231  The limited access to codices would have emphasized their value as objects of 

exclusivity.  Thus, just by virtue of owning and displaying an expensive manuscript, like the 

Ambrosian Iliad, the owner’s elite status would have been acknowledged.   

While we have examples of owners using their books for scholarly activities, it was not 

unusual for patrons to collect books just for the sheer fact of owning them.  Teresa Morgan 

suggested that, if texts were collected as a way to qualify identity, many of the Homeric texts may 

not have been read.  She proposed that extensive libraries existed purely for show.232  Throughout 

Roman history, ancient authors complained about this form of book snobbery.  For example, in the 

early first century, Seneca criticized rich men who bought thousands of books for their libraries but 

never read them.  Instead, “There was no ‘good taste’ or ‘solicitude’ about it, but only learned luxury 

– nay, not even ‘learned,’ since they had collected the books, not for the sake of learning, but to 

make a show, just as many who lack even a child’s knowledge of letters use books, not as the tools 

of learning, but as decorations for the dining room.”233  He also wrote, “But as it is, these collections 

of the works of sacred genius with all the portraits that adorn them are bought for show and a 

decoration of their walls.”234  Later, Lucian (ca. 120–after 180) questioned the vogue for buying so 

many books by patrons who had absolutely no interest in reading them.  His conclusion was that 

they were bought for show.235   

                                                 
231 Guglielmo Cavallo, “Between Volumen and Codex:  Reading in the Roman World.,” in A History of Reading in 
the West, ed. Guglielmo Cavallo, Roger Chartier, and Lydia G. Chochrane (Amherst:  University of Massachusetts 
Press, 1999), 75F76.   
 
232 Morgan, Literate Education, 112. 
 
233 Seneca, de Tranquillitate Animi, trans. John William Basore (London:  W. Heinemann, 1928), 9.5.  [Non fuit 
elegantia illud aut cura, sed studiosa luxuria, immo ne studiosa quidem, quoniam non in stadium sed in spectaculum 
comparaverant, sicut plerisque ignaris etiam puerilium litterarum libri non studiorum instrumenta sed cenationum 
ornamenta sunt.] 
 
234 Ibid., 9.5.  [Nunc ista conquisita, cum imaginibus suis discripta sacrorum opera ingeniorum in speciem et cultum 
parietum comparantur.] 
 
235 Lucian, The Ignorant Book=Collector, trans. A. M. Harmon (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1913), 19. 
“Though I am continually asking myself the question, I have never yet been able to discover why you have shown so 
much zeal in the purchase of books.  Nobody who knows you in the least would think that you do it on account of 
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By the time of Late Antiquity, authors still criticized this kind of book collecting.  In the later 

fourth century, Ammianus Marcellinus complained of aristocrats who were more interested in the 

appearance of leisure, like reading, in which only the very wealthy could indulge.  For these patrons, 

a book like the Ambrosian Iliad would have acted as a prop that suggested its owner’s paideia in a 

house where entertainment was of the primary importance:  “In short, in place of the philosopher the 

singer is called in, and in place of the orator the teacher of stagecraft, and while the libraries are shut 

up forever like tombs, waterForgans are manufactured and lyres as large as carriages, and flutes and 

instruments heavy for gesticulating actors.”236  Ammianus Marcellinus was quick to condemn those 

aristocrats who collected books for status, as well as the practice of owning private libraries solely 

for display.   

The Roman Villa, Books, and Paideia 

Since the Roman Republic, we have literary evidence of book collections in aristocratic 

villas.  The first Roman credited with creating a private library was the Roman general Aemilius 

Paulus (229F160 BCE).  The nucleus of his collection were the books taken from Perseus, the 

Macedonian king, during the Third Macedonian War.237   The firstFcentury architect and writer 

Vitruvius (ca. 80F70Fafter ca. 15 BCE) explained that the ideal private home should contain a library 

and gave detailed instructions as to its placement in the house: “Private rooms and libraries should 

look to the east, for their purpose demands the morning light.  Further, the books in libraries will not 

decay.  For in apartments which look to the south and west books are damaged by the bookworm 

                                                                                                                                                             
their helpfulness or use, any more than a bald man would buy a comb, or a blind man a mirror, or a deafFmute a 
fluteFplayer, or a eunuch a concubine, or a landsman an oar, or a seaman a plough.  But perhaps you regard the 
matter as a display of wealth and wish to show everyone that out of your vast surplus you spend money even for 
things of no use to you?”   
 
236 Ammianus Marcellinus, The Surviving Books, 14.6.18 (trans. John C. Rolfe).  [Denique pro philosopho cantor, et 
in locum oratoris doctor atrium ludicrarum accitur, et bibliothecis sepulcrorum ritu in perpetuum clausis, organa 
fabricantur hydraulica, et lyrae ad speciem carpentorum ingentes, tibiaeque et histrionici gestus instrumenta non 
levia.] 
 
237 Plutarch, Plutarch’s Lives – Aemilius Paulus, trans. Bernadotte Perrin (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 
1914), 6.28.6.  “It was only the books of the king that he allowed his sons, who were devoted to learning, to choose 
out for themselves.”    
     For an overview on the beginning of private libraries in Rome, see Guglielmo Cavallo and Roger Chartier, 
“Introduction”, in A History of Reading in the West, ed. Guglielmo Cavallo, Roger Chartier, and Lydia G. 
Chochrane (Amherst:  University of Massachusetts Press, 1999), 12F15 and Lesley Adkins and Roy A. Adkins, 
Handbook to Life in Ancient Rome (New York:  Facts on File, 2004), 229F230.   
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and by damp, which are caused by the moist winds on their approach, and they make the papyrus 

rolls moldy by diffusing moist air.”238   

One of the most famous extant private libraries, and the most complete that has been found to 

date, was located in Herculaneum at the Villa of the Papyri.239  Owned by Julius Caesar’s fatherFinF

law, Lucius Calpurnius Piso Caesoninus (midF1st c. BCE), the collection included works by Greek 

Epicurean philosophers, most notably Philodemus of Gadara (ca. 100–ca. 40 or 35 BCE).  The texts 

were stored in a small room on shelves or in traveling boxes.  The area next to this room has yet to 

be excavated, and, because of the Romans’ fondness for splitting their collections between Roman 

and Greek authors, Sider suggests that there may have been an adjoining library with Roman papyri.  

This would explain the few tantalizing papyri scraps with passages from Roman authors that have 

been found there.240   

Literary evidence indicates that the Late Antique elite continued the practice of collecting 

books.  Sidonius Apollinaris (ca. 430Fca. 480), a wealthy aristocrat of Gaul in the fifth century, 

writes of his good friend’s villa: “Then, besides a wellFstocked larder and abundant furniture, it is 

liberally filled with stores of books, amid which you expend much energy on the pen as you give to 

                                                 
238 Vitruvius, On Architecture, trans. Frank Granger (London:  W. Heinemann, 1931), 6.4.1.   [Cubicula et 
bybliothecae ad orientem spectare debent; usus enim matutinum postulat lumen, item in bybliothecis libri non 
putrescent.  Nam quaecumque ad meridiem et occidentem spectant, ab tiniis et umore libri vitiantur, quod venti 
umidi advenientes procreant eas et alunt infundentesque umidos spirtus pallore volumina conrumpunt.] 
 
239 The bibliography on the Villa of the Papyri is extensive.  For general information on the site, see Amedeo Maiuri, 
Herculaneum and the Villa of the Papyri, Italy (Novara:  Istituto Geografico de Agostini, 1974), 35F39.   A good 
overview of the villa can be found in Maria Rita Wojcik, La Villa dei Papiri ad Ercolano (Rome:  L’Erma di 
Bretschneider, 1986).  See also Domenico Mustilli, La Villa dei Papyri (Naples:  G. Macchiaroli, 1983).  For a nice 
overview of the contents of the library and an annotated bibliography, see David Sider, The Library of the Villa dei 
Papiri et Herculaneum (Los Angeles:  J. Paul Getty, 2005).  Also Marcello Gigante, Philodemus in Italy – The 
Books from Herculaneum, trans. Dirk Obbink (Ann Arbor:  University of Michigan Press, 1995).  For early 
bibliography and historiography on the villa, see Herbert Bloch, “L Capurnius Piso Caesoninus in Samothrace and 
Heculaneum,” American Journal of Archaeology 4, no. 4 (Oct.FDec. 1940):  485F493, esp.  491.   
     See also, the following website for recent photographs of the papyri from the Villa of the Papyri:  
http://www.humnet.ucla.edu/humnet/classics/philodemus/philhome.htm 
This effort is part of the Philodemus Project which hopes to reconstruct the works of Philodeumus by reconstructing 
the texts found at the Villa of the Papyri.   
 
240 Sider, The Library, 4, 9, 43, and 62.  So far over 1,100 papyri have been found.  Since most of the library’s 
holdings were destroyed during the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in 79 CE, the number could have been much higher.  
Also, a section of the villa that is adjacent to the library remains unexcavated.  It could yield even more rolls.   For 
bibliography and historiography on the ownership of the Villa of the Papyri, see John H. D’Arms, Romans on the 
Bay of Naples (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1970), 173F174.  For discussion of possible ownership of the 
library and its literary contents, see Mario Capasso, Manuale di papirologia ercolanese (Galatina:  Congedo, 1991), 
43F64 and 152F226. 
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the ploughshare, so that it is hard to decide whether the owner’s land or his mind has been the better 

cultivated.”241  Having a library with a collection of books, including illustrated manuscripts, was 

clearly the mark of an educated person and contributed to his appearance of paideia.   

 In addition to its status as a Homeric manuscript, the Ambrosian Iliad also likely 

functioned in concert with other Homeric and mythological objects in a villa setting as a show of 

paideia in the contemporary atmosphere of antiquarianism.   Since early in their history, Roman 

aristocrats had filled their urban and country villas with Greek and Roman art as a means of 

establishing their wealth, education, and taste.  This practice was especially important during the 

Late Antique period when the ostentatious display of the aristocrat’s command of paideia was 

expected by his peers and clients.  In order to fully demonstrate his acquisition of paideia, a 

codex, like the Ambrosian Iliad, could have been displayed as an expensive and important object 

along with other mythologicalFthemed objects in the villa.   These collections supported the 

owner’s selfFimage and projected the correct and appropriate message as defined and supported 

by the ideas of paideia.  Pollitt suggests that the Roman idea of “decoration” was based on the 

Vitruvian model of “appropriateness.”242  That is, the belief that all objects should have an 

appropriate purpose, such as the display of mythological subjects.243  Nicholas Horsfall suggests 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
241 Sidonius Apollinaris, Poems and Letters, 7.4 (trans. W. B. Anderson).  [Iam super penum vel supellectilem 
copiosam thesauris bibliothecalibus large refertus, ubi ipse dum non minus stilo quam vomeri incumbis, difficile 
discernitur domini plusne sit cultum rus an ingenium.] 
 
242 Pollitt, The Art of Rome, xiv, xv and xvi.  He cites Vitruvius who explains that the ‘decor theory” meant that art 
and architecture should be appropriate to what nature intended.  For example, architecture should be sited 
appropriately to its surroundings which will be pleasing to the deities.  Sculpture should be created proportionately 
to scale to its temple.  See Vitruvius, On Architecture, 1.2.5 (trans. Frank Granger).  In this passage Vitruvius gives 
multiple examples of the types of buildings that would be appropriate for each deity.  For example, “Temples 
designed in the Corinthian style will seem to have details assigned to Venus, Flora, Proserpine, Fountains, Nymphs; 
for to these goddesses, on account of their gentleness, works constructed with slighter proportions and adorned with 
flowers, foliage, spirals and volutes wil seem to gain in a just decor.”  [Veneri, Florae, Proserpinae, Fonti Lumphis 
corinthio genere constitutae aptas videbuntur habere progenere constitutae aptas videbuntur habere proprietates, 
quod his diis propter teneritatem graciliora et florida foliisque et volutis ornate opera facta augere videbuntur iustum 
decorum.]   
 
243 Elizabeth Bartman, on the other hand, argues that focusing on one specific purpose for a collection is ignoring its 
“eclecticism.”  She explains that the idea of eclecticism “was a virtue, rife with connotations of wealth, power and 
tradition.”  Elizabeth Bartmann, “Sculptural Collecting and Display in the Private Realm,” in Roman Art in the 
Private Sphere, ed. Elaine Gazda (Ann Arbor:  The University of Michigan Press, 1991),73.   Roger Ling, however, 
thinks that private collections in the Roman villa “were somewhat arbitrarily compiled and arranged.”  Roger Ling, 
“Arts of Living,” in The Oxford History of the Roman World, ed. John Boardman, Jasper Griffin, and Oswyn 
Murray (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1991), 373. 
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that objects with Homeric text and imagery may have been in the villa as a way to jog the 

forgetful viewer’s mind when displaying his knowledge of the epic poet’s works.244   

I suggest that since the Republican period, Romans demonstrated an interest in visually 

connecting themselves to the traditions of paideia.  Sculptures and other works of art depicting 

Homer and his stories were often kept in libraries, sideFbyFside with the books.  A prime example 

of the Late Antique passion for collecting antiquities comes from the midFfifth century aristocrat, 

Lausos.245   Contemporary records indicate his collection was comprised of ancient Greek 

mythological statuary including the original sculpture (350 BCE) of Aphrodite by Praxiteles.246  

Although there has been much debate concerning the context of his sculptural  collection, 

modern scholars agree that the statuary was prominently displayed in Lausos’ palace, perhaps in 

his vast and lavish library among expensive copies of Latin and Greek literature, including 

Homeric poetry.  Bassett suggests that Lausos’ extensive collection of mythologicalFthemed 

sculpture may have been connected to the idea of prestige and the show of paideia.247  It is not 

hard to imagine a beautifully illustrated manuscript, like the Ambrosian Iliad, in a Late Antique 

library surrounded by other art objects that referenced the owner’s paideia. 

In addition to evidence of large collections of statuary, we also see a rise in the 

production of HomericFthemed metal objects during the Late Antique period.  Many of these 

objects favored the story of Achilles and Briseis from Book I of the Iliad.  One example, the 

fifthFcentury Doria bucket, or situla, currently housed in the Doria Pamphilj Gallery in Rome, 

contains two narratives from this particular story (fig. 3.2 and fig. 3.3).248   On one side, Achilles 

                                                 
244 Nicholas Horsfall, “Stesichorus at Bovillae?” Journal of Hellenic Studies 99 (1979): 34F35.  Horsfall uses the 
Tabulae Iliacae as his example. 
 
245 See Sarah Guberti Bassett, The Urban Image of Late Antique Constantinople (Cambridge, MA:  Cambridge 
University Press, 2004)  and Sarah Guberti Bassett, “’Exellent Offerings’:  The Lausos Collection in 
Constantinople,” Art Bulletin 82, no. 1 (March 2000): 6F25. 
 
246 Bassett,”Excellent Offerings,” 8F9. 
 
247 Bassett, The Urban Image, 100.  For an excellent survey of Lausos’ collection, see Bassett, “Excellent 
Offerings,” 8F11. 
 
248 Anneliese KossatzFDeissmann, “Briseis,” in Lexicon Iconographicum Mythologiae Classicae (LIMC), ed. Hans 
Christoph Ackermann and JeanFRobert Gisler (Zurich:  Artemis, 1981), 159.  For the monograph on the Doria 
bucket, including an extensive early bibliography, see Andrea Carandini, La secchia Doria: una ‘Storia de Achille’ 
tardo=antica (Rome:  De Luca, 1965).  For comparandi of the Briseis iconography see Andrea Carandini, La secchia 
Doria:  una ‘Storia di Achille’ tardo=antica (Rome:  De Luca, 1965), 13F18 and Malcom Bell, “The Doria Bucket,” 
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sits playing his lyre while Briseis is taken away by the heralds, Talthybius and Eurybates.249  A 

figure, who is probably Patroclus, stands behind him.  Next to this scene, Agamemnon gestures 

to the heralds.  On the other side of the situla, Achilles is again shown playing his lyre while 

Briseis, being led by a servant, approaches a sleeping Priam.  Kurt Weitzmann points out that 

these scenes are not entirely faithful to the story as told in the Iliad.  Thus, the artist must have 

been referring to romanticized narratives from the lost, early firstFcentury poem by Statius, titled 

Achilleis.250 The Doria situla is one of many objects from Late Antiquity, especially from the 

fourth and fifth centuries, that contained Achilles imagery.  The Ambrosian Iliad, whose story 

revolved around this popular hero, would have been an important component of a collection 

based on Homeric stories and heroes.  �
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The mos maiorum and all that it encompassed permeated all aspects of the Late Antique 

Roman’s life.  It was an essential part of what it meant to be Roman, or Romanatis.  As Shelley 

Hales explains in The Roman House and Social Identity, individual and collective public 

displays, such as the sacrifice and military service, were key ingredients during the Republican 

period for the establishment of Romanatis.251   

While the concept of Romanatis and the mos maiorum remained strong throughout 

Roman history, by Late Antiquity some of its rituals and traditions were relegated to the heroic 

past.  First, during the late fourth century, for instance, pagan sacrifice was outlawed, although 

                                                                                                                                                             
Age of Spirituality.  Late Antique and Early Christian Art, Third to Seventh Century:  Catalogue of the Exhibition at 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, November 19, 1977 through February 12, 1978, ed. Kurt Wetizmann (New York:  
The Museum, 1979, 219F220, no. 196. 
 
249 Carandini suggests that these two figures may be a herald and a soldier.  Carandini, La secchia Doria, 16. 
 
250 Bell, “The Doria Bucket,” 219F220, no. 196. This opinion is echoed by Carandini, La secchia Doria, 20F21.  The 
situla has been dated to the fifth century, which would make it approximately contemporary to the Ambrosian Iliad.  
Carandini compared the Ambrosian Iliad’s miniatures V, VI and VII to the Briseis scenes on the Doria situla as a 
reference to stylistic influences from Constantinople.  Carandini, La secchia Doria, 18F19.  
 
251 Hales, The Roman House, 14. 
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there is evidence that it did continue sporadically through the fifth century.252  Second, another 

aristocratic tradition of military service was obsolete by Late Antiquity.  The story of the Iliad 

required that the  Ambrosian Iliad’s images depict an elite actively involved both in the sacrifice 

and warfare.  The precedence for imposing antiquarian imagery on monuments was not new to 

the fifth century.  Perhaps the most famous example of this practice was the use of the Hadrianic 

roundels on the Arch of Constantine.253  Jaś Elsner echoes one of the most popularly held 

arguments, that Constantine commissioned the incorporation of spolia in order to align himself 

with his most esteemed predecessors.  As Elsner explains, “The effect is to compress time, so 

that the past – the eras of Trajan, Hadrian and Marcus – becomes assimilated with the 

present.”254  This association with the storied past would not have been lost on Late Antique 

viewers.   

The practice of referencing the past for the purpose of imparting a message for present 

viewers can be, in many ways, compared to images in the Ambrosian Iliad.  The antiquarian 

                                                 
252 Mary Beard, John North, and Simon Price, Religions of Rome (Cambridge, MA:  Cambridge University Press, 
1998), 387. 
 
253 According to its inscription, the Arch of Constantine was installed by the senate of Rome to honor Constantine’s 
victory over Maxentius at the Battle of the Milvian Bridge.  However, scholars disagree as to other meanings that 
the arch may have had for Constantine, the Senate, and the people of Rome.  Since the Renaissance, the impetus 
behind the use of spolia on this monument has been a subject of much discussion and contention by scholars.  
Marlowe proposes that the true patrons of this arch were the Senate of Rome, who commissioned it in honor of 
Constantine.  Moreover, she contends that the arch and spolia sent a message to the people of Rome regarding the 
Senate’s desire for the continued “preservation of the mos maiorum.”  See Diana E. E. Kleiner, “Arch of 
Constantine,” in The Encyclopedia of the History of Classical Archaeology, ed. Nancy Thomson de Grummond 
(Westport, CT:  Greenwood Press, 1996), 66; Diana E. E. Kleiner, Roman Sculpture (New Haven:  Yale University 
Press, 1992), 432; and Elizabeth Marlowe, “’That Customary Magnificence which is your due:’ Constantine and the 
Symbolic Capital of Rome,” Ph.D. diss,, Columbia University, 2004:   203F205, 231F232.  For an overview on the 
debate concerning the date of the monument, based on recent archaeological excavations, see:  Kleiner’s review of 
Curran’s work, Pagan City, at the following:     http://cccat.sas.upenn.edu/bmcr/2001/2001F07F17.html 
      The roundels appear to have been applied to the monument in pairs, with each unique sacrifice associated with 
its appropriate hunting scene.  On the north side:  Sacrifice to Apollo with the hunt of a boar and sacrifice to 
Hercules with the hunt of a lion.  On the south side:  Sacrifice to Silvanus with a scene of the departure for the hunt 
and sacrifice to Diana with the hunt of a bear.  For detailed descriptions and discussions of the possible meanings of 
these pairs, see Kleiner, Roman Sculpture, 446;  R. Ross Holloway, Constantine and Rome (New Haven:  Yale 
University Press, 2004), 19F53, esp. 20F23; Sandro de Maria, Gli archi onorari di Roma dell’Italia romana (Rome:  
“L’Erma” di Bretschneider, 1988), 209; and Curran, Pagan City, 86F90, esp. 88. 
     For an excellent discussion concerning spolia, see Richard Brilliant, “I piedistalli del giardino di Boboli:  spolia 
in se, spolia in re,” Prospettiva 31 (1982):  2F17 and Dale Kinney, “Spolio; Damnatio and Renovatio memoriae,” 
Memoirs of the American Academy 42 (1999): 117F48.  For an in depth discussion on the spolia on the Arch of 
Constantine see, Elsner, “From the Culture of Spolia,” 149F153.   
 
254 Elsner, “From the Culture of Spolia,” 163.   
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Roman iconography placed on a manuscript page can be likened to the application of spolia to a 

contemporary monument.   One cannot discount how the juxtaposition of antique Roman images 

with the Greek story may have informed viewing of the Ambrosian Iliad.  Thus, for the fifthF

century aristocrat, the antiquarian sacrificial and battle scenes referred to a heroic past that 

played a part in the fifthFcentury aristocrat’s perspective of his present.  

Antiquarian Military Iconography in the Ambrosian Iliad 

Given the subject matter of Homer’s Iliad, it is not surprising that twenty of the fiftyF

eight paintings in the Ambrosian Iliad are battle scenes.  Bianchi Bandinelli referred to the battle 

scenes in the Ambrosian Iliad as hackneyed copies of traditional Roman iconography (fig. 

1.5).255  As he pointed out, the compositions are very similar to those found on thirdFcentury 

sarcophagi, like the Ludovisi Sarcophagus (ca. 250) on which the figures are lined up in defined 

registers with one army arrayed against the other in a crowded field (fig. 3.4).256  There are many 

examples of consistency in the battle scenes of the Ambrosian Iliad.  The Greek soldiers are 

shown with round shields that have a depression in the middle, while the Trojans occasionally 

carry rectangular ones.  The colors of the shields represent different material, orangeFyellow for 

leather and blue for bronze.257  Cardinal Mai, in his early study of the clothing and armor in the 

Ambrosian Iliad, noted that the artist depicted the Greek soldiers in Roman amor while the 

Trojans were shown as the foreigners who, in spite of wearing similar armor, wore Phrygian 

caps.258   

I suggest that this attention to detail and consistency in the depictions of each army was 

intentionally designed so that viewers could recognize specific aspects of each battle scene, 

especially in regard to the pivotal moments of the story.  The artist differentiated between martial 

scenes by applying the same device as the author of the Iliad.  Homer used several formulaic 

themes in the epic poem that can best be seen in the battle sequence.  In order to differentiate 

between battle scenes, he varied the details, such as the descriptions of shields and religious 

                                                 
255 Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 102. 
 
256 Ibid., 123.  For a description and bibliography on the Ludovisi Sarcophagus, see Kleiner, Roman Sculpture, 388F
390, 396. 
 
257 Ibid., 102.   
 
258Ceriani, Calderini, and Mai, Ilias Ambrosiana, 53F57. 
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ceremonies.259  Consequently, Homer used the fairly homogenous nature of the battle sequences 

as a backdrop to highlight the pivotal moments in the story, like the deaths of Hector and 

Patroclus.  Once the audience heard the description of the first battle, when they heard it again, 

they recognized the words and cadence.  Thus, the imagery did not distract from the central point 

of the narrative.  The Ambrosian Iliad’s artist may have been driven by the same motivations.  

Like Homer, the artist’s prime objective was to use the battle scenes as backdrops for the main 

story lines, much in the same manner as stage scenery.  It is likely that pattern books and other 

familiar precedents were used by the painter to provide the basics of the scene.260  When applied 

in this way, the artist could concentrate on the pivotal moments that each battle represents. For 

example, Miniature XLII depicts the Greeks, on the right side of the picture, meeting the Trojans 

in handFtoFhand combat (fig. 3.5 and fig. 3.6).261  In the very center of the composition, the 

Greek soldier Idomeneus, who carries an oval purple shield, kills the Trojan Othryoneus and 

drags him off the battlefield by his foot.262  The fact that a Greek drags his dead foe off of 

battlefield foreshadows the ultimate Greek victory at the end of the war.  There is no question 

that this scene is a very dramatic one and makes specific an otherwise generic battle image.   

Battle scenes had long been a mainstay of Roman art; this is not surprising given that the 

success of Rome depended on the strength of its armies.  In its very earliest history, the Roman 

army was led by aristocratic officers who, like their Greek counterparts, temporarily left their 

civilian lives to fight whenever they were called.  One of Rome’s earliest legends, and a popular 

one during Late Antiquity, concerned Lucius Quinctius Cincinnatus, a midFfifth century BCE 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
259 James C. Hogan and Robert Fitzgerald, A Guide to The Iliad:  Based on the Translation by Robert Fitzgerald 
(Garden City, NY:  Anchor Books, 1979), 33F34. 
 
260 Woodford,  The Trojan War, 67.  
 
261 This scene was chosen based on the following criteria:  it is representative of the Late Antique and Ambrosian 
Iliad’s style of representing a battle, it refers to a specific and identifiable narrative in the Iliad, and the painting is in 
the best condition. 
 
262 Homer, Iliad, trans. Rodney Merrill (Ann Arbor:  University of Michigan Press, 2007), 13.369F373.   “…So old 
Priam to him made promise and nodded agreement, giving the girl; he, trusting his promises, entered the battle.  It 
was at him that Idómeneus aimed with his glittering spear and threw it and hit him as he strode haughtily, nor did the 
brazen breastplate he wore protect him – the spear stuck square in his belly.” [τῷ δ᾽ ὁ γέρων Πρίαoος ὑπό τ᾽ 
ἔσχετο καὶ κατένευσε δωσέoεναι: ὃ δὲ oάρναθ᾽ ὑποσχεσίῃσι πιθήσας.  Ἰδοoενεὺς δ᾽ αὐτοῖο τιτύσκετο δουρὶ 
φαεινῷ,  καὶ βάλεν ὕψι βιβάντα τυχών: οὐδ᾽ ἤρκεσε θώρηξ χάλκεος, ὃν φορέεσκε, oέσῃ δ᾽ ἐν γαστέρι πῆξε. 
δούπησεν δὲ πεσών: ὃ δ᾽ ἐπεύξατο φώνησέν τε .] 
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aristocratic landowner who was called from his beloved farm to serve as dictator when Rome 

was threatened by invading barbarians, the Aequi.  Cincinnatus reluctantly put down his plough, 

gathered an army, defeated the enemy, and after fifteen days as dictator, resigned his title and 

returned to his farm.263  In the succeeding centuries, Cincinnatus served as a role model of the 

selfless aristocrat who fought for honor, pride, and civic duty.  Early Roman history was replete 

with stories of aristocratic families who responded to adversity with dignitas and pietas.  A 

popular story was told of the Fabii family who fought against the Etruscans of Veii during a 

cattle run across the Roman border in 479 BCE.  The Romans fought valiantly and were all 

killed save for one.  It was not unusual for the Romans to recast their historical accounts to 

mirror those of the Greeks, and in this example, the Fabii were compared to the Spartans at 

Thermopylae.264    

As Adrian Goldsworthy has pointed out, many of these revisionist history lessons by 

Roman authors like Livy (59–17 BCE) may have originated as epic tales documenting the heroic 

deeds of the ancient aristocratic families.265  By the time of the Late Republic and Early Empire, 

Roman armies had become more organized and proved to be an excellent training ground for the 

young aristocrat.  The upheavals of the third century, however, led to drastic reforms of the 

Roman government and army, which resulted in a standing army staffed by professional soldiers. 

Consequently, the elite were rarely directly involved with the military. By the fifth century, the 

Roman army was mostly comprised of foreign mercenaries and recruits who were often forced to 

enlist.266  The army was no longer the preferred career path for upFandFcoming Roman 

aristocrats; instead, they were imperial bureaucrats who worked their way up the elite ladder 

through civic service to their emperor. 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
263 Adrian Goldsworthy, Roman Warfare (London:  Cassell, 2000), 37. 
 
264 Ibid., 33.  Goldsworthy suggests that the Roman story may have been invented.   
 
265 Ibid., 30. 
 
266 Michael C. Speidel, “Armaments,” in Late Antiquity – A Guide to the Postclassical World, ed. G. W. Bowersock, 
Peter Brown, and Oleg Grabar (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1999), 315F317.   Adrian Goldworthy, The 
Complete Roman Army (London:  Thames and Hudson, 2003), 6F11 and 200F214.  For an excellent review of the 
primary literary, archaeological and epigraphical sources for reconstructing the Roman Army, see Goldworthy, The 
Complete Roman Army, 8F13. 
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In spite of the fact that few Late Antique aristocrats used the army for career 

advancement, they were still surrounded by archaistic reminders of their ancestors’ proud service 

in the military.  Beginning in the fourth century, the earlier tradition of military service was so 

important that military “jargon” permeated many aspects of civil bureaucracy.  Ancient authors 

described elite bureaucrats as militate oficilias versus militate armata.  They were paid with 

annonae and capitum, which were also the terms for military pay.  The analogy between elite 

workers’ and military service even went so far as to describe their official garb as vestis, or a 

uniform.267   Like military officers, these government officials were fond of wearing badges of 

rank, called segmenta.  The Late Antique aristocrats’ fascination with the military and its strict 

hierarchy emphasized the importance of outer appearance as it related to status.  As the fifthF

century writer Salvian (ca. 400/405F429) noted, “When a man changes his garment he changes 

his rank.”268  Thus, when viewing the Ambrosian Iliad’s battle scenes, the Late Antique viewer 

participated in the ongoing dialogue with the traditions of his past as supported by the devotion 

of the present to the mos maiorum. 

I suggest that the imagery in the Ambrosian Iliad’s battle scenes depicted more than the 

narratives in the Homeric story.  It contained iconography traditionally used in Roman battle art, 

and more importantly, represented moral characteristics that exemplified the mos maiorum, 

including dignitas and virtus.   During the Republican period, the equestrian section of a legion, 

on average 300 cavalry and 4,200 infantry, was comprised of members from the aristocratic or 

wealthiest level of society.  Equestrians were often volunteers who entered the military as a way 

to further their careers and personal coffers.  These high ranking officers fought on horseback 

wearing a helmet, cuirass, and circular shield.269   While the Greeks depicted the nude heroic 

                                                 
267 Smith, “The Imperial Court,” 181 and 181, footnotes 82 and 83.  See also, Gavin Kelly, “Emperors, Government 
and Bureaucracy,” in The Cambridge Ancient History, ed. A. Cameron and P. Garnsey (London:  Cambridge 
University Press, 1982), 168. 
 
268 http://www.tertullian.org/fathers/salvian_gov_04_book4.htm#C7 
Governance of God, 4.7.  English translation.   
 
“Ubi enim quis mutaverit vestem, mutat protinus dignitatem.” 
From the “Documenta Catholica Omnia” website,  
http://www.documentacatholicaomnia.eu/04z/z_0400F
0470__Salvianus_Massiliensis_Episcopus__De_Gubernatione_Dei_Octo_Libri__MLT.pdf.html 
 
269 Goldsworthy, The Complete Roman Army, 27, 65F67.   
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soldier, the Roman heroes were always shown in full armor, which was a means of indicating 

their dignitas.270   The images of the cavalry soldier charging into battle to protect his fellow 

Romans evoked the heroic characteristics inherent in the concept of virtus.   The pose of the 

horseman holding a spear aloft in his hand during the charge was especially evocative for the 

Romans.271   The battle scenes in the Ambrosian Iliad consistently include this pose, as shown in 

miniature XLII, where a mounted soldier in the background on the right charges his enemy while 

holding a spear in his right hand (fig. 3.5 and fig. 3.6).  This type was especially popular on 

secondF and thirdF century sarcophagi, like the Battle Sarcophagus from Concordia University 

(160F170) (fig. 3.7).272  To the left of the central figure, the cavalryman attacks the enemy in this 

same pose.  Another example can be seen on the Ludovisi Sarcophagus from ca. 250 (fig. 3.4).  

Two combatants fight each other on horseback in the upper register on the left of the 

sarcophagus, a type also found in the Ambrosian Iliad.273  In the right upper register of the 

sarcophagus, a mounted soldier charges the enemy while holding a spear in his raised right hand.   

The connection between the charging mounted horseman and virtus was so powerful that 

the emperors of Late Antiquity exploited the type on coins.274  During the crisis of the third 

century, many of the emperors were drawn from the military ranks.  Their coins reflect this 

background and their need to justify their rule through the use of this pose and its connection to 

virtus.  The emperors Probus (ca. 232F282), Severus II (d. 307), Galerius (250F311), and 

Constans (ca. 320F350) all struck coins using the charging mounted horseman pose (fig. 3.8). 

During the fourth century, the emperor’s image evolved to a mounted soldierFemperor waving an 

empty hand as he trampled over the enemy.  By the end of the fourth century, imperial 

                                                 
270 Toni Hölscher, “Images of War in Greece and Rome:  Between Military Practice, Public Memory, and Cultural 
Symbolism,” The Journal of Roman Studies 93 (2003): 8.  Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 
102. 
 
271 Jane Francis, “A Roman Battle Sarcophagus at Concordia University, Montreal,” Phoenix vol. 54, no ¾ (2000): 
334. 
 
272 Ibid., 336.  Francis suggests that the sarcophagus’ central figure on horseback may have been a portrait of a very 
young aristocratic soldier who may have died in battle.  Another option is that the motif represented the family’s 
dashed hopes for a young life that had been destined for military career. 
 
273 Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 95.   For a history of the cavalry in early Rome, see 
McDonnell, Roman Manliness, 185F195. 
 
274 McDonnell, Roman Manliness, 150. 
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iconography had completely erased any reference to an enemy. It was enough to show an 

isolated mounted emperor with a raised hand who protected the state and the Gloria romanorum 

(fig. 3.9).275   

The battle scenes in the Ambrosian Iliad, and in particular the images of the mounted 

cavalryman, were especially relevant to the fifthFcentury aristocrat.  During the fifth and sixth 

centuries, the cavalry became more prevalent due to the need to fight nomadic invaders, like the 

Huns, who fought on horseback.  While aristocrats rarely participated in military campaigns, 

these current events were evocative of a gloried past when their own aristocratic ancestors rode 

against the enemy to protect and secure the mos maiorum.  This display of virtus and its 

antiquarian connection influenced imperial political iconography as evidenced by the 

development of coin imagery.  What began as iconography of the pose of the horseman holding a 

spear aloft in his hand during the charge, originally used by the aristocrats, transferred and 

evolved to a codified iconic image of an emperor who, like the elite, exemplified virtus and the 

mos maiorum while protecting the wellFbeing of the Empire. 

Pagan Sacrifice and Antiquarianism 

In the most pronounced of the archaized references in The Ambrosian Iliad, Greek heroes 

and kings performed pagan sacrifices in a distinctly Roman manner.  The images of a banned 

pagan custom would have been a recent memory for Late Antique Christians in the midFfifth 

century.  It was merely during the late fourth and early fifth century that a series of laws and 

edicts were passed prohibiting pagan activity, and, in particular pagan sacrifice.276  In 391, the 

Codex Theodosius gave bishops the authority to enforce the destruction of pagan altars.277  In 

early 399, Arcadius (383F408) and Honorius (384F423) passed laws to tear down pagan temples 

throughout the Roman Empire, hoping that it would end belief in pagan religion.278   For fifthF

century aristocrats, the memory and traditions of their ancestors’ pagan sacrifices were very 

recent.  Until the end of the fourth century, senators continued to participate in the College of 

                                                 
275 Richard Brilliant, Gesture and Rank in Roman Art:  The Use of Gestures to Denote Status in Roman Sculpture 
and Coinage (New Haven:  The Academy, 1963), 181F185. 
 
276 Margaret Susan Milhous, “Honos and Virtus in Roman Art,” Ph.D. diss., Boston University, 1992: 17.   
 
277 Codex Theodosianus, 16.10.19. 
 
278 Ibid., 16.10.16.   
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Pontiffs, Collegium Pontificum, as highFranking priests.279  Throughout the fifth and sixth 

centuries, emperors continued to create legislation banning pagan sacrifice, probably in response 

to its continued use.  A writer from Rome describes witnessing a pagan festival in honor of 

Osiris during a trip through Italy in the early fifth century.280 

The Romans believed that sacrifices made by aristocrats on behalf of Rome were to 

protect her.  Even in the late fourth century, when Christians and pagans debated whether 

sacrifices should be maintained, some authors thought that it might not be a bad idea to hold on 

to the pagan traditions, just in case they were needed for the welfare of the Roman Empire.  For 

example, the pagan author and rhetorician, Libanius (314Fca. 393) explained:  

     And the most crucial point of all – those who appear to have been our chief opponents 
in this particular have honored the gods even against their will.  And who might these be?  
Why, those who have not dared rob Rome of its sacrifices.  Yet, if all this business of 
sacrifice is nonsense, then why has not the nonsense been stopped?  If it is harmful, then 
isn’t this all the more reason?  But if the stability of empire depends on the sacrifices 
performed there, we must consider that sacrifice is everywhere to our advantage; the gods 
in Rome grant greater blessings, those in the countryside and the other cities, lesser ones, 
but any sensible man would welcome even such as these.281   
 
As noted in Chapter Two, one of the last known pagan senators and one of the most 

vociferous in his defense of the sacrifice was the Roman senator Symmachus.   In 384, 

Symmachus’ wrote several letters to the emperor concerning the removal of the Altar of Victory 

from the Senate.  Originally established by Augustus in 33 BCE, the altar was traditionally the 

place where senators gave oaths of honor before each Senate meeting.  In 382, the Emperor 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
279 Male members from powerful and wealthy families could be elected to this college as a pontiff, or high priest.   
In addition to their participation in the state religion, we even see an expansion of aristocratic participation in the 
mystery cults, including the cult of Mithras.  Mary Beard attributes this increase in aristocratic pagan activity to a 
reaction against the emperor’s support of Christianity as a way “to redefine (and expand) their ancestral heritage.”  
Beard, North and Price, Religions of Rome, 383.   
 
280 Beard, North and Price, Religions of Rome, 387. 
 
281 Libanius, Selected Orations, trans. A. F. Norman (Cambridge, MA:  Harvard University Press, 1977), 2.30.33. 
[Τὸ δὲ �έγιστον, οἱ �άλιστα τοῦτο τὸ �έρος ἀτι�άσαι δοκοῦντες καὶ ἄκοντες τετι�ήκασι. τίνες οὗτοι; 
οἱ τὴν Ῥώ�ην τοῦ θύειν οὐ τολ�ήσαντες ἀφελέσθαι. καίτοι εἰ �ὲν �άταιον ἅπαν τοῦτο τὸ  
περὶ τὰς θυσίας, τί �ὴ τὸ �άταιον ἐκωλύθη; εἰ δὲ καὶ βλαβερόν, πῶς οὐ ταύτῃ γε �ᾶλλον; εἰ δ’ ἐν 
ταῖς ἐκεῖ θυσίαις κεῖται τὸ βέβαιον τῆς ἀρχῆς, ἁπανταχοῦ δεῖ νο�ίζειν λυσιτελεῖν τὸ θύειν καὶ διδόναι 
τοὺς �ὲν ἐν Ῥώ�ῃ δαί�ονας τὰ �είζω, τοὺς δ’ ἐν τοῖς ἀγροῖς ἢ καὶ τοῖς ἄλλοις ἄστεσιν ἐλάττω, 
δέξαιτο δ’ ἄν τις�εὖ φρονῶν καὶ τὰ τηλικαῦτα.] 
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Gratian removed the altar and refused the title of Pontifex Maximus.282  Symmachus’ letters 

concerning what would later be dubbed “The Affair of the Altar of Victory” reveal his real fear 

concerning this very public break between the state of Rome and its traditions.  In his letter to 

Gratian’s successor, Valentinian II, Symmachus begs the emperor for the return of the Altar, 

which he felt was vital for the continued health of the empire: “Grant, I beg you, that what in our 

youth we took over from our fathers, we may in our old age hand on to posterity.  The love of 

established practice is a powerful sentiment.”283    

As we can see from Symmachus’ reaction to the removal of the Altar of Victory, his 

interest in preserving pagan worship had as much to do with mos maiorum as it did with the 

ramifications of turning away from the old gods: “To this line of thought must be added the 

argument derived from ‘benefits conferred,’ for herein rests the most emphatic proof to man of 

the existence of the gods.  Man’s reason moves entirely in the dark; his knowledge of divine 

influences can be drawn from no better source than from the recollection and the evidences of 

good fortune received from them.  If long passage of time lends validity to religious observances, 

we ought to keep faith with so many centuries we ought to follow our forefathers and were 

blessed in so doing.”284   

Evidently, pagan practice did not die easily, since legislation as late as 423 changed the 

penalty for paganism from death to “exile and confiscation.”285  We know from literary and 

archaeological evidence that these practices and the memory of them took longer to die.  Even 

after the official demise of paganism, Symmachus’ son listed the religious title of “pontificate” 

on his own epitaph.286  The persistence of paganism into the fifth century shows that the 

                                                 
282 Beard, North and Price, Religions of Rome, 374F375. 
 
283 Symmachus, Prefect and Emperor:  The Relationes of Symmachus A.D. 384, trans. R. H. Barrow (, 3.4.2 
(Translated by R. H. Barrow).  [Praestate, or vos, ut ea quae pueri suscepimus, sense posteris relinquamus.  
Consuetudinis amor magnus est…] 
 
284 Ibid., 3.8F9.  [accedit utilitas, quae maxime homini deos adserit.  nam cum ratio omnis in operto sit, unde rectius 
quam de memoria atque documentis rerum secundarum cognitio venit numinum?  iam si longa aetas auctoritatem 
religionibus faciat, servanda est tot saeculis fides et sequendi sunt nobis parentes, qui secuti sunt feliciter suos.] 
 
285 Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 106.   
 
286 Clifford Ando, “The Palladium and the Pentateuch:  Towards a Sacred Topography of the Later Roman Empire,”  
Phoenix 55, no ¾ (Autumn/Winter 2001): 379.   [Eusebii.|Q. Aur. Symmacho v.c.,|quaest., praet., pontifici|maiori, 
correctori Lucaniae et Brittiorum,|comiti ordinas tertii,|procons. Africae, pref.|urb., cos. ordinario.|oratori 
disertissimo,|Q. Fab. Memm. Symmachus|v.c. patri optimo.] 
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antiquarian movement did not have to reach too far in the past for its references.  Memories of 

family members participating in these pagan religious activities would have been relatively fresh 

for the fifthFcentury viewers of the Ambrosian Iliad. 

By extension, if the sacrifice assured the “security of the empire,” then the person 

performing that sacrifice was responsible for the wellFbeing of the Roman Empire.287  

Historically, the elite were responsible for the proper performance of sacrifices as needed to 

protect the State.  The fourthFcentury historian Ammianus Marcellinus made a reference to the 

direct relationship between a prefect sacrificing at a pagan altar and the desired positive result: 

“And presently by the will of the divine power that gave increase to Rome from its cradle and 

promised that it should last forever, while Tertullus was sacrificing in the temple of Castor and 

Pollux at Ostia, a calm smoothed the sea the wind changed to a gentle southern breeze, and the 

ships entered the harbour under full sail and again crammed the storehouses with grain.”288  

Thus, for the Roman aristocrat, performing a sacrifice was his way of confirming his Romanitas, 

as the keeper of the sacred trust between the Roman people and their deities.289 

There are five extant scenes in the Ambrosian Iliad that depict sacrifices.  The Ambrosian 

Iliad’s iconography consistently references not only the Roman method of sacrificing, but also 

the aristocrat’s involvement and responsibilities surrounding this activity.  Among the extant 

miniatures of the Ambrosian Iliad, two scenes involve sacrifice by the aristocratic Greek ruler, 

Agamemnon.  It was quite common in the Iliad for the kings and chieftains to offer up sacrifices, 

especially after an unpleasant event.  In the first example, Miniature IV refers to a sacrifice made 

by Agamemnon as a result of offending the god Phoebus Apollo (fig. 3.10 and fig. 3.11).  During 

a raid on the towns surrounding Troy, the Greeks captured two beautiful girls, Briseis and 

Chryseis.  Chryseis was given to Agamemnon and Briseis was awarded to Achilles as their war 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
287 Wolfgang Liebeschütz, Continuity and Change in Roman Religion (Oxford:  Clarendon Press, 1979), 243 and 
302. 
 
288 Ammianus Marcellinus, Surviving Books, 19.10.4 (trans. John C. Rolfe). 
[Moxque divni arbitrio numinis, quod auxit ab incunabulis Romam, perpetuamque fore spopondit, dum Tertullus 
apud Ostia in aede sacrificat Castorum, tranquillitas mare mollivit, mutatoque in austrum placidum vento, 
velificatione plena portum naves ingressae, frumentis horrea referserunt.] 
 
289 George Heyman, The Power of Sacrifice:  Roman and Christian Discourses in Conflict (Washington, D.C.:  
Catholic University of America Press, 2007), 41. 
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prizes.  When Chryseis’ father prayed to Phoebus Apollo for her safe return, the god sent a 

plague to the Greek camp.  In desperation, Agamemnon made a sacrifice of hecatombs of bulls 

and goats in an attempt to appease Apollo.290  Agamemnon is shown as the second figure from 

the left on the front row of the painting.  According to Bianchi Bandinelli’s study of types, 

Agamemnon is shown in the Ambrosian Iliad as a “regal type,” who normally wears a diadem.291  

While it is hard to tell in this miniature if the figure is wearing a diadem, the body position, 

centrally located in the composition and wearing the color purple, does suggest that this is, 

indeed Agamemnon.  Although we cannot identify his three companions, they must be 

aristocrats too since they are wearing the color purple which was reserved for the elite.292  The 

artist has chosen to portray the scene as the lustral sacrifice which was specific to the Romans.  

Also known as the suovetaurilia, it was a multiple sacrifice of a pig, sheep, and bull.  The 

ceremony involved driving the three animals around a designated sacred precinct.  At the end of 

each circuit, one of the animals was killed and prayers were offered up for Mars to bless the 

Romans and curse their enemies.  The suovetaurilia served to purify the army before a battle or a 

campaign.293    Consequently, this specific sacrifice was a stock scene on many public imperial 

monuments, such as Trajan’s Column (fig. 3.12).294  Evidently, when the artist was called upon 

                                                 
290 A hecatomb is a sacrifice of 100 animals.  Homer, Iliad, 1.314F317 (trans. Rodney Merrill).  “They thus having 
embarked out on the watery pathway; Atreus’ son then ordered the host to wash off the pollution.  So they washed it 
away, the defilements threw in the seaFbrine, then for Apollo they offered up hecatombs full and effective, bulls and 
mature goats, there on the shore of the desolate seaFbrine; eddying round in the smoke their savor ascended to 
heaven.”  [οἳ oὲν ἔπειτ᾽ ἀναβάντες ἐπέπλεον ὑγρὰ κέλευθα,  λαοὺς δ᾽ Ἀτρεΐδης ἀπολυoαίνεσθαι ἄνωγεν:  οἳ δ᾽ 
ἀπελυoαίνοντο καὶ εἰς ἅλα λύoατα βάλλον,  315ἕρδον δ᾽ Ἀπόλλωνι τεληέσσας ἑκατόoβας ταύρων ἠδ᾽ αἰγῶν παρὰ 
θῖν᾽ ἁλὸς ἀτρυγέτοιο:  κνίση δ᾽ οὐρανὸν ἷκεν ἑλισσοoένη περὶ καπνῷ.] 
 
291 Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 136. 
 
292  The color purple had been designated as the color of the elite perhaps as early as ca. 1500 BCE, when we have 
evidence of trade of the redFpurple dye.  We have literary evidence of its value as a symbol of status from the 
fourteenth century BCE.  The Greeks and Romans also adopted the color for its elite as well.  For a study on the 
color purple in ancient societies, see Meyer Reinhold, History of Purple as a Status Symbol in Antiquity (Brussels:  
Latomus, 1970).    
 
293 Wade W. Fowler, The Religious Experience of the Roman People (London:  MacMillan and Co., 1911), 215.  See 
also, Beard, Religions, 152F153. 
 
294 In this scene from Trajan’s column, the purification of the newly constructed Roman camp can be seen.  In the 
center Trajan, in his priestly garb, is making a sacrifice with a patera in his right hand.  To the right, attendants lead 
a bull, sheep, and cow around the walls of the camp. 
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to paint a scene of a sacrifice, and, in particular, one that involved an army, he drew on what he 

knew best, the suovetaurilia.   

The second scene from the Ambrosian Iliad involving the sacrifice by the elite is in 

Miniature XIII, which again features Agamemnon as the religious official.  In this scene, the 

Iliad mentions that Agamemnon makes a sacrifice of a bull to the god Zeus (fig. 3.13 and fig. 

3.14).295  The sacrifice of the bull was a prominent subject in Roman art, as exemplified in the 

Augustan period’s Altar of Manlius (fig. 3.15).296  The altar’s inscription refers to Manlius the 

censer, most probably the figure on the right.297  In this relief, Manlius officiates as a sacerdos, 

or priest.298  On the left, in a pose very similar to the axeFwielding figure in the Ambrosian Iliad, 

the assistant, called the popa, wields a doubleFheaded ax above the lowered head of the 

sacrificial victim.299  When compared to the sacrificial scene in the Ambrosian Iliad, it is evident 

that the sculptor references the same motif. 

                                                 
295 Homer, Iliad, 2.402F418 (trans. Rodney Merrill). “But a fat bull of five years Agamemnon, lord of the people, 
offered as a victim to Zeus, the allFpowerful scion of Kronos, after he summoned the elders and noblest of all the 
Achaians, Nestor the first of them all, and the lord Idómeneus also, then right after, the two Ajaxes and Tydeus’ 
scion; sixth among them was Odysseus, the equal of Zeus in devices.  But of himself came there the great crier of 
war Meneláos, for in his heart he knew his own brother and how he was busied.  Circling the bull they stood, and the 
barley meal lifted above it; raising a prayer, thus spoke out among them strong Agamemnon:  ‘Zeus most honored 
and mighty, the darkFcloud dweller of heaven, now may the sun not set and the shadows of night come upon us, 
ever, until I have thrown to the earth the great palace of Priam, blackened with smoke, and have kindled its gates in 
fiery blazes, and from about his breast I have riven the tunic of Hektor with a bronze sword into shreds; let many 
companions around him fall headlong in the dust, and the earth in their teeth be taken.”  [αὐτὰρ ὃ βοῦν ἱέρευσε 
ἄναξ ἀνδρῶν Ἀγαoέoνων πίονα πενταέτηρον ὑπερoενέϊ Κρονίωνι,  κίκλησκεν δὲ γέροντας ἀριστῆας Παναχαιῶν,    
Νέστορα oὲν πρώτιστα καὶ Ἰδοoενῆα ἄνακτα, αὐτὰρ ἔπειτ᾽ Αἴαντε δύω καὶ Τυδέος υἱόν,  ἕκτον δ᾽ αὖτ᾽ Ὀδυσῆα �ιὶ 
oῆτιν ἀτάλαντον.  αὐτόoατος δέ οἱ ἦλθε βοὴν ἀγαθὸς Μενέλαος:  ᾔδεε γὰρ κατὰ θυoὸν ἀδελφεὸν ὡς ἐπονεῖτο.     
βοῦν δὲ περιστήσαντο καὶ οὐλοχύτας ἀνέλοντο:  τοῖσιν δ᾽ εὐχόoενος oετέφη κρείων Ἀγαoέoνων:  Ζεῦ κύδιστε 
oέγιστε κελαινεφὲς αἰθέρι ναίων  oὴ πρὶν ἐπ᾽ ἠέλιον δῦναι καὶ ἐπὶ κνέφας ἐλθεῖν  πρίν oε κατὰ πρηνὲς βαλέειν 
Πριάoοιο oέλαθρον  αἰθαλόεν, πρῆσαι δὲ πυρὸς δηΐοιο θύρετρα,  Ἑκτόρεον δὲ χιτῶνα περὶ στήθεσσι δαΐξαι  χαλκῷ 
ῥωγαλέον: πολέες δ᾽ ἀoφ᾽ αὐτὸν ἑταῖροι πρηνέες ἐν κονίῃσιν ὀδὰξ λαζοίατο γαῖαν.] 
 
296 Ittai Gradel, Emperor Worship and Roman Religion (Oxford:  Clarendon Press, 2002), 251F260, fig. 11.1. 
 
297 Brilliant, Gesture, 84.  Richard Brilliant suggests that Manlius must be the figure on the right based on his 
prominence in the composition and the fact that the attention of all the other participants is directed at him.   
 
298 Ibid., 84.   
 
299 This image was a popular one in the early Imperial period.  Zanker suggests that it was a way for Augustus “to 
show the return of pietas, how the people would now be protected.”  He also suggests that showing the moment of 
the raising of the axe heightens the suspense and emotion of the scene.  Zanker, Power of Images, 114 and 129. 
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  In the Ambrosian Iliad’s version of the bull sacrifice, a round Greek shield leans against 

the altar.  I believe that this, combined with Zeus floating over the sacrifice, refers to the future 

success of the Greeks in the war.  The full beard, crown, and halo are consistent with other 

images of Zeus in the Ambrosian Iliad with his full beard, crown, and halo.300  The participants 

are lined up to the right in the same order as described in the poem.  Agamemnon, who stands in 

the front of the line, makes a sacrifice from a patera held in his right hand.  He is identifiable not 

only by his prominence in the composition, but also by his purple cloak and diadem.301   

The clothing worn by the heroes in this miniature is of particular interest because 

Idomeneus, Aias Oileus, and Diomedes have the uniquely Late Antique decoration of the 

segmenta, or small squares, sewn onto their clothing.  The segmenta were symbols of rank worn 

by aristocrats and their servants between the third through sixth centuries.302  Occasionally, they 

included extensive decorations that imitated jewels or paintings.303  In the fifth century, Sidonius 

Apollinaris mentions segmenta when he describes a friend’s daughter weaving her father’s 

consular robe with scenes of mythological weddings, “But on a high strip of embroidery upon 

the consular robe she had playfully fashioned all the famous tales of oldFtime marriages.”304  

Although Bianchi Bandinelli claims that use of segmenta on the garments of the Ambrosian Iliad 

is inconsistent and indicates a sixthFcentury date, this is not conclusive. 305   Unfortunately, 

                                                 
300 Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 109. 
 
301Ibid., 59 and 136. 
 
302 See Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 97F102. 
 
303 Michael Dewar, “Spinning the Trabea:  Consular Robes and Propaganda in the Panegyrics of Claudian,” in 
Roman Dress and the Fabrics of Roman Culture, eds. Jonathan Edmondson and Alison Keith (Toronto:  University 
of Toronto Press, 2008), 219.  An example of the extensive use of segmenta is the scene of the Three Magi on the 
hem of Theodora’s cloak on the mosaic in San Vitale (6th century).   
 
304 Sidonius Apollinaris, Poems, 15.158F159.  [Attamen in trabea segmento luserat alto quod priscis inlustre toris.] 
 
305 According to Bianchi Bandinelli, the application of the segmenta in the Ambrosian Iliad was not consistent since 
it was used indiscriminately on clothing worn by servants, Greeks, and Trojans.  He concludes that the inconsistent 
application of the segmenta implied that the artist did not fully understand the meaning of the symbol, thus proving 
that he was far removed from the time of its use which ended during the sixth century.  Thus, Bianchi Bandinelli 
uses this analysis to date the Ambrosian Iliad in the early sixth century.  See Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=
Byzantine Miniatures, 97F102 for an extensive discussion concerning segmentum and their significance, as well as 
comparandi.   
     Bianchi Bandinelli’s argument is not wellFfounded.  First, the segmenta was used consistently throughout the 
Ambrosian Iliad on aristocrats and their servants.  Second, the segmenta was worn over a long time period, third 
through the sixth century. 
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without any other supporting evidence, it is impossible to date an image to a specific century 

based on the use of segmenta alone.  The only thing that is certain with this very important 

sartorial detail is that the Ambrosian Iliad was certainly painted during the Late Antique Period 

no earlier than third century when the segmenta first became popular and, no later than the sixth 

century when it went out of style.  

Another reference to pagan sacrifice occurs in Miniature XII (fig. 3.16 and fig. 3.17).  

According to the Iliad, Calchas saw in a vision a very large snake climbing a tree to eat a mother 

sparrow and her eight chicks.  The sparrow and her progeny represented the nine years that the 

Greeks would be at war with Troy.  A round shield rests against the altar to the left of Calchas, as 

if to emphasize the prophecy’s prediction that the Greeks will eventually be triumphant. 

Centered in the composition, and raising his right hand in the traditional ancient gesture of 

explaining a prophecy, the Greek seer, Calchas, makes a prediction at a Roman altar (fig. 3.16 

and fig. 3.17).306  He wears the ubiquitous Roman toga which, as a common article of clothing, 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
306  Homer, Iliad, 2.299F329 (trans. Rodney Merrill).  “Take heart, friends, and remain for a time yet, so that we find 
out whether the prophecy Kalchas has uttered is true or is not true.  For in my spirit I know this well, and indeed all 
of you are witnesses, whom Death’s agents have not gone taking you with them:  when but a day or two after the 
ships of the Achaians in Aulis gathered to carry disaster to Priam and all of the Trojans we were at that time, close to 
the spring, on the sacred altar making the deathless gods our hecatombs full and effective, under a beautiful plane 
tree, from which ran shimmering water; there then appeared a great omen, a snake with a back that was blood red, 
dreadful and grim – the Olympian lord brought it to the daylight.  Darting from under the altar, it rose up onto the 
plane tree.  Therein then were the young of a sparrow, her delicate children – under the leaves on the topmost branch 
they cowered in terror; eight there were, and the ninth was the mother who bore those children.  All of the young it 
devoured most piteously as they twittered, while their mother was fluttering round and lamenting her children.  
Coiling to spring, by the wing it seized her shrieking about them.  Finally, when it had eaten the sparrow’s children 
and her too, then it was made a clear sign by the god who before had revealed it, turned to a stone by the scion of 
Kronos of crooked devices.  Thereupon, standing about, we marveled at all that had happened.  So when the gods’ 
sacrifices the dread portent interrupted, Kalchas at once spoke out, prophesying, and thus he addressed us: ‘Why are 
you hushed in silence you longFhaired men, you Alchaians?  This great omen for us Zeus Counselor brought to our 
vision, late come, late in fulfillment, the fame of it never to perish.  As this serpent has eaten the sparrow’s children 
and her too, eight there were, and the ninth was the mother who bore those children, so the number of years we will 
be there fighting our battles; finally then in the tenth we will capture the city of wide ways.’”  [τλῆτε φίλοι, καὶ 
oείνατ᾽ ἐπὶ χρόνον ὄφρα δαῶoεν ἢ ἐτεὸν Κάλχας oαντεύεται ἦε καὶ οὐκί.  εὖ γὰρ δὴ τόδε ἴδoεν ἐνὶ φρεσίν, ἐστὲ δὲ 
πάντες oάρτυροι, οὓς oὴ κῆρες ἔβαν θανάτοιο φέρουσαι:  χθιζά τε καὶ πρωΐζ᾽ ὅτ᾽ ἐς Αὐλίδα νῆες Ἀχαιῶν 
ἠγερέθοντο κακὰ Πριάoῳ καὶ Τρωσὶ φέρουσαι,  ἡoεῖς δ᾽ ἀoφὶ περὶ κρήνην ἱεροὺς κατὰ βωoοὺς ἕρδοoεν 
ἀθανάτοισι τεληέσσας ἑκατόoβας καλῇ ὑπὸ πλατανίστῳ ὅθεν ῥέεν ἀγλαὸν ὕδωρ:  ἔνθ᾽ ἐφάνη oέγα σῆoα: δράκων 
ἐπὶ νῶτα δαφοινὸς σoερδαλέος, τόν ῥ᾽ αὐτὸς Ὀλύoπιος ἧκε φόως δέ,  βωoοῦ ὑπαΐξας πρός ῥα πλατάνιστον 
ὄρουσεν.  ἔνθα δ᾽ ἔσαν στρουθοῖο νεοσσοί, νήπια τέκνα,  ὄζῳ ἐπ᾽ ἀκροτάτῳ πετάλοις ὑποπεπτηῶτες 
ὀκτώ, ἀτὰρ oήτηρ ἐνάτη ἦν ἣ τέκε τέκνα:  ἔνθ᾽ ὅ γε τοὺς ἐλεεινὰ κατήσθιε τετριγῶτας:   oήτηρ δ᾽ ἀoφεποτᾶτο 
ὀδυροoένη φίλα τέκνα:  τὴν δ᾽ ἐλελιξάoενος πτέρυγος λάβεν ἀoφιαχυῖαν.  αὐτὰρ ἐπεὶ κατὰ τέκνα φάγε στρουθοῖο 
καὶ αὐτήν, τὸν oὲν ἀρίζηλον θῆκεν θεὸς ὅς περ ἔφηνε:  λᾶαν γάρ oιν ἔθηκε Κρόνου πάϊς ἀγκυλοoήτεω: 
 ἡoεῖς δ᾽ ἑσταότες θαυoάζοoεν οἷον ἐτύχθη.  ὡς οὖν δεινὰ πέλωρα θεῶν εἰσῆλθ᾽ ἑκατόoβας, Κάλχας δ᾽ αὐτίκ᾽ 
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fallen out of favor by the fifth century.  It was worn only on official occasions by consuls, 

magistrates, or high priests as an antiquarian nod to Roman traditions.307  For the fifthFcentury 

viewer, the toga would have emphasized Calchas’ importance in this scene.308   

 In the next pagan sacrifice in the Ambrosian Iliad, the artist depicts Achilles making a 

sacrifice to protect his friend, Patroclus, before he goes into battle (Miniature XXXXVII) (fig. 

1.1 and fig. 1.2).309  The Roman iconography, and the heroic aristocratic iconography, in this 

                                                                                                                                                             
ἔπειτα θεοπροπέων ἀγόρευε:  τίπτ᾽ ἄνεῳ ἐγένεσθε κάρη κοoόωντες Ἀχαιοί;  ἡoῖν oὲν τόδ᾽ ἔφηνε τέρας oέγα 
oητίετα Ζεὺς  ὄψιoον ὀψιτέλεστον, ὅου κλέος οὔ ποτ᾽ ὀλεῖται.  ὡς οὗτος κατὰ τέκνα φάγε στρουθοῖο καὶ αὐτὴν 
ὀκτώ, ἀτὰρ oήτηρ ἐνάτη ἦν ἣ τέκε τέκνα, ὣς ἡoεῖς τοσσαῦτ᾽ ἔτεα πτολεoίξοoεν αὖθι, τῷ δεκάτῳ δὲ πόλιν 
αἱρήσοoεν εὐρυάγυιαν.  κεῖνος τὼς ἀγόρευε: τὰ δὴ νῦν πάντα τελεῖται.  ἀλλ᾽ ἄγε oίoνετε πάντες ἐϋκνήoιδες Ἀχαιοὶ 
αὐτοῦ εἰς ὅ κεν ἄστυ oέγα Πριάoοιο ἕλωoεν.] 
 
 Homer’s account of this incident does not specifically tell us who made the sacrifice. In the context of this 
part of the story, however, and with his history in the Iliad of being the one responsible for performing many of the 
sacrifices, it was most likely Agamemnon.  Evidently the artist thought so as well, since the most prominent Greek 
onlooker is Agamemnon, who stands a step in front of the entire group on the left.306   The artist further emphasizes 
his importance by dressing him in a purple robe and framing his head with a brightly colored orange shield.306  
Standing next to Agamemnon on his far right is Odysseus, who wears his trademark pileus.  Agamemnon and 
Odysseus were the figures in the Iliad who most often consulted with Chalchas and assisted in the translation of his 
prophecies 
 
Nancy Thomson de Grummond, “Prophets and Priests,” in The Religion of the Etruscans, eds. Nancy de Grummond 
and Erika Simon (Austin:  University of Texas Press, 2006), 28. For other examples of the raised gesture of 
prophecy, see also, Nancy Thomson de Grummond, “Mirrors and Manteia:  Themes of Prophecy on Etruscan 
Mirrors,” in Aspetti e problemi della produzione degli specchi figurati etruschi, ed. Maria Donatella Gentili (Rome:  
Aracni, 2000), figs. 22F23. 
 
307 Alexandra Croom, Roman Clothing and Fashion (Stroud, Gloucestershire:  Tempus, 2000), 41.  For a complete 
history of the toga, see Croom, Roman Clothing, 40F48.  See also S. Stone, “The Toga:  From National to 
Ceremonial Costume,” in The World of Roman Costume, eds. Larissa Bonfante and Judith Sebesta (Madison:  
University of Wisconsin Press, 1994), 13F45 and Zanker, Power of Images, 162. 
 
308 Croom, Roman Clothing, 47. 
 
309  The central figure fits Bianchi Bandinelli’s typology for Achilles, with his ApolloFlike appearance and short 
curly hair, although there is a slight deviation with his short beard.  Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine 
Miniatures, 136.    
  
Homer, Iliad, 16.226F248 (trans. Rodney Merrill).  “Inside there was a wellFmade goblet, and neither did any other 
man drink from it glistening wine, nor did he to another god ever pour libations, but only to Zeus the great father.  
This cup then he took from the coffer and cleaned it with sulfur first, then carefully washed it in beautiful currents of 
water, also washing his hands, and the glistening wine he drew off.  Standing in midFcourt then he prayed, and he 
looked at the sky and poured out the wine; nor did Zeus the great thunderboltFhurler ignore him:  ‘Great Zeus, Lord 
of Dodóna, Pelasgian, dwelling afar off, you who rule over wintry Dodóna – about you the Selloi dwell, your 
prophets with feet unwashed who sleep on the ground there – just as before one time you listened to what I was 
praying, honoring me when strongly you struck at the host of Achaians, so once more for me now do you grant this 
boon that I pray for, seeing that I will myself stay here where the galleys are gathered, but a companion with 
numerous Mýrmidons now I am sending forth do battle; with him, wideFthundering Zeus, send glory, making the 
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depiction is inescapable.  Achilles is shown wearing a chlamys, a long cloak associated with the 

Roman military.310  The artist has painted the chlamys in a purple plum color denoting the 

figure’s high status. It is pulled over his head in the traditional pious act of a person making a 

sacrifice.311  He also is barefooted F another sign of ritualistic piety.312  Achilles leans on a staff 

held in his left hand and makes his libation with a patera from his right hand.  Homer’s account 

states that the hero, “poured shining wine into the goblet and stood in his middle forecourt and 

prayed, and poured the wine.…”313  The image deviates from the Homeric description of a 

goblet, and instead depicts the patera, which was a common object used in Roman sacrifice.   

Another detail that indicates aristocratic iconography is the tent that frames Achilles. 

Bianchi Bandinelli dismisses the tent in this scene as “nothing more than a backcloth.”314  I 

disagree; I propose that the tent, which has been painted purple, is used as a framing device, an 

iconography typical of Late Antique aristocratic portraiture as evidenced by fifthFcentury ivory 

diptychs.  Attaining office was often celebrated in the fifth century by distributing gifts of ivory 

diptychs with the patron’s portrait on them, an example of which is the diptych of the consul 

Felix created in 428 to celebrate his consulship.  The subject is dressed in a chlamys and mantle 

                                                                                                                                                             
heart inside of his breast bold, so even Hektor might find out whether even alone my henchman in fact is skilled in 
battle, or whether his hands rampage unvanquished only when I let myself go into the turmoil of Ares.  Finally, 
when fro the ships he has driven the battle and clamor, quite unscathed may he then come back to me here at the 
swift ships, still with the armor entire and his comrades, handFtoFhand fighters.’”  [ἔνθα δέ οἱ δέπας ἔσκε 
τετυγoένον, οὐδέ τις ἄλλος οὔτ᾽ ἀνδρῶν πίνεσκεν ἀπ᾽ αὐτοῦ αἴθοπα οἶνον,  οὔτέ τεῳ σπένδεσκε θεῶν, ὅτε oὴ �ιὶ 
πατρί.  τό ῥα τότ᾽ ἐκ χηλοῖο λαβὼν ἐκάθηρε θεείῳ πρῶτον, ἔπειτα δ᾽ ἔνιψ᾽ ὕδατος καλῇσι ῥοῇσι,  νίψατο δ᾽ αὐτὸς 
χεῖρας, ἀφύσσατο δ᾽ αἴθοπα οἶνον.  εὔχετ᾽ ἔπειτα στὰς oέσῳ ἕρκεϊ, λεῖβε δὲ οἶνον οὐρανὸν εἰσανιδών: �ία δ᾽ οὐ 
λάθε τερπικέραυνον:  Ζεῦ ἄνα �ωδωναῖε Πελασγικὲ τηλόθι ναίων �ωδώνης oεδέων δυσχειoέρου, ἀoφὶ δὲ Σελλοὶ 
σοὶ ναίους᾽ ὑποφῆται ἀνιπτόποδες χαoαιεῦναι,ἠoὲν δή ποτ᾽ ἐoὸν ἔπος ἔκλυες  εὐξαoένοιο,  τίoησας oὲν ἐoέ, oέγα 
δ᾽ ἴψαο λαὸν Ἀχαιῶν,  ἠδ᾽ ἔτι καὶ νῦν oοι τόδ᾽ ἐπικρήηνον ἐέλδωρ:  αὐτὸς oὲν γὰρ ἐγὼ oενέω νηῶν ἐν ἀγῶνι,  
ἀλλ᾽ ἕταρον πέoπω πολέσιν oετὰ Μυρoιδόνεσσι oάρνασθαι: τῷ κῦδος ἅoα πρόες εὐρύοπα Ζεῦ,  θάρσυνον δέ οἱ 
ἦτορ ἐνὶ φρεσίν, ὄφρα καὶ Ἕκτωρ εἴσεται ἤ ῥα καὶ οἶος ἐπίστηται πολεoίζειν ἡoέτερος θεράπων, ἦ οἱ τότε χεῖρες 
ἄαπτοι  oαίνονθ᾽, ὁππότ᾽ ἐγώ περ ἴω oετὰ oῶλον Ἄρηος.  αὐτὰρ ἐπεί κ᾽ ἀπὸ ναῦφι oάχην ἐνοπήν τε δίηται, 
ἀσκηθής oοι ἔπειτα θοὰς ἐπὶ νῆας ἵκοιτο τεύχεσί τε ξὺν πᾶσι καὶ ἀγχεoάχοις ἑτάροισιν.] 
 
310 Croom, Roman Clothing, 51. 
 
311 Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 95.  Bianchi Bandinelli refers to the chlamys as the 
“heroic” fashion.   
 
312 Ibid., 95. 
 
313 Ibid.   
 
314 Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 120. 
 



   

 

87 
 

 
 

 

and holding his scepter (fig. 3.18).315  He is framed by a pair of drawn curtains.   Above the 

figure is the inscription FL(avii) FELICIS V(iri) C(larissimi) COM(it is) AC MAG(istri).  The 

designation of V(iri) C(larissimi) refers to Felix as a member of the aristocratic class (clarissimi), 

and one who is a male and heroic V(iri).316  Another example from the year 425, depicts a 

portrait of a patrician (fig. 3.19).317  On both sides of the diptych, he wears the chlamys and 

mantle and is framed by the drawn curtain motif.  The figure on the left lifts his right hand in the 

traditional ancient gesture of speaking, while the right figure holds a codicil.  Since there is no 

overt imperial imagery such as an orb or diadem, it is most likely an aristocrat who held a high 

position who is being portrayed.  In the Ambrosian Iliad, Achilles is framed in a similar manner 

to the diptychs, with shields used in place of the knots in the curtains to hold back the fabric of 

the tent.  The tent acts as a delineation of heroic and aristocratic space that separates Achilles 

from the area around him.   

Both the sacrificial and battle motifs played an essential part in the narrative structure of 

the Iliad.  Some of the turning points in the narrative were couched through the words and 

images of these activities.  The Ambrosian Iliad’s artist responded by unifying the military and 

battle depictions through the use of compositional devices, the consistent handling of the details 

in the scenes, and emphasizing the aspects of the scenes that related most closely to the text.  The 

aristocratic viewers, with their extensive training in paideia, would have easily recognized these 

images as illustrations that emphasized the moral and ethical lessons learned as youths.  Most 

importantly, however, the Ambrosian Iliad’s Roman iconography would have reminded the 

viewers of the glory of their past, when their forefathers protected the mos mairorum through 

service to the state, whether through the ritual of sacrifice or military duty.  For the fifthFcentury 

aristocrats, the tent motif represented the connection between their ancestors’ heroic past and the 

aristocrats’ present.  

 

                                                 
315 Anderson, “Leaf from the Diptych of the Consul Felix,” 46, no. 45.  Also Delbrück, Die Consulardiptychen, no. 
3. 
 
316 We will explore the heroic aspects of the aristocratic selfFimage and how it relates to the Ambrosian Iliad in the 
next chapter. 
 
317 Breckenridge, “Diptych of a Patrician,” 56F68, no. 54.  Also Duelbrück, Die Consulardiptychen, no. 65. 
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Antiquarianism provided a means for aristocrats to enhance the appearance of being elite 

and demonstrate their social superiority over others in the Roman Empire.  Only the people who 

had received a Homeric education through the practice of paideia could truly participate in this 

revival.  As Peter Brown states, “Paideia was a means of expressing social distance.  Its skills 

were difficult to acquire and, once acquired, could only be displayed within rigid, traditional 

conventions.”318  In this context, collecting, displaying, and interacting with Homeric objects as 

an expression of paideia provided reassuring confirmation of the aristocratic patron’s place in 

society during a time of great historical, religious, and social upheaval.  When the Ambrosian 

Iliad is viewed as a display object used to announce the owner’s wealth and education, and as an 

interactive tool to prompt discussion and debate in the spirit of displaying their command of 

paideia, we see the Ambrosian Iliad in an entirely different light.  The Ambrosian Iliad, as a 

prestige object, transcended the traditional view of the written word, and became an object of 

pride, tradition, and, most importantly, a vehicle for defining and protecting the selfFimage of the 

Late Antique aristocrat.  

The ownership and display of the Ambrosian Iliad represented a connection to the past as 

part of a fifthFcentury revival of antiquarianism.  This increased interest in mythological and 

Homeric subjects was realized through the practice and display of paideia, or Homeric 

education.  Beginning in the fifth century, antiquarian output occurred in two areas:  literary and 

visual.  In literature, aristocrats wrote centos, the deconstruction of Homeric poetry to form new 

poems, and scholia minora, or Homeric translations, explanations, and transliterations.  At the 

same time, these Late Antique patrons also surrounded themselves with collections of objects 

that displayed Homeric subjects.  While Homeric cult objects in the Roman home already had a 

long history, in Late Antiquity there was a rise in the practice of collecting objects with themes 

connected to the Iliad.  Recent scholarship has connected the display of Homeric and 

                                                 
318 Brown, Power, 39. 
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mythological sculpture and silver in Late Antiquity to paideia.319  Thus far, however, no one has 

included the display of the Ambrosian Iliad in conjunction with the concept of paideia as it 

relates to the antiquarian movement of the fifth century. 

The contemporary viewers’ reception of the Ambrosian Iliad was conditioned by their 

cultural and educational backgrounds.  Their traditions, as exemplified by virtus and dignitas, 

pervade the visual narratives.  While the artist may have depicted Homer’s Iliad, the elite 

viewers saw Romanatis.   Specific scenes in the Ambrosian Iliad show that the manuscript’s 

iconography followed prior and contemporary images; the artist used standard patterns for such 

narratives as sacrifice and warfare; the iconographic formulas in the manuscript interacted with 

similar formulas on other objects in the aristocratic villa forming a cohesive program of 

antiquarian and heroic themes.  As such, the Ambrosian Iliad helped to provide a link to the 

historic, the mythological and the legendary legacy that served as the basis for contemporary 

aristocratic selfFidentity in Late Antiquity.  I argue that the Ambrosian Iliad represented an 

antiquarian past for the fifthFcentury viewer, but this same viewer lived much in the present.  In 

the next chapter, I will explore issues of selfFdefinition through the ownership and iconography 

of the Ambrosian Iliad in the historical, social, and cultural context of the fifth century. 

                                                 
319 Two main references for the connection between the display of objects and paideia in Late Antiquity:  Basset, 
“Excellent Offerings,” and Ruth LeaderFNewby, Silver and Society in Late Antiquity:  Functions and Meanings of 
Silver Plate in the Fourth to Seventh Centuries (Aldershot, Hants: Ashgate 2004). 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE AMBROSIAN ILIAD AND ARISTOCRATIC IDENTITY –  

CONFIRMING THE PRESENT 

 

The fifth century was a period of several profound historical changes that contributed to 

the elite’s process of selfFdefinition in Late Antique Rome.  In 410, the Visigoths, under the 

leadership of King Alaric, invaded Rome, where their influence culminated in 476 with 

consistent barbarian rule.  This event had an intense effect on the Roman psyche, as evidenced 

by the writings of the time.  For a conservative society whose identity depended upon the 

traditions of the past, the barbarian invasion was difficult to accept.  Consequently, the local 

aristocracy redoubled the demonstration of their connections to the mos maiorum.320   

At the same time, the interaction between Late Antique Roman social classes in the west 

had experienced a shift.  During the fourth century, the move of the center of power to 

Constantinople altered the image of the emperor to one of remoteness, both physically and 

geographically.321   For the most part, by the fifth century, the emperors in the West ruled from 

outside of Rome in Milan or Ravenna.  Originally, while the emperor had resided in Rome, his 

interaction with the aristocrats in the West was of a more personal nature.  As a result, the classes 

participated in a delicate symbiotic relationship of exchanging favors between the emperor and 

aristocrats and, in turn, the aristocrats and their clients.  By the fifth century, however, the distant 

emperor depended on local magistrates of Rome to dispense justice and to run the bureaucracy of 

his vast empire.  During this time, in many instances the clients became supplicants whose 

interaction with their patrons changed from a partnership based on mutual favors to one that 

privileged the patron as the imperial representative.322   

                                                 
320 James J. O’Donnell, Cassiodorus.  Berkeley:  University of California Press, 1979, 2, 5F6. 
 
321 Smith, “Imperial Court,” 157F232. 
 
322 Brown, The World of Late Antiquity, 37.  Also Alföldy, Social History, 187, and Ralph W. Mathison, “Patricians 
as Diplomats in Late Antiquity,” Byzantinische Zeitschrift 79 (1986): 35.   
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The aristocrats’ visual surroundings of heroic and imperial imagery, including luxury 

manuscripts such as the Ambrosian Iliad, reflected these historical events by confirming their 

unique status in Late Antique society as protectors of the Roman way and representatives of the 

emperor.  First, the Ambrosian Iliad’s figures can be understood in Late Antique terms as 

participating in such distinctly aristocratic activities as holding banquets and sponsoring circus 

games.  These images, which imitated traditional public rituals used by the Roman elite to 

demonstrate status, reflected their own social construct, defined by unwavering support of the 

mos maiorum and Romanitas.    Second, the addition of imperial responsibilities was reflected in 

the collection and display of HomericFthemed objects that referenced the acquisition of paideia, 

which demonstrated the essential background needed for the aristocrats’ new role.  I will 

demonstrate that the Ambrosian Iliad’s imperiallyFcharged imagery reflected the aristocratic 

viewer’s connection to the emperor.  In other words, the manuscript’s iconography conditioned 

the reception of its aristocratic audience by continually reaffirming their sense of selfFworth as 

defined by their imperial duties.   
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In previous studies of the Ambrosian Iliad, scholars often analyzed the liberal use of 

Roman iconography as a means of determining a Late Antique date and source for the 

manuscript.323  I suggest that consideration of how the Ambrosian Iliad’s images were likely 

perceived by the Late Antique elite audience could also contribute to the dialogue surrounding 

the date and provenance of the manuscript. 

During a time of upheaval and uncertainty, the Ambrosian Iliad was viewed through a 

lens forged by the aristocratic viewers’ belief that they were the protectors of the mos maiorum.   

                                                 
323 Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 95.   See 95F110 for Bianchi Bandinelli’s analysis, in 
which he discusses specific types of images that he compares to contemporary Late Antique examples, such as 
clothing, furniture, temples and ships.  These examples are labeled “Antiquarian observations”.  In his 
“Iconography” chapter (111F138), Bianchi Bandinelli uses formal analysis to categorize the images according to 
their possible stylistic sources.  Cardinal Mai’s used iconography to compare the deities between the Ambrosian 
Iliad and Late Antique depictions and ancient mythological descriptions.  Like Bianchi Bandinelli, the purpose of 
his iconographic analysis was to ascertain the date of the Ambrosian Iliad. 
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The Roman aristocrats’ participation in such social and public events as the circus and the 

banquet, as depicted in the Ambrosian Iliad, played an important part in the sociological 

relationship between the classes.  For the aristocratic viewers, the Ambrosian Iliad’s iconography 

reflected their view of the world which, by the fifth century, had them firmly entrenched as the 

protectors of Roman tradition.   Homeric figures in the manuscript imitate Late Antique 

behavior, including obeying strict social conventions at banquets and performing civic duties at 

the circus.  These references reflected real life to the aristocrat where, in an interchange between 

text, image and the viewer, the manuscript’s paintings acted as a twoFway mirror.  While the 

Ambrosian Iliad’s Roman iconography informed and instructed the aristocrat as to the expected 

and proper way to present himself, the viewer also saw his own reflection and, more importantly, 

his projected image as it pertained to his status in fifthFcentury Rome. 

The Circus  

Homer’s story of funeral games held in honor of the hero Patroclus is included in 

Miniature LV as a Roman chariot race (fig. 4.1 and fig. 4.2).324  Five charioteers are depicted in 

Homer’s description of the scene.  They are identified in the Ambrosian Iliad by their Late 

Antique striped charioteers’ costumes and accompanying chariots and squires.  Since the earliest 

history of the Roman circus, there had always been four teams, or factions, that were represented 

by colors F red, white, blue and/or green. The Ambrosian Iliad’s artist reconciled Homer’s 

account of five teams with the Roman practice by painting two of the charioteers’ uniforms in 

green and light green.325 The five charioteers can be identified by comparing their depictions in 

the manuscripts to the description in the Iliad.326  Diomedes, who placed first and was given a 

handmaiden as his prize, is depicted wearing his green costume in the center of the composition.  

Second place was awarded to Antilochus, who is wearing a red uniform and is placed at the top 

of the picture just to the right of the Greek gathering.  Antilochus holds the reins of his prize, a 

pregnant white mare.  Menalaus, located on the left side of the picture and wearing a blue outfit, 

has been given the third prize of a cauldron, which the Late Antique painter interpreted as a bell 

                                                 
324 See Homer, Iliad, 23.257F650 for the complete narrative of the chariot race portion of Patroclus’ funerary games. 
 
325 Alan Cameron, Circus Factions:  Blues and Greens at Rome and Byzantium (Oxford:  Clarendon Press, 1976), 
45.  My sincere gratitude to David Stone for making this observation when discussing this image with me. 
 
326 Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 82. 
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krater.  The fourth prize of two talents was given to Merion who, dressed in white, is standing 

with his back to the viewer.   

Identifying the fifth charioteer is a bit more problematic.  According to Homer, the fifth 

place winner, Eumelus, was awarded a cuirass by Achilles.  The prize shown in the Ambrosian 

Iliad, however, is much too small to be a cuirass, and looks more like a twoFhandled urn.  

Bianchi Bandinelli suggested that the charioteer is actually Nestor, who, in the same passage, 

received the urn from Achilles in honor of his reputation and great age.  Nestor accepted the 

prize and stated that he, in a younger age, was “then outstanding among all the heroes.”327  If, as 

Bianchi Bandinelli suggests, the fifth charioteer accepting the urn from Achilles is Nestor, then 

the artist deviated from Homer’s account.  I believe that the difference between text and image is 

intentional so that the emphasis has been placed on the connection between the present and the 

past, an important component of the mos maiorum..  First, Eumelus was a minor player in the 

Iliad.  He is only mentioned in the chariot race and in Book II’s “catalogue of ships.”328  In 

contrast, Nestor was one of the major characters of the Iliad.  Second, the heart of the Iliad 

revolved around the stories of the heroes of this epic poem, and Nestor was considered by the 

Greeks and the Romans to be one of the Iliad’s great heroes.  Nestor’s role in the Iliad, quite 

often, was to play the wise old counsel to the younger characters.329  I believe that the artist 

conflated the two Homeric scenes, the chariot race awards and Nestor receiving the urn, as a way 

to reference the importance of mos maiorum.  Achilles, as the young aristocrat of the present, 

defers to Nestor, the representative of a heroic past. 

This scene had special meaning for the fifthFcentury viewer.  The idea of staging a chariot 

race in a funerary context was not foreign to the Romans, who probably inherited the practice 

                                                 
327  Homer, Iliad, 23.643F645 (trans. Rodney Merrill).  “Thus was I once; now it is for men who are younger to face 
such labors as these, while I to the prompting of odious old age must give way, who was then outstanding among all 
the heroes.”  [ὥς ποτ᾽ ἔον: νῦν αὖτε νεώτεροι ἀντιοώντων ἔργων τοιούτων: ἐoὲ δὲ χρὴ γήραϊ λυγρῷ  πείθεσθαι, 
τότε δ᾽ αὖτε oετέπρεπον ἡρώεσσιν.] 
 
328 Ibid., 2.711F715.  “Those who inhabited Phérai and close to the lake Boibéïs, Boibè and Gláphyraí, and Iólkos of 
noble foundation, leading eleven of their ships came the dear son of Admétos, the Lord Eumélos, whom to Admétos 
the splendor of women bore, Alkéstis, the noblest in beauty of Pélias’ daughters.” [οἳ δὲ Φερὰς ἐνέoοντο παραὶ 
Βοιβηΐδα λίoνην Βοίβην καὶ Γλαφύρας καὶ ἐϋκτιoένην Ἰαωλκόν, τῶν ἦρχ᾽ Ἀδoήτοιο φίλος πάϊς ἕνδεκα νηῶν 
Εὔoηλος, τὸν ὑπ᾽ Ἀδoήτῳ τέκε δῖα γυναικῶν Ἄλκηστις Πελίαο θυγατρῶν εἶδος ἀρίστη.] 

 
329 André Michalopoulos, Homer (New York:  Twayne Publishers, 1966), 129. 
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from the Etruscans.  By the Late Republic, races were held primarily to celebrate specific events 

and religious festivals.330  From the beginning, the circus games, or ludi circenses, were 

extremely popular in Rome and the practice quickly spread throughout the Roman Empire.  

Before long, the circus became an integral part of the fabric of Roman life and society.  

During Late Antiquity, Roman aristocratic identity was heavily dependent on public 

displays that confirmed status and rank, especially as a way of distancing themselves from the 

masses.331    The circus was a highly visible place where aristocrats, as the protectors of the mos 

maiorum, were given many opportunities to display themselves as the elite of the Roman 

Empire.  The more an aristocrat was acclaimed by others, the higher his stock rose in society.  

Thus, it was vital that members of the elite were visible to each other and to the masses in the 

hippodrome.  The aristocrats exploited the games for this purpose in several ways: through 

privileged seating, sponsorship of the circus, and receiving lauds at the hippodrome.    Every 

aspect of the aristocrat’s life could be carefully choreographed to maximize public exposure and 

demonstrate his support of romanitas in this ideal public forum.   

Since the early second century BCE, an audience member’s status determined his seating 

in the hippodrome.332  For instance, in the Circus Maximus in Rome, the first row was reserved 

for senators and others of high rank.333   In fact, the strict hierarchy of seating was taken so 

seriously that it was a punishable crime to lose one’s seat or take another person’s place.334  

Cassius Dio (ca. 164Fafter 229) describes the special seating in this narrative: “The populace 

began massed shouts that they needed a leader and Jupiter it should be; whereupon the senators 

and equestrians from their reserved sections in the Circus took up loyal counter shouts, praising 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
330 John H. Humphrey, Roman Circuses:  Arenas for Chariot Racing (London:  B. T. Batsford, 1986), 12F18 and 67F
72.  There is evidence of chariot and horse racing from as early as the late sixth century BCE, as shown in the 
painting from the Tomba delle Bighe in Tarquinia. 
 
331 Hope, “Status,” 126.  For further discussion concerning Late Antique aristocrats and their pursuit of status see, 
Jones, The Later Roman Empire, 529 and, Cameron and Garnsey, “Imperial Court,” 157F232. 
 
332 Cameron, Circus, 232 and Humphrey, Roman Circuses, 74. 
 
333 Humphrey, Roman Circuses, 101.  It was under Claudius’ reign, in 41 CE that assigned seating in a specific 
section was instituted for the elite.  The assigned seating was probably near the finish line. 
 
334 J. P. V. D. Balsdon, Life and Leisure in Ancient Rome (New York:  McGrawFHill, 1969), 260F261. 
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emperor and prince together and inviting the crowds to join in.”335  Special seating remained in 

existence throughout the Late Antique period, as evidenced by a letter from the fifthFcentury 

aristocrat Sidonius Apollinaris (ca. 430Fca. 480) to his friend the charioteer Consentius, which 

mentions the special area reserved in the Circus Maximus for the consuls.336  Archaeological 

evidence also supports the literary references to reserved seating for the elite.  As late as the fifth 

century in Rome, rich aristocrats were given reserved marble benches inscribed with their names 

in the Flavian Amphitheatre.337   

Circuses were often sponsored by aristocratic patrons to celebrate the traditional founding 

date of the city or the obtaining of an office, such as the praetura (praetorship).  Senators and 

other aristocrats would spend great sums to sponsor such circuses.338  By the fifth century, the 

money expended on the games had risen to such a level that an edict restricting the amount of 

money spent on the games was decried:  “We advise all provincial governors to attend the 

festivities of the traditional games and take pleasure in winning the approval of the people, but 

not to exceed in expenditure the disbursement of two solidi, and not to let the thoughtless craze 

for citizens ruin the power of the magistrates, the wealth of the citizens, the houses of the 

wealthy, the riches of the affluent, and the strength of the province.”339  It is evident from this 

passage that, in spite of limiting their spending, the emperors still recognized the value of 

preserving the aristocrats’ elevated place in society.  Of the five concerns listed in this edict, 

three had to do with wealth and the fourth with the power of the elite, all of which contributed to 

the “strength of the province.”  In addition, the edict confirms that the patrons were expected to 

                                                 
335 Cassius Dio, Dio’s Roman History, 79.20.1F3 (trans. Earnest Cary).   
 
336 Sidonius Apollinaris, Poems, 23.317F318 (trans. W. B. Anderson).  “Thereupon, in the part where the door is and 
the seat of the consuls….”  [Tum qua est ianua consulumque sedes…] 
 
337 “Asterius 11.”  from the Eclogues, Poeta Latini Minores, located in the Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana.  
Matthews, “Continuity,”  502;  Jones, Martindale and Morris,  “Asterius”, Prosopography, vol, II, 173F174; and 
Deutsche Akademie der Wissenschaftern zu Berlin, Corpus inscriptionum latinarum, vi 32202 and 32203. 
 
338 Bertrand Lançon, Rome in Late Antiquity:  Everyday Life and Urban Change, A.D. 312=609 (New York:  
Routledge, 2000), 142.  The games were very popular and were held quite often during the Roman year.  In festival 
calendars from the Late Antique period, most notably the Calendar of 354, 177 days were devoted to games and 
circuses.  M. R. Salzman, On Roman Time:  The Codex=Calendar of 354 (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 
1990), 120. 
 
339 Eric Csapo and William J. Slater, The Context of Ancient Drama (Ann Arbor:  University of Michigan Press, 
1995),, 328.  Codex Theodosianus, 15.9.2. 
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enjoy the “approval of the people” while attending the games.  Here we see an imperial stamp of 

approval for the show of virtus in which the aristocratic patron is given the opportunity to display 

his auctoritas, gravitas, and pietas.  All were believed to be for the good of the Empire, and thus, 

for the good of society as a whole.   

As Jill Harries has shown, however, the protection of the mos maiorum and the desire for 

personal glory were not the only driving forces behind aristocratic sponsorship of the games.  

Competition in the “survival of the fittest” atmosphere of a highly stratified society resulted in 

many of the aristocrats nearly losing their fortunes.340  For example, in the year 400, Symmachus 

(ca. 340F402) paid what was a huge sum at that time, 200 gold librae, to import good horses 

from Spain for his son’s praetorship games.341  But, in spite of the high cost of circus displays, 

the fifthFcentury elite felt that the chance to secure their place in history was worth it, as 

indicated in the writings of the Late Antique senator, Asterius (fl. late 5th century).  When 

Asterius sponsored the consular games in 495, his primary concern was that his name live on: 

“And may it be ordered to always remember your Asterium, by whose wealth and concern (these 

words) have been sent out to the people.  May they, no matter how great, honor him throughout 

the ages.  However it is more deserved, if he thrives because of your mouth.”342  Clearly for 

Asterius, who nearly lost his fortune paying for the games, his reputation and image was of 

utmost importance. 

The hippodrome also provided the stage for the aristocrat to be publicly recognized.  The 

circus factions hired choruses to give public acclamations supporting the emperor and other 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
340 Jill Harries, “Favor populi:  Pagans, Christians and Public Entertainment in Late Antique Italy,” in Bread and 
Circuses:  euergetism and municipal patronage in Roman Italy, eds. Kathryn Lomas and Tim Cornell (London:  
Routledge, 2003), 128F129. 
 
341Symmachus, Prefect, 5.66, 9.18, 9.12, 7.82 and 97, 9.21, 23 and 25 (trans. R. H. Barrow).  See also, Lançon, 
Rome, 142F143 and Curran, Pagan City, 232.  
 
342 [Asteriique tui semper meminisse iubeto. Cuius ope et cura edita sunt populis. Quem quamvis summi celebrant 
per saecula fastus. Plus tamen ad meritum est, si viget ore tuo.]  From:  Franz Buecheler, Ernest Lommatzsch, and 
Alexander Riese, Anthologia Latina (Amsterdam:  A. M. Hakkert, 1964), vol. 1, p. 48, #491. 
 
This inscription was part of an introduction to a revision of Virgil’s Ecologues, which listed Asterius’ 
accomplishment.   It is from the Eclogues, Poetas Latini Minores, by Asterius and is located in the Biblioteca 
Medicea Laurenziana.  John Matthews, Western Aristocracies and Imperial Court AD 364=425 (Oxford:  Clarendon 
Press, 1990), 361 and A. H. M. Jones, J. R. Martindale and J. Morris, “Asterius,” in Prosopography of the Later 
Roman Empire (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 1971), vol, II, 173F174. 
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notables.343  As one of the most powerful voices in urban Roman society, the factions were 

considered to be political bodies and, as such, were cultivated and patronized.  Their acclamation 

in the hippodrome could greatly elevate a recipient’s standing.  Thus, aristocrats were known to 

seek the approval of factions with bribes.  We see proof of this in papyri found at the Late 

Antique Egyptian city of Oxyrhynchus.  Here the aristocratic family of Apion provided money 

and wine to the workers of the Blue and the Green factions.344  As the recipient of lauds and 

acclimations, the aristocrat, like the emperor, could experience his own private triumph in the 

hippodrome.   

The pointed Roman iconography of the circus scene in the Ambrosian Iliad would have 

reminded the aristocratic viewer of the scene of his greatest public triumphs.  In the hippodrome 

he was seated in the reserved section for the elite, seen as a patron of the games, and lauded by 

the masses of the Roman Empire.   

The Banquet  

In the illustration of the Banquet of the Gods from the Ambrosian Iliad, the artist depicted 

the narrative from the Iliad that takes place after Thetis begs for Zeus’ help for her son Achilles 

(Miniature X) (fig. 4.3 and fig. 4.4).345  The figures are readily recognizable from their attributes, 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
343 Curran, Pagan City, 234.  See also, Mitchell, History, 157 and Wolfgang Liebeschultz, “Administration and 
Politics in the Cities of the Fifth and the midFSeventh Century:  425F640,” in The Cambridge Ancient History, ed. 
John Boardman (London:  Cambridge University Press, 1982), 225F226. 
     “Acclamations took a distinctive ritualized form, although their wording was naturally appropriate for the 
particular occasion that they celebrated.  They began with an invocation to God, and followed this immediately with 
good wishes for the emperor’s health and long life, for his continued rule and for his victories.  These then normally 
led to acclamations on behalf of the Senate, of the great state officeholders, and of imperial officials.  A Law of 380 
explicitly indicated that a group of senior civilian officials, namely the quaestores sacri palatii, the magistri 
officiorum, and the comites utriusque aerarii, were entitled to be hailed by acclamations, as were the praetorian 
prefects (Codex Theodosianus, 6.9.2)   Mitchell, History, 157. 
 
344 Liebeschultz, “Administration,” 227.�
345 Homer, Iliad, 1.595F604 (trans. Rodney Merrill). “So he spoke, and the goddess whiteFarmed Hera was smiling; 
then with a smle, from the hand of her son she accepted the goblet.  Straightway for all of the rest of the gods from 
the left to the right he started to pour sweet nectar that he dipped up from the wine bowl.  Then in the fortunate gods 
there arose unquenchable laughter, as they observed how Hephaistos was bustling about the palace.  So it was that 
for that whole day till the hour of the sunset they dined, nor of the wellFshared meal were their hearts at all wanting, 
nor of the sounds of the beautiful lyre that Apollo was holding, nor of the Muses, who sang in lovely antiphonal 
voices.” [ ὣς φάτο, oείδησεν δὲ θεὰ λευκώλενος Ἥρη, oειδήσασα δὲ παιδὸς ἐδέξατο χειρὶ κύπελλον:  αὐτὰρ ὃ τοῖς 
ἄλλοισι θεοῖς ἐνδέξια πᾶσιν οἰνοχόει γλυκὺ νέκταρ ἀπὸ κρητῆρος ἀφύσσων:  ἄσβεστος δ᾽ ἄρ᾽ ἐνῶρτο γέλως 
oακάρεσσι θεοῖσιν ὡς ἴδον Ἥφαιστον διὰ δώoατα ποιπνύοντα.  ὣς τότε oὲν πρόπαν ἦoαρ ἐς ἠέλιον καταδύντα 
δαίνυντ᾽, οὐδέ τι θυoὸς ἐδεύετο δαιτὸς ἐΐσης, οὐ oὲν φόρoιγγος περικαλλέος ἣν ἔχ᾽ Ἀπόλλων, Μουσάων θ᾽ αἳ 
ἄειδον ἀoειβόoεναι ὀπὶ καλῇ.] 
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dress, and demeanor as follows (from left to right):  the Muses are in a group on the far left, 

Apollo plays his lyre, Ares wears his helmet, Zeus carries his scepter, Hera sits next to her 

husband, Athena wears her war helmet, and a beautifully dressed Aphrodite sits at the far right.  

Below them, a faithful Hephaistos busily serves the guests.  In a slight departure from the 

Homeric text, Hephaistos offers his mother a cup rather than a twoFhandled goblet.346   

Any social interaction, no matter how large or small, was an opportunity for the Roman 

aristocrat to reinforce his exalted position.  The fifthFcentury viewer would have readily 

recognized the contemporary social and political significance of the Ambrosian Iliad’s banquet 

scenes.  Since the earliest days of the Roman Republic, aristocrats used the banquet to cement 

relationships with their peers, subordinates, and patrons.347    Dunbabin proposed that banqueting 

images provided a way of projecting a deeper sociological meaning of selfFidentity for the 

aristocrats.348  In other words, the Ambrosian Iliad’s  banqueting scenes worked within a 

cohesive iconographic program that helped aristocratic viewers define their elite status through 

the viewing of contemporary Roman aristocratic elite activities.  The subject of gods and 

goddesses participating in a contemporary banquet scene was especially prevalent in fifthF

century decorative arts.349  The banqueting scene was also a popular subject in other Late 

Antique manuscripts, as shown in the late fifthFcentury manuscript the Vergilius Romanus with 

its illustration of Dido’s feast (fig. 4.5).350  Like the Ambrosian Iliad, the artist of the Vergilius 

                                                                                                                                                             

 
346 Ibid., 1.584F589.  “So did he say, then sprang to his feet, and he put a twoFhandled cup in the hands of his much 
loved mother, and thus he addressed her:  “Be of good heart, dear mother, endure, although you are grieving, lest 
with my own eyes I should behold you, as much as I love you, smitten, and then in spite of my sorrowing I could not 
give you succor, for terrible is the Olympian faced as a rival.” [ ὣς ἄρ᾽ ἔφη καὶ ἀναΐξας δέπας ἀoφικύπελλον 
oητρὶ φίλῃ ἐν χειρὶ τίθει καί oιν προσέειπε:  τέτλαθι oῆτερ ἐoή, καὶ ἀνάσχεο κηδοoένη περ,  oή σε φίλην περ 
ἐοῦσαν ἐν ὀφθαλoοῖσιν ἴδωoαι θεινοoένην, τότε δ᾽ οὔ τι δυνήσοoαι ἀχνύoενός περ χραισoεῖν: ἀργαλέος γὰρ 
Ὀλύoπιος ἀντιφέρεσθαι.] 
  
     Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 57. 
 
347 Dunbabin, Roman Banquet, 2. 
 
348 Ibid., 7. 
 
349 Ibid., 196.   
 
350  The Vergilius Romanus (Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica, Cod. Vat. lat. 3867).  Bell, “The Vergilius 
Romanus:  Aeneid,” 227F228, no. 204. 
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Romanus placed a banquet scene from a heroic tale in a fifthFcentury setting.351  The participants, 

Aeneas, Dido, and Ascanius, lounge on a sigma in their distinctly Late Roman dress and are 

surrounded by luxurious decorations in the triclinium, where they eat and drink from expensive 

silver tableware.352 

The contemporary nature of the banquet imagery in the Ambrosian Iliad is especially 

evidenced through specific fifthFcentury Late Antique references.  First, the clothing of the 

banquet participants is specific to the time period.  For instance, in the Ambrosian Iliad, Apollo 

is almost always depicted in heroic fashion wearing a chlamys, the military cloak worn by 

Roman aristocracy in the fifth century.353  Second, the furniture used in the scene is distinctly 

Roman, in particular, the dining couches.  Prior to the fifth century, separate couches were used 

in large dining rooms, which discouraged a close sense of conviviality among the diners. 354   By 

the fifth century, smaller, more personal dining rooms were popular, as attested by Sidonius 

Apollinaris who, when describing his country villa at Avitacum, wrote of multiple dining rooms 

F each of which had a particular function.  Included in his villa were a “woman’s dining room,” a 

“winter dining room,” and a “small dining room.”355  In fifthFcentury dining rooms, the host and 

guests would recline on a sigma or stabadium.  The sigma was a semiFcircular permanent 

structure, often made of masonry or wood.  It was stacked  with cushions and bolsters for the 

participants to lean on while eating and socializing.  The close quarters of these fifthFcentury 

dining rooms provided the ideal environment for intense social interaction among the elite, their 

peers, and their clients, all under the tight control of the aristocratic host.356   

                                                 
351 In the most recent study of the manuscript, David Wright suggests a date of ca. 480s based on paleographic 
evidence. David Wright, The Roman Vergil and the Origins of Medieval Book Design (London:  The British 
Library, 2001), 62.    Also David Wright, Codicologial notes on the Vergilius Romanus (Vat. lat 3867) (Città del 
Vaticano:  Biblioteca apostlica vaticana, 1992), 11.   
352 Wright, The Roman Vergil, 26.  See also, Weitzmann, Late Antique, 11 and 52F59.  
353 Croom, Roman Clothing, 51. 
 
354 Katherine Dunbabin, The Roman Banquet:  Images of Conviviality (New York:  Cambridge University Press, 
2003), 166. 
 
355 Sidonius Apollinaris, Poems, 2.9F11 (trans. W. B. Anderson). 
 
356 Sarah Scott, “The Power of Images in the LateFRoman House,” in Domestic Space in the Roman World:  Pompeii 
and Beyond, eds. Ray Laurence and Andrew WallaceFHadrill (Portsmouth, RI:  Journal of Roman Archaeology, 
1997), 60.  As Sarah Scott has indicated, the rooms of the Late Antique domus were more specialized than those of 
their predecessors.  Large banqueting halls were used for the most special of guests, while the smaller dining rooms 
were reserved for more private gatherings with social equals. 
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Another important Late Antique feature of the Ambrosian Iliad’s banqueting iconography 

highlights the social code by which the Roman aristocrat’s sense of place and importance was 

reinforced.357  Strict rules of social interaction defined a hierarchical seating arrangement for the 

host and his guests.  As at the circus, each person’s seating was determined by his place in 

society.  At the banquet, the most important person sat in the middle and status determined the 

proximity of the other individuals to the center seat.  The higher on the social ladder an 

individual ranked, the closer he was placed to the center.  This arrangement encouraged political 

and social interaction between guests that was such an integral part of aristocratic life.358  

Sidonius Apollinaris wrote with great pride about attending a banquet in Rome that was held by 

the emperor in honor of a circus.  He was seated next to the emperor.359  In the Ambrosian Iliad, 

the deities sit in rank order flanking the god Zeus who, as the most senior deity, sits in the place 

of honor at the center of the sigma.  �

Once they were seated, the banquet provided many opportunities for the host and his 

guests to confirm their status.  The meal was an orchestrated series of thoughtfully prepared and 

expensive courses served on the host’s best tableware.  During the meal, the host and his guests 

were treated to entertainment that included poetry readings and music.360  The evening was filled 

with clear and pointed demonstrations of the participants’ paideia.  Stimulating conversations 

revolved around the Greek classics, like the Iliad, and the participants might debate such moral 

issues as Achilles’ anger or the definition of heroic characteristics.  Sidonius wrote of spending 

the day at a friend’s house where they enjoyed a lunch and, “As we sat over our wine there were 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
357  Dunbabin, Roman Banquet, 11 and 19.   
 
358 Ibid., 39F41 and 43.  
 
359 Sidonius Apollinaris, Poems, 1.11.10 (trans. W. B. Anderson).  Sidonius writes in great detail regarding the 
attendees and their seating arrangements.  Among this august gathering, he was seated just to the left of the emperor.  
[ultimus ego iacebam, qua purpurati latus laevum margine in dextro porrigebatur.] 
 
360 The Greeks actually divided the banquet into two parts.  The first part was the deipnon, when the meal was 
served.  The after dinner activities, or symposia, was the social part of the evening.  Greek art most frequently 
depicted the symposion.  
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short stories, for amusement and instruction; they were started in two sets, bringing mirth and 

edification respectively.  To sum up, our entertainment was moral, elegant, and profuse.”361   

These conversations could have been spurred by the Homeric imagery on the luxurious 

furnishings, paintings, sculptural collections, and illustrated manuscripts that surrounded the 

participants. 362   From the moment that guests entered the villa, they would have been shown 

through room after room filled with objects that could have been used as a means to prompt the 

viewers for the upcoming intellectual conversations carried out during the banquet itself.  The 

owner’s collections would have reminded the banqueteers of the very education that fueled their 

sense of identity.363     

I propose that as part of this intellectual visual program, large illustrated manuscripts, like 

the Ambrosian Iliad, were simply not used as books in the literal sense to be read from cover to 

cover.  Instead, they were employed as memory aids that encouraged the viewers’ interaction 

with the morals and ideals represented by the stories.  The Ambrosian Iliad facilitated this 

reception in two ways:  first, by its cumbersome size which caused the viewers to linger on one 

page and, second, through its detailed depictions of wellFknown scenes of the Iliad that 

encouraged interaction between the educated viewers and the image. 

One must take into account the physicality of the original manuscript and how it would 

have influenced the relationship between viewer and object.  The Ambrosian Iliad was a large 

codex, likely 12.83 inches (32.59 cm) in width and 11.34 inches (28.80 cm) in height, with its 

numerous illustrations and text, it would have been awkward to hold in one’s lap.364  According 

to Cavallo, this simple change in the mechanics and approach to the size and weight of the codex 

changed the “physiology” of reading.  Theoretically, smaller codices could be read using just one 

hand to flip the pages.  Larger tomes, like the Ambrosian Iliad, proved to have an entirely 

different effect on the act of reading.   In other words, the reader would not have been able to flip 

                                                 
361 Ibid., 2. 9.6. [Inter bibendum narratiunculae, quarum cognitu hilararemur institueremur, quia eas bifariam orditas 
laetitia peritiaque comitabantur.  quid multa?  sancte pulchre abundanter accipiebamur.] 
 
362  Dunbabin, Roman Banquet, 43.   
 
363 Scott, “Power,” 63.   
 
364 Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 157.  Bianchi Bandinelli approximates 372 images and 788 
Homeric verses.   
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through the pages quickly, but would have to move slowly through the manuscript page by page.  

According to Cavallo, the physical difficulty of dealing with the larger and heavier codices 

influenced the interaction between the patron and the object.365  If the codex was very large, the 

manuscript would have been placed on a table or stand for viewing, and the reader would have to 

stand to view the manuscript.  The size of the Ambrosian Iliad suggests, then, that it may have 

been displayed in the villa in a manner similar to other precious works of art.  As the patron 

proudly led his visitors through his rooms of statuary and paintings on the way to the banqueting 

room, they could have stopped at a stand and viewed the open pages of an extensively illustrated 

manuscript.  If the villa’s owner wished to guide the ensuing dinner discussion toward a specific 

topic, he could have the page already turned to a related image.   The visiting banqueters could 

very well have interacted with the manuscript’s images in the same way as they interacted with 

the other Homeric works of art, as a means to show off their command of their paideia.366  The 

format of the illustrations in the Ambrosian Iliad lend themselves nicely to this type of 

interaction and use of the manuscript as a display object.  Because it was displayed on a stand, 

the manuscript’s large framed images would have been presented in the same manner as a 

painting and pages could be easily turned.367  This is in striking contrast to the interaction of 

readers with earlier classical rolls in which illustrations imbedded in the text were revealed as the 

object was unrolled.368 

 

 

The Book   

This leads to a related question:  If the book was used as a display object, did viewers 

actually read the text that was associated with the image?  In his study, Imperial Rome and 

                                                 
365 Cavallo, “Between,” 87 and 89.   
 
366 The use of ekphrasis, or describing a work of art was a popular device used by writers to recreate the scene in the  
mind’s eye.  The Romans inherited a fondness for ekphrasis from the Greeks and it was a popular device in Latin 
literature.  With their experience in the use of ekphrasis, the visitors in the Roman villa would have had no problem 
with the idea of expounding on the image later at dinner as a way to facilitate discussion.  For a discussion of the 
Romans and ekphrasis, see Elsner, Roman Eyes, 67F112. 
 
367 The images are of varying sizes with the largest approximately 8.50 x 7.34 inches and the smallest approximately 
8.50 x 2.75 inches.       
 
368 Wright, Vatican Virgil, 2. 
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Christian Triumph, Jaś Elsner argues that ownership of luxurious objects, like illustrated 

manuscripts, was connected to the patron’s education and that these provided the ideal platform 

for indicating status and paideia.  Elsner also proposes that the mythological and iconic imagery 

and themes from the manuscript, The Vatican Vergil, provide the best examples of this use.  The 

author suggests that in antiquity, manuscript illustrations were subordinate to text, especially in 

the case of standard works like Virgil’s Aeneid.369  I do not agree with this assessment of antique 

pagan manuscript imagery, especially when dealing with issues of paideia.  For example, the 

Ambrosian Iliad’s illustrations depicted wellFknown scenes from the Homeric poem.  The 

viewer, as an aristocratic patron who had had an extensive Homeric education, would have 

instantly recognized the story line of each illustration, even without reading the associated text.  

Moreover, the basic nature of the Roman educational system of paideia dealt with memorizing 

and analyzing specific passages from Homer.  Thus, when the educated viewer looked at any of 

the images in the Ambrosian Iliad, he would have equated it to the appropriate corresponding 

passages in Homer’s Iliad as he had been taught.  Instead of playing a supporting role in the 

manuscript, I believe that the images in the Ambrosian Iliad actually took precedence over the 

text.  The educated viewer and elite guest would have been, immediately upon viewing the 

Ambrosian Iliad in the contemporary context we have established for its use, prepared to 

participate in dinner discussions based upon his extensive knowledge of Homeric poetry and 

prompted by the manuscript’s images.370    

In much the same way, the images conditioned the aristocratic activity of concentrating 

on the deeper meanings of the stories from the Iliad as a means to learn morals and ethics, two 

components of virtus.371   In his analysis of Homeric text and images on Megarian Bowls (3rdF1st 

c. BCE) and Italic Tablets (1st c. BCEFmidF1st c. CE), Zanker terms this method as “reader or 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
369 Jaś Elsner, Imperial Rome and Christian Triumph (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1998), 112F113.  Elsner 
argues that this approach to word and image foreshadowed the future of illustrated manuscripts in the medieval 
Christian world, when the words held power over the corresponding illustrations.   
 
370 LeaderFNewby, “The David Plates,” 423. 
 
371 Elsner, Imperial, 108. 
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viewer supplementation.” 372  He suggests that for art objects that depict epic poetry, in 

particular, the viewer uses his/her background and education to “contextualize” the complete 

narrative.373  In a similar argument, Nicholas Horsfall proposes that the Italic Tablets could have 

been placed on display in an aristocratic house as a way of jogging the viewer’s memory of the 

                                                 
372 Paul Zanker, Modes of Viewing in Hellenistic Poetry and Art (Madison, WI:  The University of Wisconsin Press, 
2004), 97F99. 
 
     Megarian Bowls were mass produced between the thirdFfirst centuries BCE.  These footless and handleless 
hemispherical vessels were decorated with relief patterns and figural scenes.  The subtype of the Megarian bowls, 
known as ‘Homeric bowls’ contained extensive narrative cycles derived from the Iliad, the Odyssey, and other 
sources that related stories connected to the Trojan War, including the Little Iliad.  Approximately sixty of these 
bowls are extant; with over half illustrating stories from the Iliad, many of the images are accompanied with 
extensive inscriptions referring to the Iliad as well.  Similar in nature to the Iliac Tablets, the Homeric bowls 
combined Homeric imagery with text that labeled figures, quotations from epic poetry, and sometimes a brief 
explanation of the scenes. 
     Standard sources on the subject of Homeric Bowls:  Carl Robert, Homerische Becher (Berlin:  G. Reimer, 1890)  
and Ulrich Hausmann, Hellenistische Reliefbecher aus attischen und böotischen Werkstätten (Suttgart:  
Kohlhammer, 1959).  Other sources include:  Fernand Courbet,  Les Vases grecs à relief (Paris:  E. de Boccard, 
1922), 281F326, esp. 283F287; Bulas, Les Illustrations antiques, 117F124 and 250F258; M. Rostovtzeff, “Two 
Homeric Bowls Bowls in the Louvre,” American Journal of Archaeology 41, no. 1 (JanFMar 1937), 86F96, esp. 86, 
footnote 1;  Gérard Siebert, Recherches Sur les Ateliers de Bols a Reliefs du Péloponnèse a l’Époque Hellénistique 
(Athens:  École Française D’Athènes, 1978); Ulrich Sinn, Die Homerischen Becher (Berlin:  Mann Verlag, 1979), 
esp. 77F78 MB7; J. J. Pollitt, Art in the Hellenistic Age (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 1986), 200F205, 
255F56;  Lucilla Burn, Hellenistic Art:  From Alexander the Great to Augustus (Los Angeles:  The J. Paul Getty 
Museum, 2004), 114F116; and Small, Parallel Worlds, 80F90.  See also, Grove Art Online, s.v. “GreeceFAncientF
Hellenistic” (by Susan I. Rotroff), http://www.groveart.com / (accessed August 13, 2007).    For scholarship 
regarding the use of the Homeric bowls as memory aids see:  Richard Brilliant, Visual Narratives:  Storytelling in 
Etruscan and Roman Art (Ithaca:  Cornell University Press, 1984), 41F42 and J. Onians, Art and Thought in the 
Hellenistic Age:  The Greek World View 350=50 BC (London:  Thames and Hudson, 1979), 106. 
    The Iliac Tablets, which were created between the first century BCE. and the midF1st century CE are twenty 
rectangular marble relief tablets that illustrate the Homeric epic poems, Trojan War literature, mythological themes, 
and historical events.  While found in different locations, those with secure provenances were found in Rome or just 
outside of Rome, and share a common style and narrative approach.  These tablets exhibit a complicated narrative 
series with extensive inscriptions depicting the Iliad, the Odyssey, the Iliupersis, the Parva Ilias, the Aithiopis, the 
Apotheosis of Hercules and, possibly, Alexander’s victory at Arbela.  One of the most compelling aspects of these 
tablets is their extensive inscriptions that included labels, quotations, and passages from their Homeric sources.  
Because of the close relationship between text and image, many scholars have attempted to connect them to the 
development of illustrated manuscripts. 
     The bibliography on this subject is extensive.  The standard source for the Iliac Tablets is the excellent 
monograph with its extensive bibliography by Anna Sadurska, Les tables iliaques (Warsaw:  Paânstwowe Wydawn, 
1964).  For bibliography concerning the dating of the Iliac Tablets, see Pollitt, Art in the Hellenistic, 202 and 
footnote 18.  For discussions concerning the Iliac Tablets’ possible connections to illustrated manuscripts, see:  
Horsfall, “Stesichorus,” 26F48; Karl Schefold, Wort und Bild – Studien zur Gegenwart der Antike (Basel:  
Archäologischer Verlag, 1975), 125F128; Otto Jahn and Adolf Michaelis, Griechische Bilderchroniken (Bonn: A. 
Marcus, 1873), 20F27; and Brilliant, Visual, 54F59.  For historiography linking the Iliac Tablets with the  Ambrosian 
Iliad, see:  Mai, Iliadis fragmenta, XXXI; Umberto Mancuso, La “Tabula Iliaca,” del Museo Capitolino (Rome:  
Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei, 1909), 662F730; Bulas, Les Illustrations, 124F131; Weitzmann, Ancient Book, 34F
35, 46F50; and Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 26. 
 
373 Zanker, Modes, 97F99. 
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Homeric stories and, as a reminder to his guests that he was a man of culture.374  The Megarian 

Bowls and Iliac Tablets provide a precedent for combining Homeric passages with corresponding 

imagery on objects used for display in a manner similar to that proposed here for the Ambrosian 

Iliad.   With the viewer’s extensive knowledge of the Iliad, he would only have had to see the 

picture on these objects to be reminded of the specific passages and corresponding ethical 

lessons.   The Ambrosian Iliad, however, added a new dimension to this viewing experience.  In 

contrast to the Megarian Bowls and Iliac Tablets, the viewer could take in the entire image at 

once.  With a Megarian Bowl, the patron had to turn the object slightly to view the entire scene.  

For the Iliac Tablets, the multiple scenes and dense compositions made it virtually impossible to 

easily discern its narratives unless the viewer stood very close to the object.  The Ambrosian 

Iliad facilitated interaction between the viewer and the image through large framed pictures that, 

for the most part, stood alone on a single page above the text. 

The acquisition of a Homeric education was considered wasted unless the Late Antique 

aristocratic student could apply it in his interaction with his peers.  In a society where ceremony 

and strict rules of conduct were paramount, paideia provided the means by which the aristocrat 

could relate to others in his level of society.375 An aristocratic display of paideia included clear, 

distinct, and intellectual writing.  The appearance of the cultivation of paideia was equally as 

important as its mastery.  Augustine of Hippo (354 – 430) mentions this in his Confessions when 

discussing his own early education: “But yet this father of mine never troubled himself with any 

thought of how I might improve myself towards thee [God], or how chaste I were; so that I 

proved cultivated, though I were left withal undressed by thy tillage, O God, which art the only, 

true, and good landlord of the field of my heart.”376   

In order to display an education that was available only to the very elite of Roman 

society, aristocrats commonly included Homeric quotes in their conversations and 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
374 Horsfall, “Stesichorus,” 35. 
 
375 Brown, Power and Persuasion, 39. 
 
376 English translation:  Augustine, Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1991), 
1.14.  Latin:  Augustine, Confessions, ed. James O’Donnell (Oxford:  Clarendon Press, 1992), 1.14.  [Cum interea 
non satageret idem pater, quails crescerem tibi aut quam castus essem, dummodo essem disertus vel desertus potius 
a cultura tua, dues, qui es unus verus et bonus dominus agri tui, cordis mei.] 
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correspondence.  Knowing the implied references from the Iliad and the Odyssey developed as a 

secret language reserved for their class. Only someone with a similar education or background 

could have deciphered the cryptic use of such Homeric references.  Homeric references are 

liberally sprinkled throughout Late Antique writings as demonstrated by Ausonius (ca. 310Fca. 

394) who, when thanking the Emperor Gratian (359F383) for his consulship, acknowledges the 

Emperor’s skill in Homeric terms.  In this passage, Ausonius tells the emperor that, although 

there were other candidates that may have been more qualified, he appreciates Gratian’s 

generosity and support, reciprocating favors Ausonius did for the emperor in the past.  Ausonius 

compares the quality of the emperor’s written explanation for his support to the legendary words 

spoken by Homeric heroes: “Let those famous spokesmen of old, those orators of Homer – 

Menelaus, with his subdued but subtle mode of speech, the chieftain of Ithaca, so like a heavy 

storm of hail, Nestor, the survivor of three generations, whose lips were steeped in honey – let 

those seek to rival such a sentence!”377  And then still comparing his emperor with the Homeric 

heroes, Ausonius wishes Gratian even greater success than that shown by the emperor’s writing 

skill: “My young sovereign, may He who is the Ruler of heaven and of mankind grant that you 

may excel those ancients, even above whom the choiceness of that one sentence has placed you, 

and outstrip each one of them in his peculiar quality – Menelaus in kingly majesty, Ulysses in 

discretion, and Nestor in length of days.”378   

Primary sources from the Late Antique period leave no doubt those aristocrats were very 

concerned with protecting their exalted and privileged places in society.  In fact, during the Late 

Antique period, a public show of aristocratic identity and the ideals that it represented had 

become just as important as the ideals themselves.  This was a marked departure from the early 

idealistic days of Cicero (106F43 BCE) and Livy (59F17 BCE), who wrote about the noble 

aristocrat whose purpose was to live a humble life dedicated to Rome.  

                                                 
377 Ausonius, Ausonius, trans. Hugh G. Evelyn White (London:  William Heinemann, 1968), 2.20.4.  [Certent huic 
sententiae veteres illi et Homerici oratores, subtilis deducta oratione Menelaus et instar profundae grandinis doctor 
Ithacensius et melleo delibutus eloquio iam tertiae Nestor aetatis:  sed neque ille concinnius eloquetur.] 
 
378 Ibid., 2.20.4.  [Auguste iuvenis, caeli tibi et humani generic rector hoc tribuat, ut praelatus antiques, quos etiam 
elegantia sententiae istius antecessisti, vincas propria singulorum:  in Menelao regiam dignationem, in Ulixe 
prudentiam, in Nestore senectutem.] 
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When approached in this manner, the images in the Ambrosian Iliad can be seen as an 

integral tool in the connection between its viewers and their previously acquired knowledge of 

text associated with those illustrations.  During the Late Antique period, the links between image 

and viewer would have been mediated by the constant interaction, discussion, and reinvention of 

the meanings of the Homeric images as they related to the contemporary aristocratic patron and 

his peers.  
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Throughout the Ambrosian Iliad, Greek and Trojan royalty and heroes alike don imperial 

Roman dress, display the royal purple, and pose in iconic Roman imperial stances.  Achilles, in 

particular, is treated in a similar manner by the artist.  I propose that the elite patrons translated 

the imperial iconography into something that was relevant to their own role in Late Antique 

society: representatives of the distant emperor. 

By the fifth century, the changing political landscape had dramatically influenced the 

aristocrat’s role.  The traditional idea of service to the state had evolved to that of a civil servant 

who acted on behalf of a largely absent and sheltered emperor.379   Consequently, the aristocrat’s 

                                                 
379 During the fifth century the emperors were rarely in Rome.   For the most part they were either in Ravenna or in 
the field on military campaigns.  It appears that only a handful of emperors (Libius Severus, Olybrius, Glycerius), 
during their brief reigns were ever in Rome.  Fik Meijer, Emperors Don’t Die in Bed (London:  Routledge, 2001), 
146F161. 
 
Roman Emperors in the West in the fifth century (dates of reign):   
Honorius   (r. 395F423)   
Constantine III   (r. ca. 406F411)   
Flavius Constantius (r. 421)    
Valentinian III  (r. 425F455)   
Petronius Maximus  (r. 455)   
Avitus   (r. 455F456)   
Majorian  (r. 457F461) 
Libius Severus  (r. 461F465) 
Anthemius  (r. 467F472) 
Olybrius   (r. 472) 
Glycerius  (r. 473F474) 
Julius Nepos  (r. 474F475) 
Romulus Augustulus (r. 475F476) 
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private and public environment emphasized his ability and right to act as the emperor’s 

representative.  Exemplifying this, the floor plans of villas were expanded so that the patrons 

could receive their supplicants in apses that acted as throne rooms.  Further, fifthFcentury patrons 

avidly collected objects with references to Achilles’ youth, the time in which Achilles acquired 

his paideia.  This is the same training that contributed to the processes of selfFdefinition for both 

elite and emperors alike.   The Ambrosian Iliad, with its emphasis on the aristocratic hero 

Achilles, worked in concert with the visual program of Homeric objects that supported and 

reflected the owner’s acquisition and demonstration of paideia.  In the Ambrosian Iliad, the 

connection between aristocrat and emperor coalesced in the figure of Achilles.  Throughout the 

manuscript, the Homeric hero is consistently shown in a manner recalling Roman imperial 

depictions including his clothing, his furnishings, and the discharge of his duties. 

An Imperial Environment 

The fifthFcentury Late Antique aristocrat surrounded himself with imperial signifiers, 

including architecture and furnishings, as a way to reinforce his new responsibilities.  While 

aristocratic villas had generally been palatial in size, the fifthFcentury addition of throneFlike 

rooms with apses furthered the impression of imperial connections.  Before this time, the Roman 

patron met with his clients in reception rooms in the mornings:  that was where favors were 

exchanged and promised.380  By the fifth century, with the retreat of the emperor to a distant godF

like figure, the relationship between patron and client changed.  Instead of mingling with his 

clients as an imperial representative, many patrons began to receive their clients in much more 

formal situations.381  The reaction of the clients to this throneFlike space was of paramount 

importance to the villa’s owner, for the subtle imperial appearance of the patron only worked if 

his viewers believed it.382  Thus, Late Antique villa architecture was altered to more closely 

                                                                                                                                                             
Emperors in italics means that they were not recognized in the East.  Peter Heather, The Fall of the Roman Empire:  
A New History of Rome and the Barbarians (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 2006), 481F482. 
 
380 P. Veyne, Bread and Circuses:  Historical Sociology and Political Pluralism, trans. Brian Pearce (London:  The 
Penguin Press, 1990), 395.  Also Lançon, Rome, 62 and 68.   
 
381 Scott, “Power,” 60.     
 
382 Hales, Roman House, 239. 
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resemble imperial residences as a way to intimidate the visitor.383  The placement of the patron in 

the house when receiving clients was carefully calculated for maximum effect.  The patron 

would sit or stand at the end of a hall so that the client had to approach him from a distance.384   

By the fifth century, this imperially charged space was completed with the addition of an 

apse as a way of defining the audience area of the villa.  The apse already had a long history in 

Roman architecture.  Originally a part of a basilica floor plan, the apse found its way into later 

Roman imperial architecture.  By Late Antiquity, prominent apses were added to palaces, as 

evidenced by the late fourthFcentury “porticus villa” type in Contionacum (Konz), Germany (fig. 

4.6 and fig. 4.7).385 As can be seen in the reconstruction and floor plan, this large building 

featured apses on the right side of the palace.386  The close proximity of Konz to Trier suggests 

that there may have been a connection to Constantine’s audience hall which featured a large 

apse.387 

At the same time, rooms with apses in an audienceFlike setting became very popular in 

aristocratic villas throughout the Empire.  For example, in the fourth century, small villas in 

                                                 
383 Ibid., 53 and 122.  
 
384 John R. Clarke, The Houses of Roman Italy, 100 B.C. – A.D. 250:  Ritual, Space and Decoration (Berkeley:  
University of California Press, 1991), 4.   
 
385 Based on a reference by Ausonius, this villa may have been the Emperor Valentinian’s summer palace.  Alfred 
Frazer, “Imperial Villa,” in Age of Spirituality.  Late Antique and Early Christian Art, Third to Seventh Century:  
Catalogue of the Exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, November 19, 1977 through February 12, 1976, ed. 
Kurt Weitzmann (New York:  The Museum, 1979), 119, no. 106.  See also:  Theodor Konrad Kempf and Wilhelm 
Reusch, Frühchristliche Zeugnisse im Einsugsgebiet von Rhein und Mosel (Trier:  UnitasFBuchhandlung, 1965), 
150F152; Smith, “Imperial Court,” 157F232; Gisela Ripoll and  Javier Arge, “Transformation and End of Roman 
Vallae in the West 4F7th c Problems and Perspectives,” in Towns and their Territories Between Late Antiquity and 
the Early Middle Ages, eds. G. P. Brogiolo, N. Gauthier, and N. Christie (Leiden:  Brill, 2000) 84F85; K. GoethertF
Polaschek.  “La villa imperial de Konz,” in La civilization romaine de la Moselle à la Sarre.  Vestiges romains en 
Lorraine, au Luxembourg, dans la region de Trèves et en Saine.  Exh. Catalog.  (Mainz, 1983), 327F331, no, 289; 
and E. M. Wightman, Roman Trier and the Treveri (London:  HartFDavis, 1971), 165F168. 
 
386 E. Gose, “Die Kaiserliche Sommerresidenz in Konz, Landkreis Saarburg,” Germania 32 (1961), 204F206; 
Wightman, Roman Trier, 165F168; P. MacKendrick, The Greek Stones Speak (New York:  St. Martin’s Press, 1962), 
243F244; and Alexander G. McKay, Houses, Villas and Palaces in the Roman World (Ithaca:  Cornell University 
Press, 1975), 175, fig. 59.  
 
387 Konz is approximately 8 kilometers southwest of Trier. This particular building is a good example of the 
influence this type of floor plan had on ecclesiastical architecture of the fourth century.  Richard Krautheimer, Early 
Christian and Byzantine Architecture (Baltimore:  Penguin Books, 1965), 20. 
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Britain were remodeled specifically to include great halls and apses. 388  This trend continued to 

the fifth century with villas in Roman North Africa remodeled to include apses.  Known today as 

The House of the Mosaics, villa number 3 in Bulla Regia, in modernFday Tunisia, is a prime 

example (fig. 4.8).  This villa’s floor plan included a long hall that ends in an apsidal structure.  

Combined with a peristyled entrance, the arrangement certainly conveyed a grandiose impression 

to a visitor.389   

The Late Antique aristocrat took the imperial analogy one step further by installing 

throneFlike structures in these domestic apses.  The image of the aristocrat in an imperial pose is 

beautifully illustrated on an ivory diptych of Rufius Probianus dated ca. 400 (fig. 4.9).390  Seated 

on a throne, he indicates with his gesture that he is speaking in such a way that, as Brown 

describes it, “he has the right to speak, while others only have the right to listen.”391  Below 

Probianus, his two secretaries record the proceedings.  Two lawyers petition the aristocrat, just as 

they would have petitioned the Emperor previously in the apse of a basilica.   

Once an aristocrat began receiving clients in his own imperiallyFcharged, apsidal throne 

room, it was important that he be seen as having the credentials to reside there.  How others 

perceived the Late Antique aristocrat’s capabilities to act on the emperor’s behalf was partially 

based on his appearance and demonstration of the virtus needed to accomplish his duties.  As 

WallaceFHadrill explains, “the virtues provided a charismatic justification of the emperor’s 

power, representing him as in possession of qualities regarded by his subjects as a necessary 

qualification for his position.”392  During Late Antiquity, the display of these same heroic 

characteristics justified the aristocrat’s ability to operate in the name of the emperor.  Based on 

their own early training, aristocratic patrons did not have to look far to find a model 

demonstrating the desired paideia and its characteristics:  The Homeric hero, Achilles. 

                                                 
388 Scott, “Power”, 55.  See footnotes 17 and 18 for bibliography.  A notable example is in Bignor (Sussex). 
 
389 Azedine Besaouch, Roger Hanoure, and Yvon Thébert, Les ruines de Bulla Regia (Rome:  École française de 
Rome, 1977), 39F40.   See also John Bryan WardFPerkins, Roman Imperial Architecture (London:  Yale University 
Press, 1992), 402F404.   
 
390 Anderson, “Diptych of Probianus,” 55F56, no. 53.  Also Richard Delbrück, Die Consulardiptychen (Berlin:  W. 
de Gruyter & Co., 1929), no. 65 and Brilliant, Gesture, 207. 
 
391 Brown, “Late Antiquity,” 272. 
 
392 WallaceFHadrill, “The Emperor and his Virtues,” 299F323. 
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The Cult of Achilles 

The fifthFcentury aristocrats’ view of Achilles was shaped by numerous Roman authors 

who added to the Iliad’s narrative over the years.  During the Early Imperial Roman period, 

Achilles had been viewed as a poor excuse for a hero.  Roman authors and philosophers viewed 

his flaws as weaknesses that would shame any good Roman citizen.393   For example, in his 

Roman epic tale, the Aeneid, Virgil (70F19 BCE) portrayed Achilles as the ruthless killer of 

Rome’s heroic Trojan ancestors.394  This pejorative opinion of Achilles and the anger he 

displayed in the Iliad continued well into the Late Antique period.  But, in spite of his poor 

reputation, Romans were still fascinated by Achilles’ heroic characteristics. 395  By the fifth 

century, during a time of upheaval and uncertainty, ancient heroes represented ideas for which 

Late Antique Romans longed.396  Achilles was often referred to in glowing terms.  Ausonius 

wrote such an epigram when he compared his emperor, Gratian, to the epic hero: “Rejoice, thou 

son of Aeacus!  Thou art sung once more by a lofty bard and thou art blessed with a Roman 

Homer.”397   

By the fifth century, the Romans’ relationship with Achilles developed into an obsession 

with the hero’s childhood and formative years which were defined by the acquisition of 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
393 Catherine Callen King,  Achilles:  Paradigms of the War Hero from Homer to the Middle Ages (Berkeley:  
University of California Press, 1987), xvii.  For an extensive discussion concerning the early Romans’ attitude 
towards Achilles, including Cicero, Catullus and Ovid, see King, Achilles, 112F127.  
 
394 Ibid., 122F124 
 
395 Ibid., 128. 
 
396 Ibid., 138.    
 
397 Ausonius.  Ausonius, vol 1, 2..26.16F17 (trans. Hugh G. Evelyn White).  [Exulta, Aeacide:  celebraris vate 
superbo rursum Romanusque tibi contingit Homerus.]  Ausonius also wrote extensive epitaphs for the heroes of the 
Trojan War, like Achilles, “Not one the land which holds the son of Aeacus:  his bones are buried on the Sigean 
shore, and at Larissa were his tresses burned.  Part of him lies hidden in the tomb, part was borne home by the fleet; 
but in the whole world Homer shall show him living once again.”  [Non una Aeaciden tellus habet:  ossa teguntur 
litore Sigeo, crinem Larisa cremavit.  pars tumulis (secreta iacet, pars) classe (relata est;) orbe set in toto (redivivum 
ostendet Homerus).]Ausonius.  Ausonius, vol. 1, 6.4.7F10 (trans. Hugh G. Evelyn White). 
In his writings, Ausonius continued this theme when he compared the typical aristocratic bridegroom to a god, “In 
face and shoulders like a god was he, and in his youthful eyes.  As Lucifer when, bedrenched with Ocean’s waves, 
he lifts his sacred head in heaven, so seemed this youth in feature and in glance, as in wild haste he hastens to the 
threshold.”   [Os umerosque deo similes lumenque iuventae.  quails, ubi oceani perfusus Lucifer unda extulit 
ossacrum caelo:  sic ora ferebat, sic ofulos cursuque amens ad limina tendit.] Ausonius.  Ausonius, vol. 1, 12.4.51F52 
(trans. Hugh G. Evelyn White). 
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paideia.398  Late Antique aristocrats spent many hours studying and discussing Homeric 

references about Achilles’ growth from a flawed young warrior to a seasoned veteran who, by 

the end of the Iliad, had realized his heroic potential.  Throughout the Iliad, Homer explored 

Achilles’ transformation, especially as it pertained to his education and his relationship with his 

earliest teacher, Cheiron, and his mentor, Phoenix.399  Consequently, the idea of paideia was 

subtly mentioned when Achilles’ teacher described him as “… a speaker of words and a doer of 

actions.”400  The importance of early training and the relationship between student and teacher as 

described in the Iliad was not lost on the Late Antique aristocrat.  Ausonius, when discussing his 

tenure as imperial tutor to the future emperor, Gratian, wrote: “Yet I confess that there have been 

tutors of greater fame, so but ‘tis granted that there has been to none a nobler pupil.  Alcaeus’ 

offspring was taught by Atlas, and the son of Aeacus by Chiron – the first Jove’s son [Hercules] 

and the other wellFnight sprung from Jove [Achilles] – and these had Thebes and Thessaly for 

their homes.  But this, my pupil, reigns over the whole world, which is his own.”401 

                                                 
398 The following earlier texts expanded the Iliad with stories from Achilles’ early life.  They were widely read and 
included in the early training of fifthFcentury students.   
     The Excidium Troiae (1st century F with extant Latin copies as late as the 6th century), author unknown, was a 
compilation of passages in Latin from the Iliad.  It also included other stories of the Trojan War that probably came 
from other, now lost, ancient texts.  Used as a school text, it was in the question and answer format used in Roman 
education, especially in the fifth century.  Margaret R. Scherer, The Legends of Troy in Art and Literature (New 
York:  Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1963), 100. 
     The most influential postFHomeric Roman revisionist text was by Statius. The Achilleid (45F96) concentrated on 
Achilles youth, especially his relationship with his teacher, the centaur, Cheiron.  According to King, Statius 
connected Achilles’ anger to the idea of justice.  King, Achilles, xvii.   
 
399 Taken into the court of his father Peleus, Phoenix served as a mentor and teacher to a grown Achilles during the 
Trojan War.  He was a like a surrogate father to Achilles. 
 
400 Homer, Iliad, 9.442F443 (trans. Rodney Merrill).  “Therefore did he send me to instruct you in all of these 
matters; you were to be both a speaker of words and a doer of actions.”  [τοὔνεκά oε προέηκε διδασκέoεναι τάδε 
πάντα, oύθων τε ῥητῆρ᾽ ἔoεναι πρηκτῆρά τε ἔργων.] 
 
401 Ausonius.  Ausonius, 1.1.27F34 (trans. Hugh G. Evelyn White).  [Nec enem fiducia nobis vana aut non solidi 
gloria iudicii.  cedo tamen fuerint fama potiorem magistri, dum nulli fuerit discipulus melior.  Alcides Atlantis et 
Aeacides Chironis, paene Iove iste satus, filius ille Iovis, Thessaliam Thebasque suos habuere penates:  at meus hic 
toto regnat in orbe suo.] 
 
     Ausonius in a letter to his grandson, written to discuss the merit of school and education, tells him not to fear his 
teacher, that teachers have much to offer to him, “So Thessalian Chiron did not affright Achilles, Peleus’ son, 
though he was quite half a horse, nor pineFbearing Atlas scare Amphitryo’s youthful son, but both coaxingly used to 
soothe their young pupils with gentle words.”  [Sic neque Peliaden terrebat Chiron Achillem Thessalico permixtus 
equo nec pinifer Atlans Amphitryoniadem puerum, set blandus uterque mitibus adloquiis teneros mulcebat alumnos.  
Ausonius.  Ausonius, 22.20F23 (trans. Hugh G. Evelyn White). 
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In the Ambrosian Iliad, and other Late Antique HomericFthemed objects, we see the 

relationship between the aristocracy and the emperor merge in the figure of Achilles.  This 

superhero represented the acquisition and display of the heroic characteristics of paideia.  In Late 

Antiquity, Achilles was used as a yardstick by which the emperor’s virtues were measured, as 

evidenced by Cyrus (fl. 426F441), who wrote to Theodosius II (401F450): “All the famous deeds 

of Achilles are yours, except for his wrath and his love; you draw the bow like Teucer, but are no 

bastard; you have the great beauty of Agamemnon, but wine does not disturb your mind; in 

prudence I liken you to the cunning Odysseus, but without wicked deceit; and O King, you distill 

honeyFsweet speech equal to the old man of Pylos before you see Time touching the third 

generation.”402  Later, in the early sixth century, Procopius would describe a colossal bronze 

statue of Justinian as “a figure habited like Achilles, that is, the costume he wears is known by 

that name.  He wears halfFboots and his legs are not covered by greaves.  Also he wears a 

breastplate in the heroic fashion, and a helmet covers his head gives the impression that it moves 

up and down, and a dazzling light flashes forth from it.”403  The statue surmounted a column that 

was raised in honor of Justinian’s battle successes in 543.  Located between the Great Palace and 

Hagia Sophia in Constantinople, the prominence of the statue dressed in triumphal military 

success emphasizes the importance of military victory as underscored by the connection of the 

great Homeric war hero, Achilles, and the emperor. 

I suggest that the aristocrat, such as the one who commissioned the Ambrosian Iliad, 

surrounded himself with Achilles imagery as a way of visually aligning himself with the imperial 

family.  This extensive and complicated visual program contributed to solidifying his role as the 

emperor’s representative.  In particular, the emphasis on images of heroic education conveyed 

the importance of paideia as the proper training for the emperor and the elite who acted in his 

                                                 
402 From Alan Cameron, “The Empress and the Poet,” in Later Greek Literature, eds. John J. Winkler and Gordon 
Willis Williams (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 1982), 228F229. 
 
403  From, Procopius, De Aedificus, 1.2.1F11.  English translation from:  
http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Procopius/Buildings/1B*.html 
 
For information concerning the statue, see Michael Whitby, “Pride and Prejudice in Procopius’ Building,” Imperial 
Image in Constantinople 8 (2000): 59F66; Brilliant, Gesture, 183F184; and Richard Brilliant, “Scenic 
Representations,” in Age of Spiritiuality.  Late Antique and Early Christian Art, Third to Seventh Century:  
Catalogue of the Exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, November 19, 1977 through February 12, 1978, ed. 
Kurt Weitzmann (New York:  The Museum, 1979), 60. 
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place throughout the empire.  As Ruth LeaderFNewby has shown in her work on Late Antique 

silver services, Achilles appeared on many objects in Late Antique aristocratic villas, including 

silver services, furniture, and mosaics.  I would like to add illustrated manuscripts to this list of 

Late Antique collections that reference Achilles as a connection to the acquisition and display of 

paideia.  In fact, the following examples used by LeaderFNewby can also be applied to the 

connection of paideia with the perceived heroic characteristics needed in order to represent the 

emperor. 

Based on archaeological and literary evidence, the Late Antique elite were fond of 

collecting massive silver services.  The vogue for collecting silver continued unabated at least 

through the end of the sixth century and, as several scholars have suggested, these were likely 

used for display purposes and as signs of status.404   These silver services often included large 

silver platters called missoria.  Popular narrative scenes on missoria included the story of 

Achilles’ early life; this can be seen on a midFfourth century example from Kaiseraugst in 

modernFday Switzerland (fig. 4.10 and fig. 4.11).405  Ten scenes are arranged around the plate’s 

rim, with a tondo in the center depicting an eleventh scene.  The corners display heads in eight 

pairs, with Thetis and Achilles alternating with Diomedes and Odysseus.  As one follows the 

narrative in a counterclockwise fashion starting at the bottom of the plate, one sees that the artist 

has illustrated Achilles’ early biography in order of major events.407   

                                                                                                                                                             
 
404 Marla Mundell Mango, “Silver in Changing Contexts,” in The Road to Byzantium – Luxury Arts of Antiquity, eds. 
Frank Althaus and Mark Sutcliffe (London:  Fontanka, 2006), 60 and Ruth E. LeaderFNewby, “Classicism and 
Paideia in Early Byzantine Silver from the Hermitage,” in The Road to Byzantium – Luxury Arts of Antiquity, eds. 
Frank Althaus and Mark Sutcliffe (London:  Fontaka, 2006), 67F71. 
 
405 LIMC 1: 94, “Achilles.” See also, Bell, “Plate with Scenes from the Childhood of Achilles,”  231F234, no. 208; P. 
C. Kent and K. S. Painter, Wealth of the Roman World, A.D. 300=700 (London:  British Museum, 1977), 41, #80;  
Josef Strzygowski, Koptische Kunst:  Catalogue general des antiquités egyptiennes du Musée du Caire (Vienna, 
1904), 257;  L. Guerrini, “Infanzia di Achille e sua educazione presso Chireone,” in Studi Miscellanei I (Seminario 
di archeologia e storia dell’arte greca e romana dell’Università di Roma) (Rome:  L’Erma di Bretschneider, 1961), 
44F53; Weitzmann, Ancient Book , 57F58; Kent and Painter, Wealth 81, figure 80; LeaderFNewby, “The David 
Plates,” 421F423; and LeaderFNewby, Silver and Society, 125F127.  For a compendium of missoria, see Jocelyn M. 
C. Toynbee and Kenneth S. Painter, “Silver Picture Plates of Late Antiquity:  AD 300F700,” Archaeologia 108 
(1986): 15F65. 
 
407 For extensive bibliography concerning the iconography for this plate, see LeaderFNewby, Silver and Society, 162, 
foonotes 23 and 24. 
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1. Thetis reclines on her birth couch, flanked by her nurse, and the baby Achilles. 
 
2. Thetis dips her son in the river Styx to protect him, in the presence of a pair of river 

nymphs who personify the rivers Styx and Kokytos (Homer, Od 10, 514).  At the 
right, a nurse stands by with bowl and towel. 

 
3. Thetis presents Achilles to the centaur Cheiron to be educated.  In Greek mythology, 

centaurs always acted as tutors of young heroes, teaching them the necessary skills of 
Greek paideia such as hunting, fighting, and athletics.  On the left:  A nurse with a 
basket waits with Achilles’ belongings.   

 
4. Achilles and Cheiron have eaten dinner in a cave.  Achilles sits above the remains of 

a boar and lion; Cheiron holds a leopard. 
 
5. A scene of hunting a boar and leopard.  Achilles is about to throw a javelin. 
 
6. Achilles studies the alphabet in the presence of a nurse and Cheiron.  Wax tablets are  

inscribed with the Greek letters, alpha, beta, gamma, delta and epsilon. 
 
7. Achilles practices with a discus.  A lyre, propped against a column, shows that he is 

also studying music.   
 
8. The leaveFtaking F Thetis and a nurse have come for Achilles. 
 
9. Thetis takes Achilles, disguised as a girl, to the island of Skyros to be brought up 

among the daughters of King Lykomedes.  She thought to protect him from warfare, 
which his fate foretold would cause his demise.  Achilles, or Pyrrha, as he was called 
on Skyros, greets the king. 

 
10. The king’s daughters are spinning while Achilles plays the lyre.  One daughter, 

Achilles’ lover Deidamia, listens intently to his music.  A woman enters at the left. 
 
11. In the tondo, Achilles is tricked into revealing his identity.  Diomedes and Odysseus 

have come to take him to Troy.  The trumpeter sounds the call to arms, while Achilles 
impetuously seizes the weapons set out for him.  Deidamia clutches at him to try to 
prevent his departure. 

   
The first eight scenes on this missorium specifically depict the essential heroic paideia 

characteristics of hunting, formal education, playing music, athletics, and warfare.408  Achilles’ 

interaction with his tutor, the centaur Cheiron, is a dominant theme of the narratives on the rim.  

                                                 
408 M. A.  Manacorda, La paideia di Achille (Rome:  Editori Riuniti, 1971), 100F102,  LeaderFNewby, “The David 
Plates,” 422F423 and LeaderFNewby, Silver and Society, 129. 
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The images of paideia circle the pivotal image in the center of the missorium, of the moment 

when Achilles accepts his true destiny and steps into manhood. 409  Thus, the placement of the 

scenes of Achilles’ early training literally encircle and support the moment when the hero will 

begin his new responsibilities, much like the same paideia which supported the Roman 

aristocratic elite when discharging their imperial duties.  

The imperial family was fond of commissioning silver services, including large plates, or 

missoria, to honor important milestones.410  At the same time, the elite also collected silver 

missoria, which may have been created in the same imperial workshops.  Thus, the display of 

missoria in the aristocratic home represented a subtle connection to power. 411    

There is also evidence that the narratives of Achilles’ paideia also appeared on furniture 

in the aristocratic household, as with the very large marble and mosaic table rim from fourthF

century Roman Egypt, which is known as the “Capitoline Puteal” (fig. 4.12).412  The only extant 

part of the object, the rim, is enclosed within a large marble slab.  Cosmati mosaics were added 

in the thirteenth century, when the marble disc was incorporated into the ambo of the Roman 

church of Sta. Maria in Aracoeli.  Counterclockwise are scenes similar to the Kaiseraugst silver 

plate of Achilles’ boyhood.413  In this example, the artist has combined Achilles’ childhood with 

                                                 
409 This particular scene was very popular in Roman art.  It could have represented the events leading up to 
Achilles’ discovery on the island of Skyros as a way to illustrate the time in his life before he became a hero.  The 
discovery itself represents a crucial point when Achilles chooses his fate by becoming the central hero in the Trojan 
War.  Brilliant, Visual, 136.  
 
410 One of the most famous imperial missorium is the Theodosian Missorium, which celebrated the emperor’s tenth 
year of accessions in 388.  For more information see  LeaderFNewby, Silver and Society, 11F60; Andrew Oliver, Jr., 
“The ‘Missorium of Theodosius,’” Journal of Roman Archaeology 15, no. 2 (2002): 389F432; Dunbabin, Roman 
Banquet, 141F143 161F162; D. E. Strong, Greek and Roman Gold and Silver Plate (London:  Methuen, 1979), 124F
130; and K. Patiner, “Roman Silver Hoards:  Ownership and Status,” in Argenerie romaine et Byzantine, ed. F. 
Baratte (Paris, 1988), 97F102. 
 
411 Ruth LeaderFNewby has compared the Kaiseraugst Achilles Plate with the David Plates by citing paideia as they 
related to Achilles’ youth and training.  LeaderFNewby, “The David Plates,” 423. 
 
412 Weitzmann, Greek Mythology, 192; Bell, “Disc with Scenes from the Life of Achilles,” 231F232, no. 207.  For 
early bibliography, see LeaderFNewby, Silver and Society, 127F130.  Also Synder, “The SoFCalled Puteal in the 
Capitoline Museum at Rome.”  Journal of Roman Studies 13 (1923): 56F68. 
 
413   1)  Thetis and Achilles at childbirth.  Thetis sits on her bed, at the right the newborn, Achilles, is washed in a 

fluted bowl by the nurse. 
2)  Thetis dipping Achilles into the river Styx.  To her right is a river nymph. 
3)  Thetis hands over Achilles to the centaur, Cheiron. 
4)  Achilles hunts a lion. 
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several popular scenes from the Iliad.  Each scene represents a major event in Achilles’ life: his 

birth, his education with his tutor, his display of paideia, the crucial decision to go to war, and 

the consequences of that decision.  Although the famous scene of Achilles’ dragging Hector’s 

body is missing from the manuscript, this depiction gives a hint of what the now lost scene may 

have looked.   

Late Antique aristocrats often depicted Achilles on the mosaic floors of their villas.   An 

excellent example is found in the reception hall of a large fifthFcentury domus in Cyprus (fig. 

4.13).414   Achilles’ mother, the nymph Thetis, reclines on her couch and is surrounded by 

witnesses of the birth of her heroic baby.   On the left, one of the Hyades nymphs who brings 

rain, Ambrosia, holds a pitcher of water.  On the other side of Thetis, Achilles’ father, Peleus, is 

seated holding a scepter.  In reference to Achilles’ future, the three Fates flank the scene on the 

right, starting with Clotho, who holds a spindle and distaff with the thread of life, Lachesis, who 

displays a tablet on which is inscribed Achilles’ life story, and Atropos who holds the scroll of 

eternity.  The most striking aspect of this composition, however, is that the personification 

Anatrophe or “Education” holds baby Achilles.  Thus, the importance of education, or paideia, is 

stressed in the composition and in the area of the house where the patron met his clients and 

associates.  In other words, the aristocrat not only associated himself with the heroic 

characteristics of Achilles, but also the paideia that they both shared. 415   

The many visual images of Achilles throughout the Late Antique villa, as represented by 

these works of art, worked in concert to impart a message to viewers that their owner/patron 

                                                                                                                                                             
5)  Skyros:  the moment of discovery.  Right:  Odysseus grasps a sword while a trumpeter sounds an alarm.  

Achilles, tricked into revealing his identity, picks up the arms.  On the left, flanked by her sisters, Deidamia 
implores him not to leave.  On the far right, a figure of a river god leans against a hydria. 

6)  Achilles and Hector fight before the Skaian Gate at Troy.  We are not sure about the identity of the fallen 
warrior.  

7)  Achilles drags Hector’s body from his chariot while preceded by Victory holding a palm branch and wreath.  
Priam looks down in horror from the city walls. 

 
414 John R. Clarke, Roman Black and White Figural Mosaics (New York:  New York University Press, 1979),  8F11; 
LeaderFNewby, Silver and Society, 133; R. Daszewski, “Polish Excavations at Kato (Nea) Paphos in 1970F1971,” in Report 
of the Department of Antiquities, Cyprus (Nicosia, Cyprus:  Zavallis Press, 1971), 208F217, and Bell, “Mosaic of the Birth 
of Achilles,” 237F238, no. 213. 
 
415 Scott, “Power,” 58.  According to Sarah Scott, the mythological subject matter of many of the mosaics in Roman 
villas show a connection to education and paideia, especially as a way of indicating social status in the Late Antique 
period 
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shared the same virtues and paideia as the Homeric hero.  Just by virtue of its topic and focus on 

Achilles, the Ambrosian Iliad took its place with the other Achilles’ narratives in the villa in a 

cohesive program that contributed to an identity connecting the aristocratic owner to the 

emperor.  Thus, the fifthFcentury aristocrat constructed an imperial space for himself in which he 

sat on a throne in an audience hall with an apse surrounded by images of Achilles, an 

iconographic program supporting his right to wield imperialFlike power.   

Imperial Iconography in the Ambrosian Iliad 

In addition to a visual program in the villa, the Ambrosian Iliad’s iconography also 

contained imperial references to which the fifthFcentury aristocrat could relate.  Hellenic and 

Trojan kings are shown throughout the manuscript making sacrifices and fighting in battles.  But, 

more importantly for the elite viewer, the aristocratic hero, Achilles, was shown in an imperial 

light as he awarded prizes and poured libations at an altar.  As with the other Achilles imagery 

throughout the villa, the Ambrosian Iliad’s iconography reflected, confirmed, and supported the 

imperial aspects of aristocratic selfFidentity in the fifthFcentury Roman Empire. 

The Ambrosian Iliad ‘s illustration of the chariot race refers to one of the most public of 

imperial duties performed by the Late Antique aristocrat as the representative of the emperor: the 

awarding of prizes at the hippodrome immediately after the running of the race (fig. 4.1 and fig. 

4.2).  This particular aspect of the race is connected especially to the aristocratic patron and his 

show of identity and status.  In the hippodrome, the elite would have had ample opportunity to 

show their imperial associations in a very public place. 

Both the aristocrats and the emperor understood and valued the public relations aspect of 

this important social activity.  By the Late Antique period, the hippodrome was one of the few 

places where the emperor interacted personally with the masses, albeit from a safe distance and 

in his own box.  The importance of the circus games is reflected in Rome and Constantinople, 

especially, where hippodromes were important components in the palace floor plans.416  The 

celebration in the circus included several imperial celebrations, such as the emperor’s 

birthday.417   

                                                 
416 John W. Barker, “Hippodrome,” in Late Antiquity – A Guide to the Postclassical World, eds. G. W. Bowersock, 
Peter Brown, and Oleg Grabar (Cambridge, MA:  Harvard University Press, 1999), 493. 
 
417 Curran, Pagan City, 221, 223F227.  John Curran suggests that the emperor kept in contact with his subjects 
partially through the calendar of festivities as they were celebrated at the circus.  Using the fourth century Filocalian 
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Traditionally, when the emperor attended the circus, he ordered the awarding of the 

prizes.  Sidonius Apollinaris, in a letter to his friend Consentius the charioteer, proudly recounts 

this aspect of the games in Rome: “Next, the just emperor ordered silken ribands to be added to 

the victors’ palms and crowns to the necklets of gold, and true merit to have its reward; while to 

the vanquished in their sore disgrace he bade rugs of manyFcouloured hair to be awarded.”418  It 

was unseemly, however, for the emperor to descend to the circus floor to personally award the 

charioteers’ prizes himself.  Instead, he would watch as the aristocratic magistrates distributed 

the prizes to the victors.419  When the emperor could not be in attendance, which was true 

throughout most of the Roman Empire, his portrait was displayed at the circus to emphasize the 

imperial involvement in the games.420  There is literary evidence of this practice from the 

Praetorian Prefect of Oriens in 425:  “If at any time, whether on festal days, as is usual, or on 

ordinary days, statues or images of us are erected, the judge (iudex) shall be present without 

employing the vainglorious heights of adoration.…  Likewise if our images (simulacra) are 

shown at ludi, they shall demonstrate that our divinity and glory live only in the hearts and the 

secret places of the minds of those who attend.”421  By the fifth century, as the emperor became a 

distant figure, the elite were depended upon to perform his imperial duty in the circus more 

frequently.422 

I propose that the popularity of the image of the circus in the elite villas was not only a 

show of status, but also a subtle reminder of the aristocrats’ connections to the emperor.  Many 

                                                                                                                                                             
Calendar attributed to the Chronographer of 354, Curran argues that the emperor used the annual festivals, which 
included celebrating imperial birthdays to align himself with the social groups that “benefited” from these festivals.   
 
418 Sidonious Apollinaris, Poems, 23.422F427 (trans. W. B. Anderson).  In his letter to Consentius:   [hic mox 
praecipit aequus imperator palmis serica, torquibus coronas coniungi et meritum remunerari, victis ire iubens satis 
pudendis villis versicoloribus tapetas.] 
 
419 Alan Cameron, Porphyrius the Charioteer (Oxford:  Clarendon Press, 1973), 44. 
  
420 Cameron, Circus, 7.   
 
421 Curran, Pagan City, 256, footnote 204.  From:  Codex Theodosianus, 15,4,1:  [Si quando nostrae statuae vel 
imagines eriguntur seu diebus, ut adsolet, festis sive communibus, adsit iudex sine adorationis ambitioso fastigio, ut 
ornamentum diei vel loco et nostrae recordationi sui probet accessisse praesentiam.  Ludis quoque simulacra 
proposita tantum in animis concurentum mentisque seretis nostrum numen et laudes vigere demonstrent; excedens 
cultura hominum dignitatem superno numini reservetur.]  
 
422 Liebeschultz, Administration, 225. 
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of these images feature the popular charioteers and horses, as well as the race itself.  Scenes of 

victory were abundant and were normally depicted by palm fronds scattered throughout the 

composition or with the victorious charioteers triumphantly carrying their prizes (fig. 4.14).423  

The awarding of the prize itself, however, was not a common theme in Roman art.  Although it 

was a rare depiction, the Ambrosian Iliad’s image of the circus was a reflection of real life for 

the aristocratic viewer.  In a society obsessed with mos maiorum and virtus, the aristocrat 

represented the marriage of the traditions of the emperor and the elite class of the Roman 

Empire.  What better way to represent the emperor’s virtus, as well as your own, than to stand in 

the emperor’s place on the circus floor awarding the prizes to victorious charioteers?   

Another traditional aristocratic duty set in an imperial context is expressed by the image 

of Achilles making a sacrifice, in miniature XXXXVII of the Ambrosian Iliad (fig. 1.1 and 1.2).  

In this scene from the Ambrosian Iliad, the heroic aristocrat, Achilles, makes an offering to the 

gods asking for the protection of his friend, Patroclus, on the eve of battle.424  As we have seen in 

Chapter Three, the sacrifice had been a traditional aristocratic duty for the Roman elite until the 

end of the fourth century.  The Roman iconography in this depiction of Achilles is inescapable 

with the hero making his sacrifice with a patera rather than a goblet as mentioned in Homer’s 

account.425   

There is more to this image, however, than the use of wellFknown Roman iconography.  

This approach to Achilles is a layered one that emphasizes his piety and elite status within an 

imperial context.  First, the important characteristic of pietas is emphasized through Achilles’ 

physical appearance.  He is shown wearing a chlamys, a long cloak connected with the military, 

drawn over his head in the traditional act of a person making a sacrifice.426  Also, as Bianchi 

                                                 
423 Katherine Dunbabin, The Mosaics of North Africa:  Studies in Iconography and Patronage (Oxford:  Clarendon 
Press, 1978), 134. 
 
424 Homer, Iliad, 16.225F232 (trans. Rodney Merrill).  For the Homeric passage, see Chapter Three. 
 
425 Homer, Iliad, 16.230F232 (trans. Rodney Merrill).  For the Homeric passage, see Chapter Three.   
 
426 Croom, Roman Clothing, 51.  Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures, 95. 
 
     Bianchi Bandinelli has identified the iconographic type of the classical Apollo which is used to portray Achilles.  
Also, Bianchi Bandinelli refers to the chlamys as the “heroic” fashion.  Bianchi Bandinelli, Hellenistic=Byzantine 
Miniatures, 95. 
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Bandinelli points out, Achilles is barefooted, which is another sign of ritualistic piety.427  These 

references are all framed in a wellFestablished imperial sacrificial pose that had been used on 

everything from coins to marble reliefs.  For example, the thirdFcentury emperor, Postumus (r. 

260F268), can be seen making a sacrifice to Herculi Comiti on a coin (fig. 4.15).  Like Achilles, 

the Emperor wears priestly robes which are pulled over his head in a display of piety.  He pours 

his sacrifice from his patera using the same gesture as our Homeric hero.428 

Achilles is literally framed with a device commonly used in imperial imagery.   Again, as 

discussed in Chapter Three, the drawn curtain was often referenced in fifthFcentury aristocratic 

imagery.429  This iconography was often used in imperial imagery as well, as can be seen in the 

diptych of the Empress Ariadne (fig. 4.16).430  Three round objects hang on the front of the tent.   

There are several possible sources for this image.  The objects could be referencing the Roman 

practice of hanging shields on their tents between battles.  Another possibility is that the round 

objects are missoria, or large silver plates.431  These large silver platters were exchanged as gifts 

between the imperial family and the elite in the fourth and fifth centuries.432  The missoria were 

collected and displayed as representations of power and status in Late Antiquity.   

 

���������� 

 

The Late Antique aristocrat lived his life knowing that he was responsible for the 

protection of the mos mairorum.  We have seen examples of this in the Ambrosian Iliad with its 

references to the role the hippodrome played in the social and public life of the elite.  The 

illustration of the Olympian banquet imitated the human banquet held in many of the Late 

                                                 
427 Ibid., 95. 
 
428 Brilliant, Gesture, 198. 
 
429 See Chapter Three. 
 
430 Breckenridge, “Diptych Leaf with Ariadne,” 31, no. 25.  Also Delbrück,  Die Consulardiptychen, #52. 
 
431 My gratitude to Lynn Jones for this observation. 
 
432 R. MacMullen, “The Emperors’ Largesses,” Latomus 21 (1962), 160 n. 9. 
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Antique villas, in which the participants played their preordained roles as the selfFdescribed “best 

men” of the Roman world.  The Ambrosian Iliad also reflected past responsibilities, including  

pagan sacrifice and military service, both of which represented service to the State.  The 

aristocratic heroes in the Ambrosian Iliad represented the best ideals of virtus for the Late 

Antique viewer.  Even Achilles, who spent much of the Iliad acting in a decidedly unheroic 

manner, came around by the end of the poem and fulfilled his heroic destiny.  As has also been 

discussed, stories of the legendary hero’s childhood, when he learned the qualities of heroic 

leadership through paideia, were widely popular during the fifth century.  The display of these 

stories of acquiring paideia was one of the primary vehicles by which the aristocrat could 

publicly prove his abilities to discharge his new responsibilities as the emperor’s representative. 

Only those who received a Homeric education through the practice of paideia could truly 

participate in this revival.  As Peter Brown states, “Paideia was a means of expressing social 

distance.  Its skills were difficult to acquire and, once acquired, could only be displayed within 

rigid, traditional conventions.”433  In this context, the collection, display, and interaction with 

Homeric objects as an expression of paideia provided reassuring confirmation of the aristocratic 

patron’s place in society during a time of great historical, religious, and social upheaval.  Ones 

sees the Ambrosian Iliad and its illustrations in an entirely different light when we view it as a 

display object used both to demonstrate and proclaim the owner’s wealth and education, and as 

an interactive tool for showing their command of paideia.  As a prestige object, the Ambrosian 

Iliad transcended the traditional view of the written word, functioned as an object of pride, 

tradition, and, most importantly, as a vehicle for defining and protecting the selfFimage of the 

Late Antique aristocrat.  

Extensively illustrated manuscripts provided ample material for the show of paideia.  

Recitations had always been a popular activity of the aristocrats in Roman culture.  The banquet 

provided ample opportunity to confirm their elite status.434  The host could prove his auctoritas 

and dignitas by exhibiting his wealth and status through his impressive villa, luxurious 

                                                 
433 Brown, Power, 39. 
 
434 Shelton, As the Romans Did, 318.  In elite dining , “items with mythological iconography, could be used to spark 
themes in conversation, to display the learning of both hosts and guests.”  Elsner, Imperial, 108.   
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furnishings, and expensive decorations.435  On mosaics, silver, and bronze objects, the aristocrat 

was surrounded by images of the young Achilles being taught the essentials of paideia.  The 

display of HomericFthemed objects such as the Ambrosian Iliad referred to the moral lessons that 

the patron learned as a result of studying the Iliad.   

Most importantly to the fifthFcentury aristocrat, perhaps, were the imperial references 

connected with the Ambrosian Iliad.  Historical and societal changes led to the dependence of the 

emperor on local aristocrats to act on his behalf.  Thus, we see a change in villa architecture to 

accommodate this new relationship between the elite and their clients.  The Ambrosian Iliad 

played a part in the construction of this new identity, with its imperial iconography, especially in 

connection with the hero Achilles.  Also, references to aristocratic status and imperial 

connections were reflected in the Ambrosian Iliad’s banqueting and circus scenes.  It is not hard 

to imagine a fifthFcentury aristocrat, sitting in his throne room dispensing imperial edicts and 

favors to his clients while surrounded by images of the hero that he was emulating.  His paideia 

and that of Achilles had become one.  For the Roman aristocrat, the appearance of mos maiorum 

and virtus was essential for continued success as an elite member of the Roman Empire.  The 

Ambrosian Iliad’s imperial and heroic references played its part in proclaiming the aristocrat’s 

place in an uncertain future.  The fifth century was complex; the  world was  neither fully pagan 

nor fully Christian, and its imagery often reflected the dichotomy of the period.  The popularity 

of Achilles in the fifth century indicated that the viewers appreciated a multivalent hero who 

could be flawed, yet at the same time, represent the essence of their society, the mos maiorum.  

In the next chapter, I examine this complicated hero to see if his image lent itself to 

contemporary Christian theology. 

                                                 
435 Dunbabin, Roman Banquet, 43. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE AMBROSIAN ILIAD AND ARISTOCRATIC IDENTITY F  ACHILLES’ FUTURE 

 

During the fifth century, most of the elite of the Roman Empire were followers of the 

mandated religion, Christianity.  Thus far, this study has concentrated on the impact the 

Ambrosian Iliad’s images had on the aristocrats’ concept of their place in society, but we must 

not forget that those same viewers also looked at their world through a Christian lens.  The 

purpose of this chapter is to determine what Christian message the Ambrosian Iliad and its 

images may have conveyed to the fifthFcentury aristocratic viewer.  

Since the midFtwentieth century, there has been an intense interest in the investigation of 

pagan mythology as it was incorporated into Christian imagery.  In Greek Mythology in 

Byzantine Art (1951), Kurt Weitzmann explored the adaptation of ancient Greek themes in a 

variety of objects, including manuscripts and ivory caskets in the ninth and tenth centuries.  

Weitzmann’s work has contributed much to the understanding of the survival and transmission 

of classical themes.  One of the foundational studies of this type was Andre Grabar’s Christian 

Iconography:  A Study of Its Origins (1968); the work is still considered the standard resource for 

study of the development of Christian Art from ca. 200F500.  By the time of Grabar’s study, the 

general concept that Christians adapted imagery from Jewish and pagan sources was an accepted 

idea.  Grabar expanded that discourse with thoughtFprovoking scholarly discussions that 

illustrated the Christian propensity for exegetic interpretation of pagan images.  Interest in the 

topic continued throughout the last century, exemplified by a museum exhibition at Brown 

University devoted to the theme, Survival of the Gods (1984).  Many of the mythological heroes 

who were converted from paganism to Christianity, including Hercules, were highlighted at this 

influential show.436  Scholars also explored the subject in such works as Janet Huskinson’s 

article, “Some Pagan Mythological Figures and Their Significance in Early Christian Art” 

(1974), the study by Thomas Mathews, The Clash of the Gods (1999), and Robin Margaret 

Jenson’s Understanding Christian Art (2000).  While all these publications contributed to the 

                                                 
436 The Greeks referred to this hero as Herakles.  The Romans, however, referred to him as Hercules.  Since this 
study will be investigating this mythological hero during the Late Antique period, I will refer to him as Hercules. 
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study of the transference of pagan imagery to Christian iconography, they have not addressed the 

two topics that will be explored in this chapter:  the multivalent religious and secular nature of 

Late Antique Homeric manuscripts and the possibility of Achilles as a Christian hero. 

While there are no overt Christian symbols evident in the Ambrosian Iliad’s images, its 

narratives may still have contained religious references.  According to Robin Margaret Jensen, 

the earliest Christian art of the second and third centuries was based upon the Christian viewer’s 

assignment of religious meaning to seemingly decorative and secular imagery.437  By the fourth 

and fifth centuries, Christian art had evolved to the point where its iconography was specific and 

recognizable, including the cross and images of an imperial and/or spiritual Christ.438  However, 

Christians in Late Antiquity continued to understand the multivalent quality of their imagery.   I 

will explore the Christian ideas conveyed by the manuscript’s circus depiction, which referenced 

the connections between Church and hippodrome.   In addition to its iconography, the idea of 

accepting a Homeric hero in a Christian context will be explored by determining if the 

Ambrosian Iliad’s Christian viewer saw in Achilles a prototype for the Christian hero.  As I will 

explain in this chapter, unlike Odysseus and Theseus, who were certainly seen as the forerunners 

of Christ, the situation with Achilles is more complex and not straightFforward.  We have no 

clearly defined literary or visual proof of Achilles as a moral or ethical example for Christian 

followers during this early period.  While there has been a suggestion that this quintessential epic 

hero may have represented the idea of immortality, there is no literary or visual proof that he was 

seen in this way.439  This is in contrast to Odysseus and Theseus who, because of their visits to 

the Underworld and return to earth, were accepted by Early Christians as prime symbols of 

eternal life.   During the third century when the Early Christian Fathers were referencing their 

classical education for examples of mythological heroes who could be used in Christian 

allegories, they were not interested in Achilles.  This study will show that Achilles was too 

integrated into the Roman psyche as the ideal Homeric hero intimately connected to a pagan 

                                                 
437 Robin Margaret Jensen, Understanding Early Christian Art (London:  Routledge, 2000), 10F11. 
 
438 Ibid., 11F13. 
 
439 Richard Brilliant, “Mythology,” in Age of Spirituality.  Late Antique and Early Christian Art, Third to Seventh 
Century:  Catalogue of the Exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, November 19, 1977 through February 12, 
1978, ed. Kurt Weitzmann (New York:  The Museum, 1979), 128. 
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funerary cult of the third century to be considered an appropriate model.  Instead, during the fifth 

century, Achilles was more suited as a secular hero, as a model of Romanatis, a representative of 

the mos mairorum, and the ideal warrior.     

 

�
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As demonstrated previously, the Ambrosian Iliad’s patron/viewer understood Homer’s 

Iliad in specifically Late Antique Roman terms.  The fifthFcentury viewer saw himself in many 

of the images as Homer’s heroes participated in activities that were an essential part of Late 

Antique aristocratic society.  The majority of the aristocrats in the fifthFcentury were Christian, 

however, and their selfFidentity was also shaped by their religious beliefs.  Thus, the fifthF

century elite viewer’s reception of imagery was conditioned by both secular and religious 

influences.  Examples of this are seen in two narratives in the Ambrosian Iliad, the banquet and 

the circus.440 

The Ambrosian Iliad depicts the chariot race during Patroclus’ funerary games in 

Miniature LV (fig. 4.1 and fig. 4.2).  As discussed in Chapter Four, this image of the circus is 

replete with Roman iconography, most notably through references to the four circus factions.  In 

the west, the circus’ popularity reached its height during the fifth century, concurrent with the 

banning of paganism and the triumph of Christianity.441  The Early Christian Fathers rarely 

addressed the circus specifically, which is astonishing considering that it played a major part in 

Roman life.  Initially, they seemed more concerned about pagan activities involved in public 

entertainment, such as the gladiatorial games.  For instance, in his treatise entitled, De 

                                                 
440 For a brief overview of these Christianized themes, see Peter Brown, “Christianization and Religious Conflict,” 
in Cambridge Ancient History (London:  Cambridge University Press, 1970), 662 and Susan Raven, Rome in Africa 
(London:  Routledge, 1993), 154 for the circus.   For the banquet, see Lowden, “The Beginnings,” 9F60.   
 
441 Barbara Schrodt, “Sports of the Byzantine Empire,” Journal of Sport History 8, no. 3 (Winter 1981): 41.   
Without direct imperial connections and through pressure from the Christian church, the circus slowly died out 
during the sixth and seventh centuries in the west.  See also David S. Potter, “Entertainers in the Roman Empire,” in 
Life, Death, and Entertainment in the Roman Empire, eds. David Stone Potter and D. Mattingly (Ann Arbor:  
University of Michigan Press, 1999), 303.  Cameron suggests that because of the barbarian threats and problems 
with its frontiers, the State could no longer afford to subsidize the games.  Cameron, Porphyrius, 252F58.  In the 
East, where the emperor resided, and the games became an integral part of court ritual, the popularity of the circus 
games lasted until well into the twelfth century. Schrodt, “Sports,” 41.   Also Cameron, Circus, 308. 
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spectaculis, the secondFcentury Christian author, Tertullian (ca. 160–ca. 240), instructed his 

readers to avoid the games since they were hotbeds of pagan idolatry.442  After the second 

century, Christian writers virtually ignored the chariot races, preferring, instead, to continue 

arguing against blood sports, in particular, the gladiatorial games.  Since the chariot race was not 

a blood sport, Christians seem to have been less concerned by the games in the hippodromes.443  

Instead, as Roman citizens, they were well aware of the victory symbolism that pervaded the 

games and adopted one of its most visually prominent icons, the palm branch, to represent 

Christ’s victory over death.   To the Christians, the symbol was a reference to the palm fronds 

waved at Jesus as he entered Jerusalem on Palm Sunday.444   As the “palm of martyrs,” it was 

mentioned in hagiographies of early saints as a symbol of martyrdom, and martyrs were often 

shown holding palm branches in Early Christian churches.445  The circus and, in particular, the 

victory scene was a popular one on mosaics in private villas until at least the sixth century.446   

Although the circus imagery in the Ambrosian Iliad does not include palm fronds, it still 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
442 Tertullian, De spectaculis, trans. T. R. Glover (Cambridge, MA:  Harvard University Press, 1931), chap. 3. 
Although Tertullian concedes that the Bible does not specifically state as law that “Thou shalt not enter circus or 
theatre, thou shalt not look on combat or show,’ he does point out that the Ten Commandments “plainly” refer to the 
prohibition that, “Thou shalt not kill, thou shalt not worship an idol, thou shalt not commit adultery or fraud.’”  [Hac 
conscientia instructi adversus opinionem ethnicorum convertamur magis ad nostrorum detractatus.  Quorundam 
enim fides aut simplicior aut scrupulosior ad hanc abdicationem spectaculorum de scripturis auctoritatem exposcit et 
se in incertum constituit, quod non significanter neque nominatim denuntietur servis dei abstinentia eiusmodi.  Plane 
nusquam invenimus, quemadmodum aperte positum est: ‘non occides, non idolum coles, non adulterium, non 
fraudem admittes,’ ita exerte definitum:  non ibis in circum, non in theatrum, agonem, munus non spectabis.] 
443 Potter, “Entertainers,” 302. 
 
444 Fernand Cabrol and Henri Leclercq, Dictionnaire d’archéologie chrétienne et de liturgie (Paris:  Letouzey et 
Ané, 1907F1953),, vol. 13, col. 947F962.   Jesus was sometimes flanked by palm trees as a reference to his triumph 
over death, for example, the apse of SS. Cosmas and Damian (ca. 526F530) in Rome.  Jensen, Understanding Early 
Christian Art, 100 and 109. 
 
445 See Cabrol and Leclercq, Dictionnaire, vol. 13, col. 947F948 for the palm frond as a martyr’s symbol.  The 
mosaic of the north wall of S. Apollinare Nuovo in Ravenna (ca. 500 and ca 561), depicts twenty two female saints 
flanked by palm trees to identify them as martyrs.  John Lowden, Early Christian and Byzantine Art (London:  
Phaidon, 1998), 71F72.   
 
446 Katherine Dunbabin, “The Victorious Charioteer on Mosaics and Related Monuments,” American Journal of 
Archaeology 86 (1982): 86.  For examples of mosaics that show palms used in victory see the Silin Mosaic (late 
secondFearly third century) in Humphrey, Roman Circuses, fig. 107; the mosaic of Greek charioteers from Carthage 
(late fourth century) in Humphrey, Roman Circuses, fig. 111; The Piazza Armerina mosaic (fourth century) in 
Humphrey, Roman Circuses, fig. 114; and the circus mosaic from Gafsa (late fifth or early sixth century) in 
Humphrey, Roman Circuses, fig. 72.  Other works of art that depicted victorious circus imagery include a fourth 
centuryFterracotta mould from the British Museum (now lost)  Humphrey, Roman Circuses, fig. 125.    
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could have conveyed the concept of victory to Christian viewers.447   In the Ambrosian Iliad’s 

depiction of the circus, the artist chose to show all of the victorious charioteers with their prizes 

instead of one winner receiving a palm.448  The image of the victorious charioteer was a popular 

one on mosaics and other objects in the aristocratic home.449  Often, circus imagery depicted all 

victorious charioteers from the four factions in the same space.  This type of composition, where 

no one charioteer is favored over the other, emphasizes the larger concept of the auspicious 

character of victory.450  The hippodrome was a popular public venue used by the Church to 

impress the attendees of Christianity’s victory over paganism, as well as to underscore the 

emperor’s godFgiven right to rule.  For example, in the hippodrome in Constantinople, the 

emperor made the sign of the Cross, the crowd sang hymns, and the victorious charioteers gave 

thanks to their churches.  As Peter Brown explains, Late Antique victory imagery was a way for 

the Christians to participate “in a greater, more exuberant order” where “church and circus were 

joined through common imaginative structures.”451  The hippodrome provided just such a place. 

The second possibly Christian theme in the Ambrosian Iliad is the Banquet Scene of the 

Gods (Miniature X) (fig. 4.3 and fig. 4.4).  In a scene reminiscent of Last Supper depictions, the 

highest figure is seated in the place of honor in the center and a chalice is being offered to the 

participants.  The deities are pictured in such a way that viewers would have been reminded of 

their Christian traditions and the very foundation on which their church rested, the institution of 

the Eucharist at the Last Supper.  It was at this communal meal that Christ instructed his 

followers to “eat and drink in remembrance of me.452  Other shared meals which were popular 

subjects in Early Christian art included the heavenly banquet (celestial convivium), funerary meal 

                                                 
447 Cameron, Circus, 152. 
 
448 See Chapter Four for a description of each charioteer and his prize. 
 
449 Dunbabin, “Victorious Charioteer,” 65. 
 
450 Ibid.,” 83. 
 
451 Brown, “Christianization,” 662. 
 
452 Corinthians 11:23F26'   “For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you: The Lord Jesus, on the night 
he was betrayed, took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, ‘This is my body, which is for you; 
do this in remembrance of me.’ In the same way, after supper he took the cup, saying, ‘This cup is the new covenant 
in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me.  For whenever you eat this bread and drink from 
this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes.’”  See also Mark 14, Matthew 26, Luke 22, and John 13. 
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(refrigeria), or the fraternal meal (agape).  The communal meal was such an integral part of 

Christian ideology that Jesus spoke of it as taking place in the afterlife as a heavenly banquet, or 

celestial convivium, “And I confer on you a kingdom, just as my Father conferred one on me, so 

that you may eat and drink at my table in my kingdom and sit on thrones, judging the twelve 

tribes of Israel.”453   

An example of the convivium in Early Christian art can be seen in the fourthFcentury 

Roman tomb of Vibia, in the Roman catacombs of Domitilla (fig. 5.1).454   Here the deceased, 

Vibia, is led by an angel to the heavenly banquet where participants sit around a sigma in a Late 

Antique dining format.   Often, the banqueting scenes in the catacombs referred to funerary 

banquets, or refrigeria, that were celebrated by Christians at the burial sites. The funerary meal 

to commemorate the deceased was inherited from traditional ancient practices and was popular 

through the Late Antique period. 455   The depictions of refrigeria are not as easy to discern as 

the convivium, which include references to the afterlife, as seen in the painting of Vibia.  The 

banquet images in the catacombs are most often depicted as communal meals that could have 

been held in anyone’s home.  There is no overt Christian iconography or inscriptions to identify 

the specific nature of the banqueting scenes.  Because of the funerary context, scholars often 

suggest that the banquets are refrigeria.  These images, however, could have also depicted the 

communal meal that was often given as charity to widows and orphans, the agape.  

 In the first and second centuries, the agape was a popular fraternal meal that occurred 

after the worship service.456  Agape contained a dual meaning to Christians:  as a translation from 

                                                 
453 Luke 22.29F30.  See, Dunbabin, The Roman Banquet, 186.  See also C. Bernas, “Agape,” in New Catholic 
Encyclopedia (New York:  McGrawFHill, 1967), vol. 1, 193F194 and Vencenzo Fiocchi Nicolai, Fabrizio Bisconti 
and Danilo Mazzoleni, The Christian Catacombs of Rome – History, Decoration, Inscriptions,trans. Cristina Carlo 
Stella and LoriFAnn Touchette (Regensberg:  Schnell & Steiner, 1999), 110.    
 
454 Erwin R. Goodenough, “Catacomb Art,” Journal of Biblical Literature 81, no. 2 (June 1962), 125F126 and 136 
and Nicolai and Mazzoleni, The Christian Catacombs, 110.    For historiography of the question concerning the 
pagan or Christian patronage of the catacomb, see Berg, “Alcestis,” 219. 
 
455 Dunbabin, The Roman Banquet, 186.  See also Nicolai and Mazzoleni, The Christian Catacombs, 109F110.   For 
a detailed description of the different types of Roman funerary banquets, see Nicolai and Mazzoleni, The Christian 
Catacombs, 110 and 113. 
 
456 In a letter to Trajan (98F117), Pliny the Younger (ca. 61Fca. 112) describes this Christian custom.  Pliny the 
Younger, Letters, trans. Betty Radice (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1969), 10.96.7. “After this ceremony 
it had been their custom to disperse and reassemble later to take food of an ordinary, harmless kind.”  [Quibus 
peractis morem sibi discedendi fuisee rursusque coeundi ad capiendum cibum, promiscuum tamen et innoxium.] 
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the Greek, it represented a spiritual love and it was also used in conjunction with a communal 

meal, in which it was believed that through the act of charity, love was present as it emanated 

from Jesus and/or God.457  Since its inception, Christian authors complained about the occasional 

abuse of the agape, when diners would overindulge and get drunk.  In the late fourth century, 

Augustine of Hippo (354F430) objected to these meals pointing out that they were not a proper 

celebration as compared to the Eucharist: “Are we to put up with it in the disgraceful debauchery 

of private life and of those festivities that are confined to private houses, and receive the Body of 

Christ in the company of those with whom we are forbidden to eat bread?  At least let such a 

disgraceful practice be removed from the cemeteries where the bodies of saints are laid, and from 

the place where the sacraments are celebrated, and from the house of prayer.”458  Possibly due to 

the concerns voiced by the Christian fathers, after the fourth century the agape was rarely 

practiced.  The Church was still concerned enough about possible abuses, however, that synods 

in the fifth and sixth centuries discouraged its use. 459   

An example of a banqueting scene (end of 3rdFearly 4th c.) from the Catacomb of Peter 

and Marcellinus may reference a refrigeria or an agape (fig. 5.2).  Here, the inscription above 

the banqueteers instructs the female servant, who is named Agape, to “mix the wine.”  Other   

banqueting scenes in this catacomb refer to two females named Irene and Agape, or peace and 

love respectively.  There has been much discussion concerning the nature of these inscriptions, 

with some thought that the female figures may be allegorical.460  Since the owners of this 

catacomb were Christian, it has been assumed that the banqueting images in their catacomb have 

Christian meaning.461 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
457 Bernas, “Agape,” vol. I, 193F94. 
 
458 Augustine, Confessions and Letters, trans. Philip Schaff (New York:  The Christian Literature Company, 2004), 
22.3. Quote is from a letter written by St. Augustine to Bishop Aurelius in 392.  [Sed feramus haec in luxu et labe, 
domestica et eorum conviviorum quae privates parietibus continentur, accipiamusque cum eis corpus Christi, cum 
quibus panem edere prohibemur:  saltem de sanctorum corporum sepulcris, saltem de locis sacramentorum, de 
domibus orationum tantum dedecus arceatur.] 
 
459 Bernas, “Agape,” vol. I, 194 and F. L. Cross and Elizabeth A. Livingston, “Agape,” in The Oxford Dictionary of 
the Christian Church (London:  Oxford University Press, 1974), 26. 
 
460 For a discussion of the Irene and Agape inscriptions, see Dunbabin, The Roman Banquet, 180F182. 
 
461 There are seventeen banqueting scenes in the Catacomb of Peter and Marcellinus.  For a discussion of the overall 
banqueting theme as represented in this catacomb, see Dubabin, Roman Banquet, 177F187.   
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By the fifth and sixth centuries, the images of banqueting as they related to Christianity 

were much less ambiguous.  In place of depictions of the agape and the refrigeria, the Last 

Supper is clearly shown as the image in the St. Augustine Gospels.462  Originating in Italy, it is 

generally accepted that the manuscript was sent to England by Pope Gregory I (590F604) at the 

end of the sixth century as a gift to King Ethelbert of Kent (552F616).  The messenger, Augustine 

of Canterbury (d. 604), is credited with leading the missionary effort in England at the time.463  

The manuscript depicts various scenes from the life of Christ within rectangular frames bordered 

in red.  Instead of a generalized group of banqueteers, the participants are clearly Jesus and his 

disciples.  The halo identifies Christ, who offers bread in his left hand and holds his right hand in 

the gesture of blessing.  A chalice sits in front of him, as well as the Passover lamb, as if to 

underscore the subject of the Eucharistic table.  Above the image is inscribed: Cena Domini. 

During the fifth century, the viewing of the banquet scene in the Ambrosian Iliad would 

have had multivalence, with both pagan and Christian resonance referencing Homer and the New 

Testament.  An example of the Early Christians’ ease with combining both worlds can be found 

in Early Christian texts in which authors would display their paideia while exploring Christian 

theology.  For instance, the fourthFcentury Christian author Methodius of Olympus (d. 311) used 

a passage from the Iliad’s Banquet of the Gods when recounting a conversation with a friend 

about a banquet that he had attended.  Methodius’ friend asks him to describe what he ate and 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
462 St. Augustine Gospels, 6th c. (Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, cod. 286), fol. x.  For this image of the “Last 
Supper” see Lowden, “The Beginnings,” color plate IV.  
 
For a complete description of the manuscript and an extensive bibliography see, the Index of Christian Art,   
http://p8991F
icadb.princeton.edu.proxy.lib.fsu.edu/F/XPUGQAH1UMMEHLCSML4NUBE82A6TJXH6J8MUKB67L5MYIGE
ULJF02483?func=fullFsetFset&set_number=281919&set_entry=000001&format=999 
 
463 Weitzmann, Late Antique, 22, 29 and 112F113.  See also Francis Wormald, The Miniatures of the Gospels of St. 
Augustine (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 1954), Plate IV;  M. Rampton, “Banquet Scene in the Baueux 
Tapestry,” Medievalia et Humanistica 21 (1994): 43, fig. 2;  Lowden, “The Beginnings,” 9F60; Marion Archibald, 
Michelle Brown, and Leslie Webster, “Heirs of Rome:   The Shaping of Britain, AD 400F900,” in The 
Transformation of the Roman World, AD 400=900, eds. Leslie Webster and Michelle Brown (London:  British 
Museum Press, 1997), cat. 92, pl. 30; Mildred Budny, Insular, Anglo=Saxon, and Early Anglo=Norman Manuscript 
at Corpus Christi College Cambridge (Kalamazoo, MI:  Medieval Institute Publications, 1997),, vol. I, 1F50, vol. II, 
pls. 1F6; Dorothy Hoogland Verkerk, “Biblical Manuscripts in Rome 400F700 and the Ashburnham Pentateuch,” in 
Imaging the Early Medieval Bible, ed. John Williams (University Park, PA:  The Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 1999), 99F100;  Rosamond McKitterick, “The Gospels of St. Augustine at Canterbury,” in The Cambridge 
Illuminations:  Ten Centuries of Book Productions in the Medieval West, eds. Paul Binski and Stella Panayotova 
(London:  Harvey Miller, 2005), 46F47. 
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how he served the wine by quoting from the Iliad: “They in golden goblets each other pledged, 

gazing upon the broad heavens.” 464  The remainder of the treatise describes in great detail the 

exegetical discussions during the banquet on such subjects as Christian celibacy, freedom of will, 

and the divinity of Christ.  In Methodius’ description of a banquet, we have an example of the 

melding of Roman traditions of paideia, as represented by his reference to a Homeric passage, 

with Christian exegetical discussions, as the characters explored the meaning of their religious 

beliefs.  I propose that, like Methodius’ narrative, the fifthFcentury viewers of the Ambrosian 

Iliad’s banquet scenes would have had the same comfort level in applying their skills, acquired 

through paideia, to a Christian subject.  The similarity of the Ambrosian Iliad’s Homeric 

Banquet of the Gods scene to established scenes of the Christian communal meal could have 

prompted an exegetical discussion of the Last Supper.  Thus, the Ambrosian Iliad imagery 

provided a platform for the weaving of Church doctrine and Roman traditions through the 

display of paideia.   

In his passage from the Hexameron, Ambrose (ca. 340F397) encapsulates the duality of 

living in the late fourth and fifth centuries.  In this one passage, he uses the circus as an analogy 

for the Christian Church and displays his paideia by referring to Vergil.  Ambrose begins the 

exegetical exercise by using a passage from the Aeneid to compare ships at sea to the chariots at 

the circus.  This opening sets up an exegetical exercise that compares the voyage of cargo ships 

to salvation through Christ.  He explains that a cargo ship with nothing in its hold “has no 

purpose.”  Just as a person who does not believe in Christ is empty without purpose, belief in 

salvation will fill the soul and provide a purpose.  As a symbol of victory over death, the boat 

protected its occupants from the deadly sea and returned them safely to port.  Ambrose continues 

his analogy by comparing a fleet of cargo boats to chariots in the circus.  As one of the few Early 

Fathers who comments negatively about the circus, Ambrose claims that, unlike the ships who 

receive “the palm waves in token of a prosperous journey” the victors of the chariot race receive 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
464 Methodius, The Symposium, trans. Herbert Musurillo (New York:  Newman Press, 1958), Prelude, 4.  Methodius’ 
reference is the passage from the Iliad, 4.1F3 (trans.  Rodney Merrill).  “Now the gods, seated by the side of Zeus, 
were holding assembly on the golden floor, and in their midst the queenly Hebe poured them nectar, and they with 
golden goblets pledged one the other as they looked forth upon the city of the Trojans.”   [οἳ δὲ θεοὶ πὰρ Ζηνὶ 
καθήoενοι ἠγορόωντο χρυσέῳ ἐν δαπέδῳ, oετὰ δέ σφισι πότνια Ἥβη νέκταρ ἐοινοχόει: τοὶ δὲ χρυσέοις δεπάεσσι 
δειδέχατ᾽ ἀλλήλους, Τρώων πόλιν εἰσορόωντες.] 
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only empty praise.  This passage encapsulates the concepts concerning the Late Antique 

Christian viewer that have been introduced in this chapter: the use of contemporary image (the 

circus) with paideia (the quote from the Aeneid) to further Christian exegetical discourse.465   
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I have established that the ongoing process of selfFdefinition for Late Antique aristocrats 

included the protection of the mos maiorum and the continuation of their forefathers’ Roman 

Empire.  These same viewers, however, also perceived their world in Christian terms.  Perhaps in 

no other time period do we see the extent of the interrelation of these two aspects of their lives as 

we do in the fifth century.  It is not surprising, then, that their art reflects the assimilation of 

religious and secular ideas and imagery.  In this part of the chapter, I will investigate whether or 

not the fifthFcentury viewer interpreted the heroic imagery of the Ambrosian Iliad in the same 

                                                 
465 Ambrose (ca. 340F397), Hexameron, trans. John J. Savage (New York:  Fathers of the Church, 1961), 5.11.34F35. 
“Moreover, there is additional delight in the roar of the resounding billows, in the sight of ships flitting to shore or 
sailing out to sea.  ‘Even as when from the barriers the chariots stream forth.’ (Virgil, Georgics 1.512) – what an 
occasion for delight and enthusiasm on the part of the spectators!  Yet, in contrast to the ships of commerce, the 
steed runs to no purpose.  The latter, because devoid of cargo, runs in vain.  The other has its hold filled with 
sustenance for men.  What more splendid thing can there be than a ship?  If it does but make port, then there are no 
defeated.  There are only wreaths for ships that make a landfall in safety.  Then the palm waves in token of a 
prosperous journey.  Victory is no more than the harbinger of return.  One shows a cautious pace.  The other is 
affected by the urge to make the goal.  Add to this the sight of the shore with its line of boats awaiting a breeze from 
the skies as a signal for the start.  Whereas the charioteer at the conclusion of his race is granted mere empty 
applause, the boat man take part in giving thanks for their safe return.  How shall I adequately speak of Jonas, whom 
the whale swallowed to grant him life and to return him to his activity as a prophet?  The water restored to him the 
understanding which the earth had taken away.  He who grieved when on land began to sing psalms in the belly of 
the whale.  Again, the redemption of both elements is not lost sight of.  The salvation of the earth had its forerunner 
in the sea, because the marvelous act of Jonas stands for that of the Son of Man.  As Jesus lay ‘in the heart of the 
earth,’ (Matt. 12.39) so was Jonas in the whale’ belly.  There is salvation in both elements.”  [Adde pisces salientes 
et delphins ludentes, ade rauco sonantes fluctus murmure, adice currentes naues ad litora uel de litoribus exeuntes.  
Et cum e carceribus emittuntur quadriae, quanto studio spectantum et amore certatur!  Equus tamen in uanum currit, 
non in uanum nauigia:  ille in uanum, quia uacuus, ista ad utilitatem quasi plena frumenti.  Quid his gratius quae non 
uerbere aguntur, sed uentorum spiramine, ubi nemo refragator, sed omnes fautores sunt, ubi nemo uincitur 
quicumque peruenerit sed omnes puppes, quae peruectae fuerint, coronantur, ubi palm amerces salutis, uictoria 
pretium regressionis est.  Quantum enim distat inter directos cursus ac reflexos!  Isti perpetuantur, hi resoluuntur.  
Adiunge remigiis contexta litora, quibus uexillum exeundi arua de caelo est.  Itaque aurigae plausum inanem 
referent, hi soluunt uota seruati.  Quid de Iona dignum loquar, quem cetus excepit ad uitam, redidit ad prophetandi 
gratiam?  Emendauit aqua quem terrene deflexerant.  Psallebat in utero eti qui maerebat in terries et, ut utriusque 
redemption non praetereatur elementi, terrarum salus in mari ante praecessit quia signum filii hominis signum Ionae.  
Sicut iste in utero ceti, sic Iesus in corde terrae.  In utroque remedium, maius tamen in mari pietatis exemplu, 
quoniam exceperunt pisces quem hominess refutarunt et quem homines crucifixerunt pisces seruauerunt.]  
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way, in both Christian and secular terms.  Based on literary and visual evidence, I will show that 

the image of Achilles in the Ambrosian Iliad did not have multivalent meaning to the Christian 

fifthFcentury viewer, but that he was viewed only as a secular hero.  I will propose that Achilles 

was not considered suitable as an exemplar of Christian ideas.  In the earliest patristic literature 

of the second through third centuries, when the Early Christian Fathers were referencing the 

classical world for models, they did not use mythological heroes, like Achilles, who had strong 

cultic connections.  Instead, as shown previously in this study, Achilles was intimately associated 

with the Roman values of virtus and mos mairorum as demonstrated by the practice of paideia.  

The fifthFcentury elite actively collected and surrounded themselves with imagery depicting the 

early life of Achilles, especially regarding the acquisition of skills needed to be a great warrior.  

During a time of upheaval and uncertainty, the fifthFcentury viewer of the Ambrosian Iliad 

would have related to Achilles as a strong military hero who represented the best of their 

civilized world as they faced the barbarians who were attempting to destroy it.  

When reviewing extant Late Antique art, there is no concrete evidence that Achilles was 

viewed in a Christian manner.466   In spite of this, there have been a few attempts to identify 

Achilles as a Christian hero by analyzing two objects that may link the Homeric hero to 

Christianity.  The first is a goldFglass disc from the fourth century with an inscription on the 

upper band of a diagonal S and A CILLIS (fig. 5.3).467  Here, in a very popular narrative, 

Achilles is shown with the daughters of Lycomedes.  On his right, one daughter, Deidamia, 

crowns him with a wreath, a popular Roman symbol for victory, while another daughter grasps 

his left arm.  The discovery of Achilles at Skyros represents the crucial point when Achilles 

                                                 
466 Achilles had long been a popular hero on the Italian peninsula, including his prevalence in Etruscan art.  The 
precedents for Achilles imagery in Italy is a valid one, but not in the purvue of this study. 
 
467 C. R. Morey, The Gold=Glass Collection of the Vatican Library, with Additional Catalogues of Other Gold=Glass 
Collections, ed. G. Ferrari (Vatican City, 1959), vol. IV, 49, no. 284 and Plate XXVIII and J. Engemann, 
“Bemerkungen zu spätrömischen Gläsem mit Goldfoliendekor,” Jahrbuch für Antike und Christentum, 11F12 (1968F
1969): 9F12.  Also Bell, “Bottom of Bowl with Achilles on Skyros,” 237, no. 212. 
 
Since many of these objects have unfinished edges, there has much disagreement concerning the origin of these 
objects.  Explanations have included:  the movement of bodies in Late Antiquity through the narrow passageways 
resulted in breaking off bottles that were embedded in the mortar; the bottles were broken off during the eighteenthF
century excavations; and, since they were to be imbedded in the mortar, it didn’t matter if their edges were finished.  
For further information on these theories, many of which are from the eighteenth century, see Donald B. Harden, 
David Whitehouse, K. S. Painter, and Hansgerd Hellenkemper, Glass of the Caesars (Milan:  Olivetti, 1987), 265F
266.  
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chooses his fate by going to Troy.  Thus, we see the moment when a hero is born; this is 

recognized by the daughters of King Lycomedes whose actions foretell of Achilles’ victorious 

and tragic future in which he will achieve immortality.468  Since other goldFglass discs were often 

found in connection with Christian burial sites, Malcolm Bell has suggested a Christian context 

for this piece.  He reasons that since the theme of Achilles on Skyros represented immortality on 

second and third century pagan sarcophagi, this example of the popular subject must follow as a 

reference to the afterlife.”469  The evidence here is not conclusive.   The goldFglass disc of 

Achilles does not contain any specific Christian iconography or references.  Also, we do not 

have proof that the image of Achilles on Skyros was a popular one for Christians.  The 

sarcophagi that Bell refers to do not have any Christian symbols or inscriptions on them.  Since 

they were created in the second through third centuries, they may very well have been pagan 

burials.   In the final analysis, these discs may have been no more than tokens of wealth buried 

with their aristocratic Christian owners.   

Another example of Late Antique Achilles imagery that has been studied for possible 

Christian connotations of rebirth is a fourthFcentury textile of Thetis and Achilles at the forge of 

Hephaestus (fig. 5.4).470  Since many of these extant Coptic textiles have been found in a 

funerary context, it has been suggested that the narratives embroidered on them contain 

references to the afterlife.  As Malcolm Bell suggests, “like Achilles the dead person will achieve 

immortality.”471  Susanne Lewis argues for the afterlife based on the clipeus in the tree in the 

background which was a symbol for both pagans and Christians of the afterlife.  She also 

suggests that the purpose of this scene was to show Thetis granting immortality to Achilles.  Like 

                                                 
468 Richard Brilliant, Visual, 136. 
 
469 Malcolm Bell, “Achilles GoldFGlass Medallion,” in Age of Spirituality.  Late Antique and Early Christian Art, 
Third to Seventh Century:  Catalogue of the Exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, November 19, 1977 
through February 12, 1978, ed. Kurt Weitzmann (New York:  The Museum, 1979), #212, 237.  The LIMC indicates 
that out of 128 extant secondFthird century sarcophagi displaying Achilles iconography, 48 are of Achilles on the 
island of Skyros.  See LIMC 1:96F99, s.v Achilles, LIMC 1:128F165, s.v. “Achilles,  and LIMC  1:177F181, s.v. 
“Achilles.”    
 
470 Bell, “Textile with Thetis at the Forge of Hephaestus,” 221F222, no. 198. 
 
471 Malcolm Bell, “Textile,” in Age of Spirituality.  Late Antique and Early Christian Art, Third to Seventh Century:  
Catalogue of the Exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, November 19, 1977 through February 12, 1978, ed. 
Kurt Weitzmann (New York:  The Museum, 1979), 221F222, no. 198.  Bell cites Lewis and Dwyer below for the 
suggestion of Achilles’ immortality. 
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the goldFglass disc of Achilles, the fourthFcentury textile of Thetis and Achilles at the forge of 

Hephaestus contains no obvious Christian references.  In fact, there is some doubt that these 

figures even represent Thetis and Achilles.472  Moreover, there is no patristic literature that refers 

to this story.  

The lack of visual evidence that connects Achilles to Christianity supports the fact that 

thirdFcentury Early Christian Fathers did not establish Achilles as a suitable exemplar for 

Christian ideas.   I propose that Achilles’ prevalent image on thirdFcentury pagan funerary 

sarcophagi made it difficult to easily include him in Early Christian exegetical discourse.473    

In previous chapters, I have shown that since the early days of the Republic, the Iliad was 

a very popular story.  In fact, it was so popular that the Romans translated the Iliad into Latin 

and supplemented it with other stories about Achilles childhood.  Achilles’ image and depictions 

of his stories were popular in Roman art throughout the Republican and Imperial periods.  I have 

also discussed the Roman aristocrats’ adoption of the Greek system of paideia, in which Achilles 

was an integral part of lessons learned during their education.  We must not forget that the Early 

Christian Fathers were, for the most part, aristocrats who had received this education, and we can 

                                                 
472 Susanne Lewis, “A Coptic Representation of Thetis at the Forge of Hephaistos,” American Journal of 
Archaeology 77, no 3 (July 1973):  309F318, esp. 317.  In his response to this article, E. J. Dwyer disputes Lewis’ 
argument by pointing out that the iconography in this scene actually points to Attis, Hephaistos, and Aphrodite.  E. 
J. Dwyer, “Narrative and Allegory in a Coptic Textile,” American Journal of Archaeology 78 (1974):  295F297.  It is 
hard to tell the right conclusion since there are no obvious attributes that could conclusively identify the characters 
in this image.     
 
473 Achilles was the subject of extensive cult worship throughout the traditionally Greek areas of the Roman Empire.  
According to the Roman historian, Arrian (ca. 86F160), Achilles’ last resting place was the site of a shrine on the 
island of Leuke in the Black Sea, just south of modernFday Russia.  Arrian, Selected works (from Edp. ad 
Traianum), trans. P. A. Brunt (Cambridge, MA:  Harvard University Press, 1976F1983), 32.  For more information 
on the Achilles cult in the Black Sea region, see Claus Dobiat and Klaus Leidorf, The Cult of Achilles in the 
northern Black Sea area from the Beginning of Greek Colonization until the Roman Imperial Period (Rahden:  
Verlag Marle Leidorf, 2006);  D. Sahlin, “The Amisos Mosaic of Achilles:  Achilles Cult in the Black Sea Region,”  
Collection – Ecole Française de Rome 1, no 352 (2005): 413F426; and Anna S. Rusyaeva, “The Temple of Achilles 
on the Island of Leuke in the Black Sea,”  Ancient Civilizations from Scythia to Siberia 9, no. 1F2 (March 2003): 1F
16.   
     Other cultic sites included Kroton in southern Italy, Lakonia and Elis in the Peloponnese, Astypalaia in the 
Cyclades, and Erythrai in Asia Minor.  Dobiat and Leidorf, The Cult of Achilles, 313.   
     As late as the fourth century, the aristocrat Ausonius (ca. 310Fca. 394) wrote an epitaph for Achilles that 
mentions this cultic location, “Not one the land which holds the son of Aeacus:  his bones are buried on the Sigean 
shore, and at Larissa were his tresses burned.  Part of him lies hidden in the tomb, part was born home by the fleet; 
but in the whole world Homer shall show him living once again.”  [Non una Aeaciden tellus habet:  ossa teguntur 
litore Sigeo, crinem Larisa cremavit.  pars tumulis (secreta iacet, pars) classe (relata est;) orbe set in toto (redivivum 
ostendet Homerus.]  Ausonius, Ausonius, 6.4.7F10 (trans. Hugh G. Evelyn White). 
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see in their writings the impulse to continue to use Homer as evidence of their paideia.  As a 

result, the patristic authors approach Achilles in a way that illustrates the dichotomy of this 

heroic figure for the Christians.  On one hand, Achilles represented the evils of following 

paganism and is held as a bad moral example.   For instance, the firstFcentury apologist Justin 

Martyr (ca. 100F165) included Achilles in a long list of mythological figures and deities who 

represented paganism. 474  Later, during the late fourth into the early fifth centuries, Christian 

writers referred to Achilles as a poor hero.  John Chrysostom (ca. 354F407) used Achilles as an 

exemplar of how children should not act, noting,  “For theirs is an age full of folly; and to this 

folly are superadded the bad examples derived from heathen tales, where they are made 

acquainted with those heroes so admired amongst them, slaves of their passions, and cowards 

with regard to death; as, for example, Achilles, when he relents, when he dies for his concubine, 

when another gets drunk, and many other things of the sort.”475  Conversely, he represented the 

best of the elite as representatives of the mos maiorum and the Homeric stories were often used 

in patristic writing.  Christian authors often referred to the Iliad as a display of paideia when 

exploring Christian theology.476  The fourthFcentury Christian author, Methodius of Olympus (d. 

311), used a reference to the Iliad’s Banquet of the Gods when recounting a conversation with a 

friend.477  As a result, the Early Christian Fathers must have felt that Achilles was a secular 

figure who was much too pagan and violent to make the transition to Christianity.  During this 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
474  Justin Martyr (ca. 100F165), The First Apology, trans. Leslie William Barnard (New York:  Christian Heritage, 
1949), chapt. 25.  “And, secondly, because we – who, out of every race of men, used to worship Bacchus the son of 
Semele, and Apollo the son of Latona (who in their loves with men did such things as it is shameful even to 
mention), and Proserpine and Venus (who were maddened with love of Adonis, and whose mysteries also you 
celebrate, or Aesculapius, or someone or other of those who are called gods – have now, through Jesus Christ, 
learned to despise these, though we be threatened with death for it, and have dedicated ourselves to the unbegotten 
and impossible God; of whom we are persuaded that never was he goaded by lust of Antiope, or such other women, 
or of Ganymede, nor was rescued by that hundredFhanded giant whose aid was obtained through Thetis, nor was 
anxious on this account that her son Achilles should destroy man of the Greeks because of his concubine Briseis.  
Those who believe these things we pity, and those we invented them we know to be devils.”   
     
475 John Chrysostom, Chrysostom = Homilies on Ephesians, trans. Wendy Mayer (London:  Routledge, 2000), 
Homily 21.  
 
476 Peter Brown, Augustine of Hippo, A Biography.  Berkeley:  University of California Press, 1967, 265. 
 
477 See Chapter Five.  
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same time, Achilles’ image as a pagan figure was intensified through the predominant use of his 

image on funerary sarcophagi.   

Heroic imagery was a very popular subject in Roman art throughout its history, but it was 

during the second and third centuries that it was used in a funerary context.  During this time 

period, Roman funerary practice had changed dramatically as Romans began inhuming their 

deceased.  It is possible that this practice may have come about from an increased interest in the 

afterlife and salvation as a result of mystery cults and Christianity.  At the same time, marble 

from the East became abundantly available.  Thus was born, over the course of just one hundred 

years, a mania among the elite for inhumation in expensively carved marble sarcophagi.  During 

the midFsecond to midFthird centuries, in particular, stories of mythological heroes were the 

preferred subjects of the sarcophagis’ elaborate decorations.478  Achilles, in particular, was an 

overwhelming choice for subject matter during this time period.  The most popular subjects were 

Achilles and the Daughters of Lycomedes and Achilles and Penthesileia.479  Richard Brilliant 

suggests that the images of Achilles on sarcophagi provided a means for their occupants to be 

honored in the same way as the Homeric hero.  Moreover, he maintains that Achilles represented 

a “hope for life after death” since his divine mother, Thetis, took him to the afterlife.  As a result, 

                                                 
478 Anna Marguerite McCann, Roman Sarcophagi in the Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York:  The Museum, 
1978), 20.  McCann proposes that the mythological scenes carved on Roman sarcophagi may have been references 
to the afterlife since their stories often dealt with life and death.  McCann, Roman Sarcophagi, 21.  Paul Zanker and 
Björn Christian Ewald’s in their 2004 work, Mit Mythen leben:  die Bilderwelt der römischen Sarkophage, suggest 
that the scenes may have been selected to reference specific aspects of the deceased’s life, much like a funerary 
oration.  JeanFPaul Vernant suggests a sarcophagus decorated with the  image of a mythological hero who dies 
young, “embodies” the hero’s the virtues of “beauty, youth, virility and courage.  JeanFPierre Vernant, “Death with 
Two Faces,” in Mortality and Immortality:  The Anthropology and Archaeology of Death, eds. S. C. Humphreys and 
H. King, trans. J. Lloyd (London:  Academic Press, 1981), 286. 
 
479 Stories of Achilles and the daughters of Lycomedes and of Achilles and Penthesilea were the most popular.  The 
following analysis of the examples from the LIMC shows the breakdown of subjects with corresponding  LIMC 
entries : 
 
48 Sarcophagi: Achilles and the Daughters of Lycomedes (LIMC 1:96F99; LIMC 1:128F165; LIMC 1:177F181). 
27 Sarcophagi: Achilles and Penthesileia (LIMC 1:757F783) 
20 Sarcophagi: Achilles Dragging Hector’s Body (LIMC 1:618F631) 
18 Sarcophagi: Priam Begging for Hector’s Body (LIMC 1:690F709) 
4   Sarcophagi: Achilles Childhood with Chiron (LIMC 1:61F62; LIMC 1:78; LIMC 1:82) 
2   Sarcophagi: Thetis Dipping Achilles into the Styx (LIMC 1:8F9) 
2   Sarcophagi: Duel between Achilles and Hector (LIMC 1:576F577) 
1   Sarcophagus: Death of Achilles (LIMC 1:858) 
1   Sarcophagus: Thetis Gives Weapons to Achilles (LIMC 1:541) 
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Brilliant argues that Achilles, “appears in the guise of a hero of romance who is analogous to the 

mythical Messiah or deliverer who comes from an upper world, and his enemy is analogous to 

the demonic powers of the lower world.”480  I do not see how Achilles can be associated with a 

Messianic figure since there is nothing in his stories that suggest that he represented salvation or 

the afterlife.  Instead, Achilles chooses a short life with glory, so he actually embraces death.  

Unlike other mythological heroes, like Hercules, Odysseus, and Theseus, he never goes to the 

Underworld and returns.481  Calling Achilles a MessiahFtype figure overstates his role in the 

Roman belief system.  I would suggest that Achilles’ image in a funerary context relates more to 

choices that he makes that will fulfill his ultimate destiny:   to die a young glorified death.   It is 

in this way that he represents immortality, but not the Afterlife. 

Achilles was not the only mythological hero who did not make the transition from a 

pagan hero to a Christian one: Hercules was not chosen either.482  At first glance, it is unexpected 

                                                 
480 Brilliant, Visual, 135.  For his entire argument, see 134F145. 
 
481 I will be discussing this point later in this chapter. 
 
482 An argument has been made that Hercules was, indeed, a hero who had been adopted by the Christians.  Like the 
evidence for Achilles as a Christian hero, the evidence is not conclusive. For the Christian viewpoint, see 
Huskinson, “Some Pagan Mythological,” 68F97; Goodenough, “Catacomb Art,” esp. 125F126.  For Hercules, see 
André Grabar, The Beginnings of Christian Art, 200=395, trans. Stuart Gilbert and James Emmons (London:  
Thames and Hudson, 1966), 225F236 and Grabar, Christian Iconography, 15.  For a viewpoint that discounts the 
Christian theory,  see Marcel Simon, Hercule et le christianisme (Paris:  Belles Lettres, 1955), 333F335 and Antonio 
Ferrua, Le Pitture della nuova catacomba di Via Latina (Vatican City, 1960), 94. Following is a brief review of two 
the objects dated before the fifth century, that have been used to argue for Hercules in a Christian context. 
 
Hercules Leading Alcetis from the Underworld, in the Via Latina Catacomb.  This multiFroomed catacomb 
contained biblical iconography in all the rooms save one, Room N, which displays only images of Hercules. Of 
particular interest is a depiction of Hercules leading Alcestis from the Underworld to her husband Admetus.  
Although this theme was not an unusual one in mythological stories, it is notable that this purely pagan reference to 
rebirth appears in a tomb that has Christian iconography, especially considering that there are no patristic texts that 
refer to this story.   Since it was not unusual during this period to have mixed burials in one family, it is possible that 
Chamber N was intended for a pagan burial.  LIMC 6:24, s.v. “Hercules.”  See also, Ferrua, Le Pitture, 78; William 
Tronzo, The Via Latina Catacomb:  Imitation and Discontinuity in Fourth=Century Roman Painting (University 
Park, PA:  Pennsylvania State University Press, 1986);  Elsner, Art and the Roman Viewer, 278;  Bell, “Heracles,” 
Age of Spirituality.  Late Antique and Early Christian Art, Third to Seventh Century:  Catalogue of the Exhibition at 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, November 19, 1977 through February 12, 1978, ed. Kurt Weitzmann (New York:  
The Museum, 1979), 242F243, no. 219; Simon, Hercule; Grabar, Christian Iconography, 15; Huskinson, “Some 
Pagan Mythological,” 68F97; Goodenough, “Catacomb Art,” 113F142, esp. 125F126 for Hercules; Berg, “Alcestis,” 
219F234, esp. 219.  
 
Gold=Glass Disc (fourth cenury), from the British Museum.  A fourthFcentury aristocratic couple flanks a small 
image of Hercules carrying the apples of Hesperides.   The inscription reads:   
ORFITVS.ET CONSTANTIA.IN NOMINE HERCVLIS” (In the double border) 
     “ACERENTINO FELICES BIBATIS” (in the field) 
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that Hercules was not an appropriate candidate for representing Christian ideas.  Unlike Achilles, 

Hercules’ stories contained specific references that could have been easily read by the Christian 

Fathers as references to the Afterlife and redemption.  Hercules had two successful trips to the 

Underworld:  to rescue Alcestis and, as his Twelfth Labor, to bring back Cerberus, the guardian 

of the Underworld.   

I would propose, however, that like Achilles, Hercules was too intimately connected to 

paganism to make the successful transition to Christianity.  First, Hercules was entrenched in 

Roman culture as a very popular hero.  He enjoyed a cultic following that began in the sixth 

century BCE when the Romans conflated Hercules with their foundation stories.483  Romans 

continued to honor Hercules throughout their history by dedicating temples and celebrating 

festivals in his honor.  Roman aristocratic families, including the Sulpicii and the Pinarii, 

claimed descent from this great hero.   Second, like Achilles, Hercules was a popular subject on 

thirdFcentury marble sarcophagi, especially scenes of his Labors.   Because of its connection to 

immortality, the twelfth labor of Hercules and Cerberus are often shown individually on 

strigillated sarcophagi.484  The most common image is of Hercules approaching Cerberus, who is 

shown near his cave at the entrance to Hades.485   The open entrance has multiple meanings as 

                                                                                                                                                             
The argument for a Christian attribution concerns the format of the inscription which mirrors the traditional 
Christian phrase, “in nomine Jesu.”    For a complete bibliography, see Buckton, Byzantium, 31F32.  For supporting 
views, see Buckton, Byzantium, 31F32: “The most convincing reading of the inscription is” Orfitus et Constantia.  In 
nomine Herculis Acerentini felices vivatis”  Also O. M. Dalton, Catalogue of Early Christian Antiquities in the 
British Museum (London:  British Museum, 1901), 119, no. 608 and pl. XXIX;  Ernst Kitzinger, Early Medieval Art 
in the British Museum (London:  British Museum, 1955), 4 and pl. V; and Morey, The Gold=Glass Collection, vol. 3, 
54 for text; vol. 4, Plate XXIX.   For a dissenting view, see Cabrol and Leclercq,  Dictionnaire, vol. 16, col. 2250 
and fig. 5666 who calls this theory “pure fantasy.” 
 
483 The Romans believed that Hercules defeated  the monster Cacus  in a cave under the Palatine Hill.  (Vergil, 
Aeneid 8.19).  Roman legend told of how the monster Cacus was a menace in the area around the Palatine Hill.  
Hercules encountered the Cacus while driving a herd of cattle from the far west.  After the monster stole two of his 
cows, Hercules killed him in under the Palatine Hill.  This area became known as the Cattlemarket (Forum 
Boarium) and, sometime around 530 BCE, a terracotta statue group of Hercules and Athena was installed in the 
temple at its north side.  T. P. Wiseman, The Myths of Rome (Exeter, University of Exeter Press, 2004), 28F29. 
 
484 For his twelfth labor, Hercules was sent to the entrance of the Underworld to deliver its guardian, the multiF
headed canine Cerberus, to Eurystheus.  For a discussion of the ancient sources and bibliography for this story, see 
LIMC 85F87, s.v. “Hercules.”  See also, McCann, Roman Sarcophagi, 70. 
  
485 Smallwood, “Hercules,” 99.  For examples of the twelfth labor, see LIMC 6:1714 and 2648F2652, s.v. 
“Hercules.”   
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the door to the tomb and the door through which the soul must go to reach salvation. 486    

If the Early Christians were not attracted to Achilles, it would help to know why by 

turning our attention to those mythological heroes who did garner their attention, Odysseus and 

Theseus.  In this part of my investigation I will show that, for the Christians, these two heroes 

were the antithesis of Achilles.  They did not have cultic followings, nor were they used 

extensively on thirdFcentury funerary sarcophagi.  Also, unlike Achilles, both Odysseus and 

Theseus brought with them established stories of renewal and salvation.  As a result, their stories 

can be found in patristic literature and on Early Christian objects.487   

Late Antique Christian aristocrats admired Homer and his works, especially the 

Odyssey.488  Like many mythological heroes, Odysseus’ traditional stories included a successful 

visit to the Underworld.  Following Circe’s advice, the Homeric hero journeys to Hades to 

consult with the blind seer, Tiresias, about his future.  After making sacrifices which would 

allow the spirits to speak through the drinking of sacrificial blood, Odysseus interacts with a 

number of souls, including Agamemnon and Achilles.  Odysseus then reemerges from the 

Underworld and resumes his attempt to return home.489  After his return from Hades, Odysseus 

and his men sailed past the island of the Sirens, whose song would lure sailors to their death on 

the island’s rocky beach.  So that he would be immune to their sound, Odysseus had his men lash 

him to the mast of his ship while they put wax in their ears.490   

Only three thirdFcentury sarcophagi are listed in the Lexicon Iconographicum 

Mythologiae Classicae (LIMC) with Odysseus’ image.491    Each example displays Odysseus’ 

encounter with the deadly Sirens on their front panels.  Since we do not have evidence of 

                                                 
486 McCann, Roman Sarcophagi, 136.  
 
487 Many mythological characters could have been addressed in this study, including Aeneas and Orpheus.   In this 
chapter I have chosen to concentrate on those mythological heroes who appeared in Christian theological treatises as 
compared to Achilles, who was not.   
 
488 The Christian writer, Cassiodorus (ca. 490Fca. 585) referred to the epic poem as “Homer’s noble song”  [Homeri 
nobile carmen].  Cassiodorus, PL 69 535 A (my translation). 
 
489 The story of Odysseus’ trip to the Underworld is extensive.  See Homer, Odyssey, chap. 11. 
 
490 See Homer, Odyssey, chap. 12. 
 
491 For examples of these sarcophagi, see LIMC 13:175F179, s.v. “Odysseus.” 
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extensive pagan funerary connections, this Homeric figure may have been a safe choice for the 

Early Christian Fathers.  Also, his adventures as he braved the perils of the ocean and the deadly 

calls of the Sirens provided ample material for Christian exegetical discussion.  The perils faced 

by Odysseus and his crew during their dangerous sea voyage held special meaning for Christians 

as Early Christian fathers interpreted ships, in general, as symbols of withstanding the strong and 

stormy seas of sin and temptation. 492  The ship was such a profound symbol that it came to 

represent the Church as the vehicle by which the Christian could achieve salvation through its 

helmsman, Jesus Christ.493 Moreover, Late Antique Christians saw in the story of Odysseus and 

the Sirens multiple references to Christian theology.494  The mast of his ship resembled a cross 

shape, and with Odysseus bound to it, the crucifix.  His companions, who stopped up their ears 

with wax so as not to hear the Sirens, were compared to Christians who were deaf to earthly 

desires during their spiritual journey to the afterlife.  A small fourthFcentury bronze sculpture 

from Asia Minor of Odysseus and his ship best exemplifies these ideas (fig. 5.5).495  In this work, 

the elements described in the Christian teachings can be seen:  the mast is in the shape of a cross; 

Odysseus is bound to the mast in an image reminiscent of the crucifix; and the helmsman at the 

back of the ship steers the vessel to safety.  Moreover, the addition of a dove at the top of the 

mast is believed to represent the Holy Spirit guiding the ship and its occupants to its heavenly 

home.496 

Stories of renewal and salvation continue with Theseus, King of Athens, whose 

                                                 
492 Paulinus of Nola’s (ca. 353/54F431) analogy compared a successful sea voyage to Christ bringing the soul safely 
to salvation: “May Christ bring them like vessels laden with his riches into the port of salvation, may he also 
joyfully place green garlands on these prows that have proved victors over the waves.”  [Christus quasi naves 
suarum onerarias opum deducat in portum salutis, victricibus fluctuum puppibus virides laetus imponat coronas.]  
Paulinus of Nola,  Epistola, 23.30.  (trans. Rahner in Greek Myths, 349).   
 
493 Rahner, Greek Myths, 349.  See also Yves Bonnefoy, Roman and European Mythologies, trans. under the 
direction of Wendy Doniger (Chicago:  The University of Chicago Press, 1992), 166F168. 
 
494 Jerome (ca. 347 – 420), Apologia adversus libros Rufini, 22.   
 
495  Bell, “Sculpture with Odysseus Bound to the Mast,” 222F223, no. 199 and Huskinson, “Some Pagan 
Mythological,” 68F97.  This object is the only one known with Odysseus that includes a specific Christian symbol.  
Huskinson suggests that, as with much of Early Christian art, pagan art was recycled for a Christian purpose.  Thus, 
the Christian viewers brought their own interpretation to the pagan story.  For a list of representations of Odysseus 
in Early Christian art, see Huskinson, 90.   
 
496  Marvin Ross, “Byzantine Bronzes,” Arts in Virginia 10 (1970): 32F33. 
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adventures include a successful visit to Hades where he attempted to help his friend Perithous 

kidnap Persephone.  While in Hades, the two heroes were wined and dined by her husband, 

Hades.  During the course of the meal, they were tied to the chairs of forgetfulness.  Theseus was 

finally rescued by Hercules who was in the Underworld performing his twelfth labor.  

Unfortunately, poor Perithous was left to spend eternity in Hades.497   Theseus was most known, 

however, for destroying the Minotaur in the Cretan labyrinth and saving the Athenian youths left 

there to be sacrificed.  The story of Theseus and the Minotaur have been found on a few extant 

secondF to thirdFcentury marble sarcophagi.498  But based on surviving examples, Theseus, the 

Minotaur, and the labyrinth seemed to have been more popular in a secular setting in paintings 

and mosaics.499    

Theseus did not enjoy a strong cult in the Western Roman Empire, nor was his image 

used extensively in a funerary context.  As a result, like Odysseus, the Early Christian Fathers 

must have found him a safe source for explaining Christian beliefs.  The Christians were 

especially taken with the story of Theseus and the Minotaur.  Theseus becomes a type for Christ 

when he successfully slays the half bull/half man and leads the youths out of the labyrinth.  His 

accomplishment was compared to Christ’s Harrowing of Hell.500   Like Theseus entering the 

labyrinth to slay the monster, Christ descended under the earth to slay the devil through his 

righteousness.  Ariadne’s thread was thought to represent Christ’s Godliness which led the way 

from original sin to salvation.501  There is evidence of labyrinths being incorporated into early 

Christian churches as early as 324 in the Basilica of Saint Reparata in modernFday Algiers (fig. 

                                                 
497 Plutarch (before 50Fafter 120), Plutarch’s Lives = Theseus, trans. Bernadotte Perrin (Cambridge, MA:  Harvard 
University Press, 1914), 31F35.   
 
498 There were no sarcophagi with this theme listed in the LIMC.  However, I know of two extant examples, the 
Sarcphagus of Gaius Severinus Vitealis (1st half of 2nd c.) in Cologne and the Garland Sarcophagus  (140F150) at the 
Metropolitan Museum in New York.   
  
499 Hermann Kern, Through the Labyrinth:  Designs and Meanings Over 5,000 Years (Munich:  Prestel, 2000), 85.    
Also Susan Woodford, “Theseus,” in Lexicon Iconographicum Mythologiae Classicae (LIMC), eds. Hans Christoph 
Ackermann and JeanFRobert Gisler (Zurich:  Artemis, 1981), 943. 
 
500 The role of labyrinths in Early Christian philosophy is a complicated one.  For an excellent overview of the 
labyrinth in Early Christianity, see Penelope Reed Doob, The Idea of the Labyrinth from Classical Antiquity through 
the Middle Ages (Ithaca:  Cornell University Press, 1990), 64F91. 
 
501 Kern, Through the Labyrinth, 146 and 158.  See also Nigel Pennick, Mazes and Labyrinths (London:  Robert 
Hale, 1990), 110. 
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5.6).502  In a black and white mosaic, the labyrinth is divided into four quadrants with an 

inscription in the middle that repeats the words SANCTA ECLESIA, or sacred church.503   

The result of the comparisons between Achilles and other mythological heroes in a Late 

Antique Christian context confirms that Achilles was not thought of by Early Christian Fathers 

as a hero who was conducive for Christian allegories. Achilles does not appear as a Christian 

prototype, nor are there precedents for the image of Achilles in a Christian context.  Instead, he 

continued to be accepted as a strong secular hero who, instead of representing the afterlife, chose 

a short life of military glory versus a long life without any glory.504  In fact, the Romans were so 

fascinated with Achilles and his early life leading up to his fateful decision that they wrote their 

own version of the Iliad in the first century CE known as the Ilias Latina.   As the first known 

Latin translation of the Iliad, this condensed version left out much of the original story, but 

added other stories that concentrated on Achilles’ life before Troy, including his time on 

Skyros.505  The idea of a short warrior’s life lived in glory resulting in a kind of legendary 

immortality as espoused in the Iliad  is not the same as the resurrection and rebirth in Christian 

ideology. 

Instead, Achilles represented earthly virtus as the ideal of mos maiorum.  As suggested in 

Chapters Three and Four, the Ambrosian Iliad played an important part in reaffirming 

conservative Roman ideals and traditions.  Thus, instead of conveying Christian ideas, I would 

suggest that Achilles and his stories from the Iliad appealed to aristocratic Christians as 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
502 Kern, Through the Labyrinth., 88, nos. 117F118.  Basilica of St. Reparatus, AlFAsnam.  Now in the modern 
cathedral in AlFAsnam, Algiers.  See also, Pennick, Mazes, 110.   
 
503 Kern, Through the Labyrinth, 88, nos. 117F118. 
 
504 Homer, Iliad, 9.410F4.16 (trans. by Rodney Merrill).  “For my own mother, the goddess Thetis of silvery feet, has 
told me that twofold fates to my death’s finality bear me; should I remain here fighting against this city of Trojans, 
lost is my homeward return, but never will perish my glory; should I return back home to the muchFloved land of my 
fathers, lost is my excellent glory, but then long years of a lifetime I will enjoy, nor will death’s finality come to me 
quickly.”  [oήτηρ γάρ τέ oέ φησι θεὰ Θέτις ἀργυρόπεζα διχθαδίας κῆρας φερέoεν θανάτοιο τέλος δέ.  εἰ oέν κ᾽ 
αὖθι oένων Τρώων πόλιν ἀoφιoάχωoαι, ὤλετο oέν oοι νόστος, ἀτὰρ κλέος ἄφθιτον ἔσται:  εἰ δέ κεν οἴκαδ᾽ ἵκωoι 
φίλην ἐς πατρίδα γαῖαν, ὤλετό oοι κλέος ἐσθλόν, ἐπὶ δηρὸν δέ oοι αἰὼν ἔσσεται, οὐδέ κέ o᾽ ὦκα τέλος θανάτοιο 
κιχείη.]   
 
505 Howard W. Clarke, Homer’s Readers – A Historical Introduction to the Iliad and the Odyssey (Newark:  
University of Delaware Press, 1981),  21F23.  We do not know the name of the translator.  It was also known as the 
Homerus.  Because of its condensed nature, it may have been used as a textbook in the classroom during the Middle 
Ages.   
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examples of traditional secular values, especially in the fifth century and the popularity of the 

stories from Achilles’ early life and education.  The images produced in the fifth century of his 

education would prove to be so powerful that they would later serve as visual prototypes for 

Christian scenes that were adapted to tell Biblical stories.   In a plate from North Africa (ca. 400F

430), a surviving fragment suggests that the original dish featured the early life of Achilles (fig. 

5.7).506  Of particular note is the specific scene of Thetis presenting her child Achilles to the 

centaur Chiron.  Achilles is shown as a very young boy who is being led by the hand to his first 

tutor and mentor.  In a similar image from the same time period, Achilles is shown being 

presented to Chiron on a marble relief from Egypt (fig. 5.8).  In a later seventhF or eighthFcentury 

bronze plate from North Africa, Achilles is again presented to the centaur by his mother (fig. 

5.9).  Kurt Weitzmann argued that the topos of the giving over of a youth to a teacher from the 

Life of Achilles’ images provided a visual prototype for the presentation of Samuel by his 

mother Hannah in an eleventhFcentury Book of Kings in the Vatican Library (cod. gr. 333).507   

The fifthFcentury viewer of the Ambrosian Iliad recognized in Achilles a strong and 

powerful secular hero who was far removed from his Christian teachings.  Instead, the Homeric 

hero would have been admired for his strength and courage, both traits proven during his training 

in paideia during his youth.  This training, which was illustrated in detail on many of the objects 

and decorations that surrounded an aristocrat in the fifthFcentury, would have provided the 

needed skills for the ideal warrior.  During this time period, when the barbarians were invading 

the West and the elite were depending on their army to protect them, an image of a highly trained 

warrior would have carried great resonance for the aristocratic viewer.   

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
506 J. W. Salomonson, “Late Roman Earthenware with Relief Decoration Found in Northern Africa and Egypt,” 
Oudheidkundige mededeelingen 43 (1962): 76F81 and Bell, “Fragments of Plates with Scenes from the Life of 
Achilles, 234F235, no. 209. 
 
507 Kurt Weitzmann, “The Survival of Mythological Representations in Early Christian and Byzantine Art and their 
Impact on Christian Iconography,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers (1960):  55.  Also, Weitzmann, Ancient Book, 57 and pl 
xxx. fig. 66. 
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The fifthFcentury aristocrat lived in two worlds.  In his secular world, he was bound by 

tradition.  But as a Christian, he was also bound to his faith.  Consequently, I propose that his 

viewpoint was a mutable one in which imagery could have single or multiple significances 

associated with it.  Moreover, when taking into account the context within which an object was 

viewed, it could be received as having a secular or religious subject, or a combination of both.  

The Ambrosian Iliad is an excellent example of the constant mediation of meaning and relevance 

between the Christian viewer and imagery during the fifth century.  In other words, the images of 

the Ambrosian Iliad played an important part in the fifthFcentury aristocrats’ ongoing process of 

selfFdefinition in a society where their secular and religious worlds were interconnected.   The 

purpose of this chapter has been to establish if the Ambrosian Iliad could have had Christian 

connotations for the fifthFcentury viewer.  To answer this question, I investigated two aspects of 

the Ambrosian Iliad for possible religious meanings:  its iconography and the hero Achilles.   

When analyzing the iconography of the Ambrosian Iliad, there is no clear evidence of 

Christian symbols or any other specific references to Christianity.  One can identify two specific 

types of narratives, however, that would have resonated with the Christian viewer:  the banquet 

and the circus.  For the banqueting scenes, the viewer could have identified with the Last Supper 

through the application of exegesis.  The image of the victory scene at the funerary games for 

Patroclus was invocative of the hippodrome where, in the fifth century, the Church was everF

present with processions and prayers at the circus games.  The victory images that were an 

integral part of the circus were appropriated by the Church to reference victory over death.  As 

Robin Margaret Jenson has pointed out in discussing earlier Early Christian images, the use of a 

small variety of images and the consistent reading of their allegories suggest that viewers’ 

interpretation of the narratives was based on a construct that was a result of shared background 

and training.508  I propose that the banquet and circus imagery in the Ambrosian Iliad are prime 

examples of two such constructs that could be read in terms of Christian theology.   

The other aspect of the Ambrosian Iliad that could have been received as Christian was 

                                                 
508 Jensen, Understanding Early Christian Art, 67. 
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the hero Achilles.  By the fifth century, other mythological heroes, such as Odysseus and 

Theseus, were adapted by the Early Christian Fathers as prototypes for Jesus.  Their stories were 

seen as allegories of rebirth and salvation that were suited to Christian interpretation.  In this 

study, I have shown that Achilles was not viewed in this way but, instead, remained a secular 

hero who was admired for his strength and military skill.   

The fifth century was a time of tremendous change. The Church and its followers were 

experiencing the final shift from paganism to Christianity.  The waves of foreigners who invaded 

the West throughout this period reinforced the differences between Romans and barbarians. 

Achilles represented the qualities of virtus that shaped the viewers’ selfFidentity as an aristocrat 

of the Roman Empire.  In the aristocrat’s spiritual world, however, Jesus and his disciples 

fulfilled a greater role than that of a traditional hero.  As figures who were larger than life, they 

represented the future in which Christian virtues led to an everlasting life.  As Hook and Reno 

explain, the Christian in Late Antiquity no longer needed the Homeric heroes as exemplars for 

living a Christian life.  The Messiah began to take the place of the quintessential classical hero as 

a being who transcended the earthly constraints of virtus.  As the divine and the human, he “is 

both above and below the range of honor and glory that defines the great men of antiquity.”509  

The life story of Achilles did not lend itself to Christian interpretation.  Instead, in the fifth 

century he represented the ideal warrior who, in spite of his moral weaknesses, represented the 

best of the elite through paideia and traditions, all qualities which would help the elite classes 

survive the influences of the barbarians, who threatened the mos maiorum.  Thus, the Ambrosian 

Iliad represented the duality of existence for the fifthFcentury aristocrat.  The heroic figures in 

the Ambrosian Iliad idealized the aristocrat’s earthly obligations and duties during this time 

which were ingrained in his Roman past while, concurrently, they pointed to a future where, 

ironically, they would have no place. 

                                                 
509 Brian S. Hook and R. R. Reno, Heroism and the Christian Life (Louisville:  Westminster John Knox Press, 
2000), 19. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

Late Antiquity was a time of great upheaval.  Constantine’s move to Constantinople in 

the early fourth century was emblematic of cultural, historical, economic, and religious changes 

that were yet to come over the succeeding one hundred and fifty years.  By the end of the fifth 

century, the western Empire’s inhabitants had seen the center of power moved permanently away 

from Rome, watched the decline of the prestige of the senate in Rome, survived successive 

waves of invaders, participated in the death of paganism and the permanent ascendency of 

Christianity, and shifted their allegiance to barbarian rule.  Perhaps in no other century had the 

Western Roman Empire seen such a confluence of events and ideas that would continue to 

resonate throughout the succeeding centuries.  It is within this context that the Ambrosian Iliad 

was created and viewed. 

The main goal of this research has been to determine the date and patronage of the 

Ambrosian Iliad based on contextual evidence.  After taking into account previous paleographic 

and stylistic analyses, which suggested a fifthF to sixthFcentury date, and overlaying it with 

contextual analysis, I concluded that the Ambrosian Iliad was created during the second through 

third quarters of the fifth century for a patron in Rome or the nearby provinces.  I came to this 

conclusion based on analyses of the codex itself and on historical, social, cultural, and religious 

influences on the manuscript’s imagery that were unique to this time period.  In other words, the 

impulse and need to protect the mos maiorum, as referenced in the Ambrosian Iliad, was 

strongest in the western Empire, particularly in Rome itself and its nearest provinces.  Rome is 

where rich aristocrats and land owners would have had the means and the motivation to 

commission such an expensive work of art.   

Paleographic analysis shows that the Greek uncial script, as employed in the Ambrosian 

Iliad, first became popular in the fifth century.  It was during this time period, specifically during 

the second and third quarters, that the social and economic structure of Rome remained relatively 

intact.  Even after each of the barbarian invasions in 410 and 425, the Romans were able to 

rebuild.  It is also during this era that there is still evidence of villas being built and remodeled.  

Although the Senate in Rome was no longer a decisionFmaking body, it was still a respected 

symbol of the Roman Empire.  Senators were treated with respect and considered symbols of the 
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Roman elite, as evidenced by the famous aristocratic representative Symmachus.  In spite of the 

invasions and subsequent settling of barbarians throughout Italy, the economic base for the elite 

of Rome remained sound.  In general, the Roman aristocrats’ main source of income came from 

their farms, and evidence shows they were still thriving until the end of the fifth century.  I argue 

this is the only period when a patron of such an expensive codex as the Ambrosian Iliad would 

have had such a strong sense of mos maiorum and the need for protecting his traditions and his 

status.  During the fifth century, Rome was still considered to be the heart of the Roman Empire, 

and as such, its elite took their responsibilities as keepers of their traditions very seriously.  This 

responsibility grew in importance because they were increasingly surrounded by barbarians who 

neither understood nor cared about the mos maiorum.  An aristocratic citizen from a noble 

Roman family in Gaul, Sidonius Apollinaris (ca. 430 F ca. 480), complained about this issue 

when he wrote:  “Why, even supposing I had the skill, do you bid me compose a song dedicated 

to Venus the lover of Fescennine mirth, placed as I am among longFhaired hordes, having to 

endure German speech, praising oft with wry face the song of the gluttonous Burgundian who 

spreads rancid butter on his hair?”510   

The Ambrosian Iliad’s imagery was a reflection of the importance of protecting the mos 

maiorum for the Late Antique aristocrat.  Moreover, its iconography specifically references a 

fifthFcentury date when it is placed in the historical, social, cultural, and religious context of that 

century.  From an historical standpoint, the Ambrosian Iliad’s scenes include Roman officers 

fighting on horseback, which invoked a commonly used image of the charging cavalryman who 

represented virtus – that integral part of mos maiorum.  The fifthFcentury aristocrat no longer 

used the military as a means of advancement, but his forefathers did and were very active in the 

military.  For the Late Antique elite, battle imagery invoked memories of their own ancestors 

who fought in this way to protect Rome.  Moreover, during the fifth century, fighting on 

horseback was an especially important military tool since the Roman army was fighting against 

mounted barbarians.   

The social and cultural references to the mos maiorum in the iconography of the 

Ambrosian Iliad include sacrificial scenes and circus games.  As shown in this study, oftentimes 

                                                 
510 Sidonius Apollinaris, Poems, 12.1 (trans. W. B. Anderson). [Quid me, etsi valeam, parare 
Carmen/Fescenninicolae iubes Diones inter crinigeras situm catervas et Germanica verba sustinentem, laudantem 
tetrico subinde vultu quod Burgundio cantat escultentus, infundens acido comam butyro?] 
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antiquarian and contemporary images combined to reinforce the aristocratic patron’s view of his 

duties to protect the Roman way of life.  Antiquarian references to aristocrats sacrificing were 

not too far in the past during the fifth century since paganism and its rites were not officially 

banned until the end of the fourth century. The fifthFcentury aristocrats’ fathers and grandfathers 

sacrificing for the good of the fatherland would have been recent family lore.  The Ambrosian 

Iliad’s Roman iconography underscores this connection with antiquarian references including 

Romans wearing antiquarian clothing like the toga and military clothing and aristocrats 

performing banned pagan sacrifices in the Roman manner.  One of the more provocative images 

is of an antiquarian sacrificial scene set in a fifthFcentury context.  A subtle fifthFcentury device 

used for framing aristocratic portraits was used in the image of the sacrifice of Achilles, who is 

framed by a tent with drawnFback front flaps (fig. 1.1 and fig. 1.2).  In this image, the reference 

to an aristocrat sacrificing at a Roman altar crosses temporal boundaries whereby the fifthF

century viewer is joined with his ancestors in a traditional act of protecting the mos maiorum. 

An extremely important social and cultural venue for the elite as the protectors of the mos 

maiorum was the hippodrome.  The Ambrosian Iliad’s image of the circus games held for 

Patroclus was a direct reference to contemporary Roman practice.  The hippodrome was the most 

visual of all public places, and it was here that the elite could show their status as the defenders 

of Rome through their privileged seating, sponsoring the games, and receiving acclimations from 

the spectators.  In fact, the competition for sponsoring the games was so intense that legislation 

was passed in the fifth century to limit spending.   

Although the fifthFcentury viewer was most likely Christian, the Ambrosian Iliad’s 

multivalent iconography enabled the aristocratic viewer to reconcile the mos maiorum with his 

religion.  Thus, the multiple secular and religious significances that could have been read in the 

Ambrosian Iliad’s images would not have bothered the fifthFcentury aristocrat.  For example, the 

banqueting scene, which represented an integral part of the display of status in society, could 

also be viewed as a reference to the Last Supper.  The circus scene, which is shown as the 

moment of victory when the prizes were awarded, reflected the victory of mos maiorum as the 

continuation of the traditions of the Roman people, but also could be construed as Christ’s 

victory over death.   
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The evolving process of selfFdefinition, which always centered on the aristocrat’s duty to 

protect the mos maiorum, comes together in the fifth century as a result of his responsibilities as 

a representative of the emperor.  The reception of the Ambrosian Iliad was part of a visual 

program in which the aristocrat surrounded himself with references to Achilles as a way to align 

himself with the emperor.  Again, by this time, objects containing references to Achilles were 

visual reminders of the abilities acquired through early training in order to successfully discharge 

duties as the emperor’s representative.  Other imperial references in the Ambrosian Iliad’s 

images include aristocratic magistrates awarding prizes to victorious charioteers in the name of 

the emperor, and the use of standard imperial iconography in the image of Achilles sacrificing on 

the battle’s eve.   

The Ambrosian Iliad distinctly represented the realities of the fifth century, when 

protecting the mos maiorum was of utmost importance.  But, this powerful common goal among 

the elite would not have been possible without their shared training, or paideia, that all Roman 

aristocrats received as young boys.  Paideia was a part of their history since the Republican 

period, and generations of aristocrats mostly received the same training that emphasized 

Homeric studies.   Even Christian authors were not adverse to referring to Homer in their 

writings to prove a point and to possibly displaying their education. Projecting an image that the 

elite had the training and ability to protect the mos maiorum would not have been possible 

without the acquisition and display of paideia.   This shared social construct was a common 

thread that ran through the visual programs that surrounded the aristocrats.  As an expensive and 

large Homeric codex, the Ambrosian Iliad played an integral part in the display of paideia for its 

patron and peers.  As a way to prove they had mastered paideia during the late fourth through 

fifth centuries, aristocrats avidly collected objects with Homeric and mythological themes.  The 

images from this manuscript could have been used as a memory aid in the show of paideia 

during discussions at the patron’s banquets.  Evidence indicates that the fifthFcentury aristocrat 

was fond of surrounding himself with images of Achilles acquiring paideia, as possible support 

for his new role as the emperor’s representative.   

The Roman aristocrat from Gaul, Sidonius Apollinaris, is an ideal example of the type of 

midFfifthFcentury aristocratic patron who could have commissioned a work like the Ambrosian 

Iliad.   He lived within the time frame that has been suggested for the manuscript, ca. 430F480.  
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Raised as a Christian in a respected aristocratic family in Gaul, Sidonius Apollinaris was proud 

of his traditional education.  In fact, he was not averse to displaying paideia in letters in which he 

would quote the classics that included Vergil and Homer.  He had a brilliant career in politics, 

holding court offices and commuting from his farm in Gaul to Rome where he interacted with 

the elite of the city.  His writings are replete with references of his pride in his family and Roman 

traditions.   In 470, this leading political and literary figure was consecrated the Bishop of 

Clermont and spent the remainder of his life in the service of the Church.511   

I also argued that the patron of the Ambrosian Iliad resided in Italy or a closeby province.  

Unlike the two other possible sources for patronage, Constantinople or Alexandria, because of 

the upheaval and uncertainty in this area during the fifth century, the Ambrosian Iliad reflected a 

yearning for the past and the urgent need to protect the mos maiorum.  Unlike Rome, in 

Constantinople, aristocratic life revolved around the nearby emperor.   Rather than a powerless 

Senate,  the Senate in Constantinople provided counsel to the head of the Roman Empire.512  As 

a part of their affirmation of their elite identity, the aristocrats in Constantinople participated in  

rituals of the court in a way that ensured that they would see and be seen.  They were required to 

attend state banquets, participate in court processions, attend the circus games, and join the 

emperor when he left the city for vacation. 513  Unlike Rome, which had a long and rich history 

that supported its mos maiorum in the fifth century, Constantinople was a relatively new city.  Its 

aristocracy was not tied to traditions as a way of defining itself.  Instead, its identity centered on 

the emperor.   But, they were citizens of a city that had been built as “the” Christian capital.  The 

elite would not have related to such antiquarian references in the Ambrosian Iliad as the pagan 

sacrifice.  

It is not likely that the patron came from Alexandra either.  Unlike Rome and 

Constantinople, Alexandria never was dependent on the Emperor and his court.  Instead, it was a 

thriving city whose wealth was based on trade, especially from grain provided to Rome and for 

other wealthy goods like glass and silks.  Like other provincial cities in the empire, Alexandria’s 

                                                 
511 Jill Harries, “Sidonius Apollinaris,” in The Oxford Classical Dictionary, eds. Simon Hornblower and Antony 
Spawforth (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1996), 1404F1405 
512 McCormick, “Emperor,” 156. 
 
513 McCormick, “Emperor,” 140F141. 
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social history and makeup was comprised of indigenous tradition and Roman customs.  The elite 

of Alexandria, for the most part, were descended from Macedonian ancestors.  Because of these 

diverse influences, Alexandria’s social structure was very hierarchical with the elite comprised 

of Hellenic families and the masses below them of the Egyptian descent.514  The Romans took 

advantage of this political situation and were happy to use the elite as their local governing 

class.515  Unlike the aristocrats in Rome and Constantinople, the Alexandrian aristocratic status 

did not revolve around a Senate or a court system.  Until the fourth century, the elite of 

Alexandria often served on city councils, or boulē, which were governing bodies analogous to 

the ordo decuionum in other cities in the Western Roman Empire.516  By the fourth century, there 

was a movement in the political makeup of Alexandria from the Greek tradition of local councils 

to imperialFdriven administrative posts, or curiales.  Many of the rich patrons of Alexandria 

served as curiales, or high administrative officers who were responsible for tax collection, food 

distribution, and administration of the city.  While this membership offered a certain cache, 

albeit not as much as the Senate in Rome or Constantinople, it still served as a tangible marker of 

status in Alexandrian society. 517  But, like their counterparts in the Roman Empire, they did not 

achieve their wealth from political services, but from agriculture.518  Thus, like their 

contemporaries in Constantinople, the aristocrats in Alexandria did not share the same common 

memories or antiquarian nostalgia for a past steeped in Roman traditions or mos maiorum.  

Besides, the elite of Alexandria were busy with their own problems in the late fourth and early 

fifth centuries with the prevalence of religious riots by Christians and pagans alike.519 

                                                 
514 Bell. Egypt, 74. 
 
515 Bagnall, Egypt,. 55. 
 
516 Haas, Alexandria, 52.  See Haas, Alexandria, 52F56 for a discussion concerning the political position of the 
“bouleutic clas” or bouleutai and the switch to curiales in Alexandria. 
 
517 For an excellent overview of the political situation in the cities of Roman North Africa during the Late Antique 
period, see Bagnall, Egypt, 54F62. 
 
518 See Bagnall, Egypt, 68F69 for detailed description and numerical analysis of the elite in Roman North Africa by 
city based on Hermopolis and Antinoopolis. 
 
519 Christopher Haas, Alexandria in Late Antiquity: Topography and Social Conflict.  Baltimore:  Johns Hopkins, 
1997.  126. 
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If the aristocrat from Gaul, Sidonius Apollinaris had lived much longer after 480, he may 

not have had the will or the ability to patronize the secular arts.  The patricians of the time had 

other things on their minds.  In 476, the Western Roman Empire had officially fallen with the 

ascension of the first barbarian king, Odoacer, to the throne in Ravenna.  This started a slow and 

steady disintegration of Rome as the center of the known world.  Because of the steady 

breakdown of traditional Roman society due to barbarian rule, villas were no longer built or 

furnished, and the patronage of secular work declined.  The new barbarian king was not 

concerned with protecting Roman tradition, thus the Senate was ignored and no longer 

commanded the respect it formerly enjoyed.  There was no western court to continue Roman 

traditions: the barbarians had their own customs.  The Christian church began to fill the religious 

and economic void that was left when the traditional Roman infrastructure began to collapse.   

Through the above contextual analyses, I argued the Ambrosian Iliad was commissioned 

by a Roman or western provincial patron during the second through third quarters of the fifth 

century.  Also, this manuscript represented the aristocrat’s duty to protect the mos maiorum as 

supported by his training, or paideia.  In this study, I chose a few iconographic types in the 

Ambrosian Iliad to explain how its Roman iconography would have been interpreted by a fifthF

century audience.  There are other areas of interest in the images of this manuscript that could be 

studied using this contextual method.  One topic that could be pursued, for example, is that of 

gestures.  Gestures were very important in Roman society, particularly the raised arm in a 

speaking gesture.  With the importance of the display of paideia in Roman society, this gesture 

could indicate not only the command of others, but also the command of paideia.    Richard 

Brilliant wrote a compelling essay on the role of gestures, entitled Gesture and Rank in Roman 

Art, but he did not include images from manuscripts in his analyses.  I believe that, using 

Brilliant’s essay as a guide, an investigation into the possible meaning to fifthFcentury viewers of 

gestures in the Ambrosian Iliad could further the understanding of the interaction between image 

and viewer.  I would also recommend that a closer examination of other depictions in the 

Ambrosian Iliad, including its ships, architecture, and fighting methods might prove instructive.   

The use of contextual methodology as a means for establishing details has broader 

implications that go beyond this study.  This approach could also be used to analyze other Late 

Antique manuscripts.  An example is the Vergilus Romanus, which has distinctive Late Antique 
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iconography in its banquet image of Aeneas and Dido (fig. 4.5).  A contextual analysis of this 

scene might reveal an additional layer of meaning for its viewer, particularly when one notes that 

the meal served is a very large fish.  Considering the proposed fifth century date for this codex, 

this choice of a meal could have had several layers of meaning for a Christian viewer.  The same 

methodology could be applied to Late Antique manuscripts that were devoted to religious themes 

during the fifth century like the Quedinburg Itala.  This manuscript depicts scenes from the 

Bible, and like the Ambrosian Iliad, uses Roman iconography to tell its story.  A close contextual 

analysis of its iconography may help to explain the relationship of a Roman/Christian viewer and 

the image and what that perspective might bring to the interaction between text and image.   

The ultimate goal of this work has been to broaden the scholarship of Late Antique 

manuscripts by proposing a different way of approaching them.  As Peter Brown pointed out, 

Late Antiquity was a time of multiplicity, when diverse cultures coincided and, in many cases, 

intermingled with each other.  At the same time, there was not always a distinct line drawn 

between the secular and the religious.  The aristocrat in Late Antiquity did not see his world as 

just “Roman” or as just “Christian.”  He saw it as a combination of both worlds.  I propose that it 

is time to view their manuscripts in the same way. 
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Figure 1.1:  The Ambrosian Iliad, “Achilles offers an augural sacrifice” (Milan, Ambrosiana 
Library, F. 205 Inf.), 5th c., min. XXXXVII (Photo:  Ilias Ambrosiana; Cod. F. 205 P. inf., 
Bibliothecase Ambrosianae Mediolanensis [Berna: U. Graf, 1953], XXXXVII). 
 

 
Figure 1.2:  The Ambrosian Iliad, “Achilles offers an augural sacrifice,” (drawing) (Milan, 
Ambrosiana Library, F. 205 Inf.), 5th c., min. XXXXVII (Drawing:  A. Mai, Hellenistic=
Byzantine Miniatures of the Iliad (Ilias Ambrosiana [Olten:  U. Graf, 1955], p. 77, fig. 83). 
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Figure 1.3:  The Ambrosian Iliad, “The wounded Aphrodite returns to Olympus.” (Milan, 
Ambrosiana Library, F. 205 Inf.), 5th c., min. XIX (Photo:  Ilias Ambrosiana; Cod. F. 205 P. inf., 
Bibliothecase Ambrosianae Mediolanensis [Berna: U. Graf, 1953], XIX). 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 1.4:  The Ambrosian Iliad, “Priam sets out for the Greek camp.” (Milan, Ambrosiana 
Library, F. 205 Inf.), 5th c., min. LVII (Photo:  Ilias Ambrosiana; Cod. F. 205 P. inf., 
Bibliothecase Ambrosianae Mediolanensis [Berna: U. Graf, 1953], LVII). 
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Figure 1.5:  The Ambrosian Iliad, “Athena gives courage to Diomedes and Phegeus killed by 
Diomedes” and “Pandarus draws his bow against Diomedes.” (Milan, Ambrosiana Library, F. 
205 Inf.), 5th c., mins. XVI and XVII (Photo:  Ilias Ambrosiana; Cod. F. 205 P. inf., 
Bibliothecase Ambrosianae Mediolanensis [Berna: U. Graf, 1953], XVI and XVII). 
 
 

 
 

Figure 1.6:  The Ambrosian Iliad, “Hector speaks to the Trojan troops and 
The feast in the Trojan camp.” (Milan, Ambrosiana Library, F. 205 Inf.), 5th c., min. XXX  
(Photo:  Ilias Ambrosiana; Cod. F. 205 P. inf., Bibliothecase Ambrosianae Mediolanensis 
[Berna: U. Graf, 1953], XXX). 
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Figure 1.7:  The Ambrosian Iliad, “Hector breaks open the gate of the wall.” (Milan, Ambrosiana 
Library, F. 205 Inf.), 5th c., min. XXXXI  (Photo:  Ilias Ambrosiana; Cod. F. 205 P. inf., 
Bibliothecase Ambrosianae Mediolanensis [Berna: U. Graf, 1953], XXXXI). 
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Figure 2.1:  A Roman boy, with papyrus roll and book box (Petworth Collection, London, 
England), 2nd c. (Photo:  Bonner, Education in Ancient Rome [Berkeley:  University of California 
Press (1977)], frontispiece). 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Figure 2.2:  A teacher and his students (Rheinisches Landesmuseum, Trier Germany), 3rd c. 
(Photo:  Bonner, Education in Ancient Rome [Berkeley:  University of California Press (1977)], 
fig. 9). 
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Figure 2.3:  Mosaic Panel with Kimbros and Paideia  (Private collection, West Palm Beach, 
Fla.), 5th c. (Photo:  Marinescu, Cox, and Wachter.  “Paedeia’s Children:  Childhood Education 
on a Group of Late Antique Mosaics.”  In Constructions of Childhood in Ancient Greece and 
Italy.  Ed.  Ada Cohen and Jeremy B. Rutter [Princeton, NJ:  The American School of Classical 
Studies at Athens (2007)], p.104, fig. 5.5). 
 

 
 
 
Figure 2.4:  Mosaic Panel with Kimbros and Paideia, det.  (Private collection, West Palm Beach, 
Fla.), 5th c. (Photo:  Marinescu, Cox and Wachter.  “Walking and Talking Among Us:  
Personifications in a Group of Late Antique Mosaics.”  In Actes du IXe Colloque international 
pour mosaïque antique et medievale   Ed.  H. Morlier [Rome:  École Française de Rome (2005)], 
p. 1275, fig. 7). 
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Figure 3.1:  The Projecta Casket  (Doria Pamphilj, Rome, Italy), ca. 380  (Photo:  Shelton, The 
Esquiline Treasure [London:  British Museum Publications (1981)], plate 4). 
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Figure 3.2:  The Doria Bucket  (British Museum, London), fifth c. (Photo:  Weitzmann, Age of 

Spirituality [New York:  The Museum (1979)], p. 219, #196.) 
 

 
 

 
 
Figure 3.3 The Doria Bucket, det. (Doria Pamphilj, Rome, Italy), fifth c.  (Photo:  Carandini, La 

secchia Doria:  una ‘Storia di Achille’ tardo=antica [Rome:  De Luca (1965)], Table 1.) 
 
 
 



   

 

165 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Figure 3.4:  Ludovisi Sarcophagus, lid (RömischFGermanisches Zentralmuseum, Mainz), ca. 250  
(Photo:  Kleiner, Roman Sculpture [New Haven:  Yale University Press (1992)], p. 388, #358). 
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Figure 3.5:  The Ambrosian Iliad, “Idomeneus drags away the body of Othryoneus.” (Milan, 
Ambrosiana Library, F. 205 Inf.), 5th c., min. XLII (Photo:  Ilias Ambrosiana; Cod. F. 205 P. 
inf., Bibliothecase Ambrosianae Mediolanensis [Berna: U. Graf, 1953], XLII). 
 

 
Figure 3.6:  The Ambrosian Iliad, “Idomeneus drags away the body of Othryoneus,” (drawing) 
(Milan, Ambrosiana Library, F. 205 Inf.), 5th c., min. XLII (Drawing:  A. Mai, Hellenistic=
Byzantine Miniatures of the Iliad (Ilias Ambrosiana [Olten:  U. Graf, 1955], p. 75, fig. 78) 
[Labels: C. Bare].   
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Figure 3.7:  Roman Battle Sarcophagus (Leonard and Bina Ellen Art Gallery, Concordia 
University), 160F170 CE (Photo:  Francis, “A Roman Battle Sarcophagus at Concordia 
University, Montreal.”  [Phoenix.  Vol. 54, No. ¾ (2000)], Plate 1).  
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
Figure 3.8:  AE of Constans with charging horseman pose (Leonard and Bina Ellen Art Gallery, 
Concordia University), ca. 320F350. [Photo:  Brilliant, Gesture and Rank in Roman Art:  The Use 
of Gestures to Denote Status in Roman Sculpture and Coinage [New Haven:  The Academy 
(1963)], fig. 4.54). 
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Figure 3.9:  AE of Constans with raised arm pose (Leonard and Bina Ellen Art Gallery, 
Concordia University), end of 4th c. [Photo:  Brilliant, Gesture and Rank in Roman Art:  The Use 
of Gestures to Denote Status in Roman Sculpture and Coinage [New Haven:  The Academy 
(1963)], fig. 4.60). 
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Figure 3.10:  The Ambrosian Iliad, “Lustral Sacrifice.” (Milan, Ambrosiana Library, F. 205 Inf.), 
5th c., min. IV (Photo:  Ilias Ambrosiana; Cod. F. 205 P. inf., Bibliothecase Ambrosianae 
Mediolanensis [Berna: U. Graf, 1953], IV). 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 3.11:  The Ambrosian Iliad, “The Lustral Sacrifice,” (drawing) (Milan, Ambrosiana 
Library, F. 205 Inf.), 5th c., min. IV (Drawing:  A. Mai, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures of the 
Iliad (Ilias Ambrosiana [Olten:  U. Graf, 1955], p. 54, fig. 40).   
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Figure 3.12:  Trajan’s Column, “Suovetaurilia” (Trajan’s Forum, Rome.), 113 CE, Scene viii,  
(Photo: Cichorius, from Lepper, Trajan’s Column [Gloucester:  Alan Sutton, 1988], plate X).   
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Figure 3.13:  The Ambrosian Iliad, “Agamemnon Offers a Sacrifice” (Milan, Ambrosiana 
Library, F. 205 Inf.), 5th c., min. XIII (Photo:  Ilias Ambrosiana; Cod. F. 205 P. inf., 
Bibliothecase Ambrosianae Mediolanensis [Berna: U. Graf, 1953], XIII). 

 
Figure 3.14:  The Ambrosian Iliad, “Agamemnon offers a sacrifice,” (drawing) (Milan, 
Ambrosiana Library, F. 205 Inf.), 5th c., min. XIII (Drawing:  A. Mai, Hellenistic=Byzantine 
Miniatures of the Iliad (Ilias Ambrosiana [Olten:  U. Graf, 1955], p. 59, fig. 49) [Labels: C. 
Bare].   
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Figure 3.15:  Altar of Manlius  (Lateran, Rome), early 1st c. CE (Photo:  Brilliant, Gesture and 
Rank in Roman Art:  The Use of Gestures to Denote Status in Roman Sculpture and Coinage 
[New Haven:  The Academy (1963)], fig. 2.79). 
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Figure 3.16:  The Ambrosian Iliad, “The portent of Aulis” (Milan, Ambrosiana Library, F. 205 
Inf.), 5th c., min. XII (Photo:  Ilias Ambrosiana; Cod. F. 205 P. inf., Bibliothecase Ambrosianae 
Mediolanensis [Berna: U. Graf, 1953], XII). 
 

 
Figure 3.17:  The Ambrosian Iliad, “The portent at Aulis,” (drawing) (Milan, Ambrosiana 
Library, F. 205 Inf.), 5th c., min. XII (Drawing:  A. Mai, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures of the 
Iliad (Ilias Ambrosiana [Olten:  U. Graf, 1955], p. 58, fig. 48) [Labels: C. Bare].   
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Figure 3.18:  Leaf from the diptych of the consul Felix (Paris, Bibliothèque National, Cabinet des 
Médailles, 41), 428 CE (Photo:  Age of Spirituality, [New York:  The Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, 1979], p. 46, no. 45). 

 
 
Figure 3.19:  Diptych of a Patrician (Novara, Capitolo Cattedrale, Museo del Duomo), ca 425 CE 
(Photo:  Age of Spirituality, [New York:  The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1979], p. 57, no. 54). 
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Figure 4.1:  The Ambrosian Iliad, “The prizeFgiving for the chariot race” (Milan, Ambrosiana 
Library, F. 205 Inf.), 5th c., min. LV (Drawing:  A. Mai, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures of the 
Iliad (Ilias Ambrosiana [Photo:  Ilias Ambrosiana; Cod. F. 205 P. inf., Bibliothecase 
Ambrosianae Mediolanensis [Berna: U. Graf, 1953], LV). 

 
Figure 4.2:  The Ambrosian Iliad, “The prizeFgiving for the chariot race,” (drawing) (Milan, 
Ambrosiana Library, F. 205 Inf.), 5th c., min. LV (Drawing:  A. Mai, Hellenistic=Byzantine 
Miniatures of the Iliad (Ilias Ambrosiana [Olten:  U. Graf, 1955], p. 82, fig. 91) [Labels: C. 
Bare].   



   

 

176 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
Figure 4.3:  The Ambrosian Iliad, “The banquet of the gods” (Milan, Ambrosiana Library, F. 205 
Inf.), 5th c., min. X (Photo:  Ilias Ambrosiana; Cod. F. 205 P. inf., Bibliothecase Ambrosianae 
Mediolanensis [Berna: U. Graf, 1953], X). 
 
 

 
 
 
Figure 4.4:  The Ambrosian Iliad, “The banquet of the gods,” (drawing) (Milan, Ambrosiana 
Library, F. 205 Inf.), 5th c., min. X (Drawing:  A. Mai, Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures of the 
Iliad (Ilias Ambrosiana [Olten:  U. Graf, 1955], p. 57, fig. 45) [Labels: C. Bare].   
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Figure 4.5:  The Vergilius Romanus, “The Roman banquet” (Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica 
Vaticana, Cod. Vat. Lat. 3867.), probably late 5th c., fol. 100v (Photo:  Dunbabin, The Roman 
Banquet [Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 2003], plate XVI). 
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Figure 4.6:  Reconstruction Drawing of the Villa at Contionacum, late 4th c. (Drawing:  Age of 
Spirituality [New York:  The Museum, 1979], p. 119, no. 106).  [Label:  C. Bare]. 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 4.7:  Floor Plan of the Villa at Contionacum, late 4th c. (Drawing: Wightman, Roman 
Trier and the Treveri [London:  HartFDavis, 1971], p. 166, figure 119).  [Label: C. Bare].   
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Figure 4.8:  Floor Plan of the Villa at Bulla Regia, 5th c.  (Drawing:  Besaouch, Les Ruines de 
Bulla Regia [Rome:  École française de Rome, 1977], p. 40, figure 28, room B).  [Labels: C. 
Bare].   
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Figure 4.9:  Consular Diptych of Rufius Probianus (Berlin, Staatsbibliothek),  
ca. 400 CE (Photo: Wright, The Roman Vergil and the Origins of Medieval Book Design 
[London:  The British Library, 2001], p. 8) 
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Figure 4.10:  Kaiseraugst Missorium  (Basel, Römermuseum Augst) midF4th c. (Photo:  
Manacorda, La paideia di Achille [Rome:  Editori Riuniti, 1971], fig. 112a). 
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Figure 4.11:  Kaiseraugst Missorium (drawing) (Basel, Römermuseum Augst), midF4th c.  

(Photo: Brilliant, Visual Narratives:  Storytelling in Etruscan and Roman Art [Ithaca:  
Cornell University Press, 1984], page 144, fig. 4F3). 
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Figure 4.12:  “Capitoline Puteal” (Rome, Capitoline Museum), 4th c. (Photo:   LeaderFNewby, 

Silver and Society in Late Antiquity [Aldershot, Hants, England:  Ashgate, 2004], p. 128, 
fig. 3.2.) 
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Figure 4.13:  Mosaic Depicting the Birth of Achilles, (Nea Paphos, Cyprus) 5th c. (Photo:  
LeaderFNewby, Silver and Society in Late Antiquity [Aldershot, Hants, England:  Ashgate, 
2004], p. 134, fig. 3.5). [Labels: C. Bare].   
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Figure 4.14:  Mosaic of a horse race with one of the participants holding a palm branch, Gafsa 
(Capsa) (Bardo Museum, Tunisia), 6th c. (Photo:  Dunbabin,  The Mosaics of Roman North 
Africa:  Studies in Iconography and Patronage [Oxford:  Clarendon Press, 1978], p. 134, plate 
XXX, #78). [Labels: C. Bare].   
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 4.15:  AE medallion of Emperor Postumus with sacrifice, (Toynbee, Rom. Med., pl. 
XLVI.8), 3rd c. (Photo:  Gesture and Rank in Roman Art [New Haven:  The Academy, 1963)], p. 
199, fig. 4.97). 
 
 



   

 

186 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 
Figure 4.16:  Diptych Leaf with Ariadne (Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum, 
Antikensammlung, X39), ca. 500F520 CE (Photo:  Age of Spirituality, [New York:  The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1979], p. 31, no. 25). 
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Figure 5.1:  “Vibia led by the good angel to the heavenly banquet”, from the pagan tomb of 
Vibia, Rome, 4th c. (Photo:  Brown, World of Late Antiquity [New York:  Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich], fig. 41).  

 

 
 

Figure 5.2:  Depiction of a banquet (refrigeria or agape?), from the Catacomb of Peter and 
Marcellinus, cubiculum 78, Rome, probably end of third to early fourth c. (Photo:  Dunbabin, 
The Roman Banquet: Images of Conviviality [New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003], 
fig. 108). 
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Figure 5.3:  GoldFGlass Medallion of Achilles and the Daughters of Lycomedes, 4th c. (Pesaro, 
Biblioteca e Musei Oliveriani), 4th c. CE (Photo:  Age of Spirituality, [New York:  The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1979], p. 237, no. 212). 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 5.4:  Textile with Thetis at the Forge of Hephaestus (London, Victoria and Albert 
Museum), late 6th – early 7th c. CE (Photo:  Age of Spirituality, [New York:  The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, 1979], p. 222, no. 198). 
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Figure 5.5:  Sculpture with Odysseus bound to the Mast, bronze, Asia Minor(?), 4th c. (Richmond 
Virginia Museum of Fine Arts) (Photo:  Age of Spirituality.  Edited by Kurt Weitzmann,  [New 
York:  The Museum, 1979], no. 209).  
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Figure 5.6:  Labyrinth black and white mosaic, Basilica of Reparata, AlFAsnam, Algiers, 4th c. 
Photo:  Kern, Through the Labyrinth:  Designs and Meanings Over 5,000 Years [Munich:  
Prestel, 2000], p. 88, fig. 117). 
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Figure 5.7:  Fragment of plate with scenes from the life of Achilles, North Africa, ca. 400F430, 
Athens Benaki Museum (Photo:  Age of Spirituality.  Edited by Kurt Weitzmann [New York:  
The Museum, 1979], no. 209). 
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Figure 5.8:  Marble Disk, det., 4th c. (Capitoline Museum, Rome), Egypt  (Photo:  Weitzmann, “ 
“The Survival of Mythological Representations in Early Christian and Byzantine Art and their 
Impact on Christian Iconography [Dumbarton Oaks Papers  1960], fig. 20). 
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Figure 5.9:  Fragment of Bronze Plate, det., 7 or 8th c., Cairo  (Photo:  Weitzmann, “The Survival 
of Mythological Representations in Early Christian and Byzantine Art and their Impact on 
Christian Iconography [Dumbarton Oaks Papers  1960], fig. 19). 
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APPENDIX B 
 

COMPLETE LIST OF THE MINIATURES IN THE AMBROSIAN ILIAD 
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Complete List of Miniatures in the Ambrosian Iliad520 
 

Ambrosian Iliad 
Miniature Number 

 
Description of the Scene 

 
 
I 

Chryses prays to Apollo. 
The Plague and Apollo shooting arrows. 
Achilles calls together the assembly. 

II Achilles restrained by Athena in his dispute with Agamemnon. 
III Athena returns to Olympus.  Nestor speaks. 
IV Lustral sacrifice. 
V The heralds meet Achilles. 
VI Briseis led away by the heralds. 
VII Thetis consoles her son. 

 
VIII 

Arrival of Chryseis. 
Odysseus gives Chryseis back to her father. 

 
IX 

Thetis before Zeus. 
Hera challenges Zeus. 

X The banquet of the gods. 
XI The attempt to put the ships out to sea. 
XII The portent at Aulis. 
XIII Agamemnon offers a sacrifice. 
XIV The array of the Trojan chieftains. 

 
XV 

Pandarus shoots the arrow against Menelaus. 
Menelaus tended by Machaon. 

 
XVI 

Athena gives courage to Diomedes. 
Phegeus killed by Domedes. 

XVII Pandarus draws his bow against Diomedes. 
XVIII Aeneas saved by Apollo. 
XIX The wounded Aphrodite returns to Olympus. 

 
XX 

Ajax draws the spear from the body of Amphius (?). 
Menesthes and Anchialus killed by Hector (?) 

 
 

XXI 

Tleopolemus killed by Sarpedon. 
Odysseus rages against the Lycians. 
Sarpedon placed under a tree.\ 

 
XXII 

Athena in Domedes’s chariot. 
Ares is wounded by Diomedes. 

XXIII Ares returned wounded to Olympus. 
XXIV The meeting of Hector with Hecuba and Laodike. 

 
XXV 

The offering of the Trojan women to Athena. 
The meeting of Hector and Paris. 

XXVI The farewell of Hector to Andromache. 
 

XXVII 
The building of the wall. 
The feast in the Greek camp. 

                                                 
520 Source:  Bianchi Bandinelli, Ambrosian Iliad, pp. 85F87. 
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Ambrosian Iliad 

Miniature Number 
 
Description of the Scene 

XVIIa (The meeting of the gods) (?) (The weighing of the fates) (?) 
XXVIII The apparition of the eagle. 
XXIX The heartened Greeks attack. 

 
XXX 

Hector speaks to the Trojan troops. 
The feast in the Trojan camp. 

XXXI The night council of the Greeks. 
XXXII Nestor and Diomedes in conversation. 

 
XXXIV 

Dolon captured. 
Dolon killed. 

 
XXXV 

The slaughter in the Thracian camp. 
Odysseus and Diomedes with the horses of Rhesus. 

 
XXXVI 

Euryplus wounded by Paris. 
Nestor quits the field, wounded. 

XXXVII Achilles looks at the field from the ship. 
XXXVIII The attack of the Trojans against the walled camp. 
XXXIX The apparition of the eagle. 
XXXX The defence of the wall. 
XXXXI Hector breaks open the gate of the wall. 

XLII Idomeneus drags away the body of Othryoneus. 
XXXXIII The Trojans flee before the decapitated head of Ilioneus. 

XLIV Helped by Apollo, the Trojans advance. 
XLV The wounded Euryplus within the tent (?). 

XXXXVI Nestor seeks to stay the flight of the Greeks. 
XXXXVII Achilles offers an augural sacrifice. 

 
XLVIII 

Patroclus killed by Hector. 
Automedon leaves the field. 

XLIX The fight between Hector and the two Aiantes over the body of Patroclus. 
L Euphorbus killed by Menelaus. 
 

LI 
Menelaus takes Euphorbus’ arms. 
Apollo urges on Hector against Menelaus. 

LII The Scamander rebukes Achilles. 
LIII Hephaestus burns the waters of the Scamander. 

 
LIV 

The Greeks beneath the walls of Troy. 
Hector begged by his family not to fight leaves by the city gate. 

LV The prizeFgiving for the chariot race. 
 

LVI 
The foot race. 
The prizeFgiving for the foot race. 

LVII Priam sets out for the Greek camp. 
 

LVIII 
Priam on his way with the carriage full of gifts. 
Priam meets Hermes. 
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Dear Urs GrafFVerlag Press: 
 
 I am completing a dissertation at Florida State University entitled “Achilles and the Roman Aristocrat:  The 
Ambrosian Iliad as a Social Statement in the Late Antique Period.”  I would like your permission to reprint in my 
dissertation images (as listed below) from the following: 
 
Bianchi Bandinelli, Ranuccio.  Hellenistic=Byzantine Miniatures of the Iliad (Ilias Ambrosiana).  Olten:  Urs Graf, 

1955. 
 
Page Figure Title             Original Medium 
75 78 “Idomeneus drags away the body of Othryoneus”    drawing 
54 40 “Lustral Sacrifice”      drawing 
59 49 “Agamemnon offers a sacrifice”     drawing 
58 48 “The Portent at Aulis”      drawing 
77 83 “Achilles offers an augural sacrifice”    drawing 
82 91 “The prizeFgiving for the chariot race”    drawing 
57 45 “The banquet of the gods”      drawing 
 
 The requested permission extends to any future revisions and editions of my dissertation, including nonF
exclusive world rights in all languages.  These rights will in no way restrict republication of the material in any other 
form by you or by others authorized by you.  This authorization is extended to University Microfilm Inc./ ProQuest 
Information and Learning, Ann Arbor, Michigan, for the purpose of reproducing and distributing copies of this 
dissertation.  Your signing of this letter will also confirm that you own the copyright to the aboveFdescribed material  
No response to this request will constitute implied permission for such use. 
 
 If these arrangements meet with your approval, please sign this letter where indicated below and return it to 
me at the address listed below.  Thank you very much. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Ceil Bare 
2145 Delta Way 
Tallahassee, FL  32303 
 
PERMISSION GRANTED FOR THE  
USE REQUESTED ABOVE: 
 
______________________________ 
Name 
 
Date:  ________________________ 
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Dear Urs GrafFVerlag Press: 
 
 I am completing a dissertation at Florida State University entitled “Achilles and the Roman Aristocrat:  The 
Ambrosian Iliad as a Social Statement in the Late Antique Period.”  I would like your permission to reprint in my 
dissertation images (as listed below) from the following: 
 
Ceriani, A. M., A. Calderini, and A. Mai.  Ilias Ambrosiana; Cod. F. 205 P. inf., Bibliothecae Ambrosianae 

Mediolanensis.  Bern:  Urs Graf, 1953 
  

 Miniature Title        Original Medium 
 XIX  “The wounded Aphrodite returns to Olympus”   manuscript folio 
 LVII  “Priam sets out for the Greek camp”    manuscript folio 
 XVI  “Athena gives courage to Diomedes and Phegeus killed by Diomedes” manuscript folio 
 XVII  “Pandarus draws his bow against Diomedes”    manuscript folio 

XXX  “Hector speaks to the Trojan troops and The feast in the Trojan camp” manuscript folio 
XXXXI  “Hector breaks open the gate of the wall”    manuscript folio 
XLII  “Idomeneus drags away the body of Othryoneus”   manuscript folio 
IV  “Lustral sacrifice.”      manuscript folio 
XIII  “Agamemnon offers a sacrifice”     manuscript folio 
XII  “The portent at Aulis”       manuscript folio 
XXXXVII “Achilles offers an augural sacrifice”    manuscript folio 
LV  “The prizeFgiving for the chariot race”    manuscript folio 
X  “The banquet of the Gods”      manuscript folio 
 
 The requested permission extends to any future revisions and editions of my dissertation, including nonF
exclusive world rights in all languages.  These rights will in no way restrict republication of the material in any other 
form by you or by others authorized by you.  This authorization is extended to University Microfilm Inc./ ProQuest 
Information and Learning, Ann Arbor, Michigan, for the purpose of reproducing and distributing copies of this 
dissertation.  Your signing of this letter will also confirm that you own the copyright to the aboveFdescribed material  
No response to this request will constitute implied permission for such use. 
 
 If these arrangements meet with your approval, please sign this letter where indicated below and return it to 
me at the address listed below.  Thank you very much. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Ceil Bare 
2145 Delta Way 
Tallahassee, FL  32303 
 
PERMISSION GRANTED FOR THE  
USE REQUESTED ABOVE: 
 
______________________________ 
Name 
 
Date:  ________________________ 
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Dear Metropolitan Museum Press: 
 
 I am completing a dissertation at Florida State University entitled “Achilles and the Roman Aristocrat:  The 
Ambrosian Iliad as a Social Statement in the Late Antique Period.”  I would like your permission to reprint in my 
dissertation images (as listed below) from the following: 
 
Age of Spirituality.  Late Antique and Early Christian Art, Third to Seventh Century:  Catalogue of the Exhibition at 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, November 19, 1977 through February 12. 1978, edited by Kurt Weitzmann, 119.  
New York:  The Museum, 1979.   
 

 Page Figure Title        Original Medium 
219 196 “The Doria Bucket”      Bronze 
46 45 “Leaf from the diptych of the consul Felix”    Ivory 
57 54 “Diptych of a Patrician”      Ivory 
119 106 “Reconstruction Drawing of the Villa at Contionacum”  Drawing 
237 212 “Bottom of bowl with Achilles on Skyros”    Glass 
234 209 “Fragments of plates with scenes from the life of Achilles”  Ceramics 
222 198 “Textile with Thetis at the forge of Hephaestus”   Textiles 
31 25 “Diptych Leaf with Ariadne”     Ivory 
222 199 “Sculpture with Odysseus Bound to the Mast”   Bronze 
 
 
 The requested permission extends to any future revisions and editions of my dissertation, including nonF
exclusive world rights in all languages.  These rights will in no way restrict republication of the material in any other 
form by you or by others authorized by you.  This authorization is extended to University Microfilm Inc./ ProQuest 
Information and Learning, Ann Arbor, Michigan, for the purpose of reproducing and distributing copies of this 
dissertation.  Your signing of this letter will also confirm that you own the copyright to the aboveFdescribed material  
No response to this request will constitute implied permission for such use. 
 
 If these arrangements meet with your approval, please sign this letter where indicated below and return it to 
me at the address listed below.  Thank you very much. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Ceil Bare 
2145 Delta Way 
Tallahassee, FL  32303 
 
PERMISSION GRANTED FOR THE  
USE REQUESTED ABOVE: 
 
______________________________ 
Name 
 
Date:  ________________________ 
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Dear Academy of Arts and Sciences, New Haven: 
 
 I am completing a dissertation at Florida State University entitled “Achilles and the Roman Aristocrat:  The 
Ambrosian Iliad as a Social Statement in the Late Antique Period.”  I would like your permission to reprint in my 
dissertation images (as listed below) from the following: 
 
Brilliant, Richard.  Gesture and Rank in Roman Art:  The Use of Gestures to Denote Status in Roman Sculpture and 

Coinage.  New Haven:  The Academy, 1963. 
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