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“Das dritte Jahrhundert ist die dunkelste 
Epoche der antiken Kunstgeschichte.”1 
Thus wrote Gerhard Rodenwaldt in 1935 
and in many ways this is still true. When 
the production of  large state-commissioned 
monuments and historical reliefs stopped 
after the Severan period, a very valuable 
source of  datable comparanda was lost to 
us.2 This lack of  comparative material poses 
problems when we attempt to identify 
sculpture belonging to the third century. 
Simultaneously with the disappearance of  
the state-commissioned monuments, the 
sculptural production in Rome seems to have 
dropped dramatically, and even though the 
production of  imperial portraits continued, 
the nature of  the production changed and 
the quantity decreased. All this means that 
the evidence for sculpture in general, whether 
mythological or portrait statuary, remains 
scarce.3

Despite these developments, the third-
century sculptural production includes 
one important aspect worthy of  note: the 
production of  a large number of  relief-
adorned sarcophagi. The production that 
was undertaken in Rome for about two 
hundred years, combined with the presence 
of  portraits, makes it likely that these 
sarcophagi constitute the most reliable basis 

for establishing a chronology of  third-century 
sculpture.4 Theoretically, it should be possible 
to date sarcophagi with a portrait by dating 
the portrait, since the date of  a portrait can 
generally be verified through comparison with 
imperial portraits in coinage and statuary.5 
Therefore, by means of  the portraits, the 
sarcophagi can be fixed chronologically, and 
from this point of  departure the stylistic 
features of  the third-century sculptural 
production can be studied.6 The method 
is deceptively simple, yet several problems 
emerge when it is applied to the material in 
question.

The first problem is that portraits on 
sarcophagi are small in scale, which sometimes 
complicates dating. The small scale makes 
them difficult to compare with full-size 
portraits, because the techniques used when 
carving a portrait on a sarcophagus are 
different than those used on larger scale 
sculpture.7 Furthermore, probably as a 
consequence of  the small scale, portraits 
on sarcophagi are not as detailed as portrait 
statuary, and the crude and sketchy character 
of  many sarcophagus portraits make them 
difficult to date.8 Another problem is the 
state of  preservation: there are numerous 
examples of  sarcophagi whose weathered 
conditions have made the physiognomic 

Third-Century Sarcophagi from the City of  Rome:
A Chronological Reappraisal

by Stine Birk

Abstract. The third century shows a great lack of  securely dated monuments that we can rely on when working with 
sculpture. This lack leaves the dating of  sarcophagi, and other sculptures, on very shaky ground. While scholars 
of  sarcophagi have achieved significant progress, there are still problems concerning the chronology and stylistic 
development which affect the interpretation of  sarcophagi in their social context. This article offers a reappraisal 
of  the chronology of  relief-adorned sarcophagi produced in Rome in the third century AD. It focuses on how the 
chronological development of  these important monuments of  social history has been constructed, on their reception 
after antiquity, and on the significance of  these two issues for the way that sarcophagi are studied today.
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analysis of  the portrait impossible. But not 
only the occasionally weathered surfaces 
or fragmentary state caused by years of  
exposure but also the many Baroque and 
later restorations make a stylistic analysis 
problematic. Furthermore, the great variation 
in the quality of  work sometimes distorts our 
picture of  style, causing, for example, high 
quality sarcophagi to be accumulated within 
a relatively limited period of  time. We will 
return to this later.

The fact that all portraits on sarcophagi 
are of  private persons and that no imperial 
portraits have been identified, complicates the 
use of  sarcophagi as a means of  establishing 
a chronology of  sculpture.9 It raises the 
question of  fashion, and of  the continuity 
and duration of  stylistic trends, and reminds 
us of  the problem that we do not know 
how long certain styles or features, such as 
hairstyle, remained in fashion after the end of  
an emperor’s reign.10 Furthermore, we should 
consider the possibility that old-fashioned 
styles were deliberately chosen to allude, for 
example, to ancestry, and that a person could 
retain his/her hairstyle several years after it 
went out of  fashion. Generally, however, we 
can assume that the use of  a hairstyle or facial 
features followed the emperor or empress 
who started the vogue.11 The last reservation 
regarding the use of  sarcophagus portraits as 
a dating criterion concerns the question of  
simultaneity. How can we know that portrait 
and relief  were carved at the same time? This 
is important to consider since the style of  a 
relief  sometimes contrasts the dating of  the 
portrait carved on it.12 The following section 
discusses the stylistic development and 
the advantages and disadvantages of  using 
portraits on sarcophagi as a parameter for 
establishing a chronology.

Style and Chronology of  Third-Century Sarcophagi
Stylistic analysis and typology are the two 
most important factors in the establishment 
of  chronology within Roman sculpture. 
Stylistic analysis developed in the eighteenth 
century within studies of  art history as a tool 

for ascribing pieces of  art, such as paintings, 
to certain masters and schools. It builds upon 
a principle that says that stylistic features that 
look the same belong to the same period.13 

With Kaschnitz von Weinberg a structur-
alist approach gained ground within classical 
archaeology.14 He described stylistic develop-
ment as a pattern of  ever-changing epochs of  
what he called classicism and realism.15 To under-
stand the society and its history he interpreted 
each period on the basis of  the monuments 
ascribed to the period (in his case, Roman 
portraits). He saw the transition from one 
period to another as a reaction caused by the 
style of  the previous period.16 This approach 
has been influential in stylistic discussions of  
Roman sculpture ever since.17 There are, how-
ever, some obvious problems and pitfalls im-
plied in using a structural approach in stylistic 
analysis. There is a great danger of  forcing 
a non-flexible framework upon the material, 
because one prerequisite of  stylistic analysis is 
that the evolution of  the material concerned 
is continuous and uniform. It has to be con-
tinuous because great leaps would remove the 
basis for comparative stylistic analysis, and 
uniform because stylistic analysis builds upon 
an assumption of  style being evolutionary, 
that style moves from one stage to the next.18

During the last 200 years of  research, the 
potential of  sarcophagus portraits for dating 
both sarcophagi and other kinds of  sculpture 
has played an important role. In the study of  
the sarcophagus reliefs, it has been an aim 
in itself  to establish a stylistic development, 
sometimes with the consequence that they are 
considered to be pieces of  art rather than as 
private commemorative monuments whose 
reliefs were designed and manipulated in 
order to accommodate a patron. 

Rodenwaldt is somewhat of  a ‘founding 
father’ in Sarkophag-Studien.19 His article “Zur 
Kunstgeschichte der Jahre 220 bis 270” has 
become seminal to all subsequent works in 
this field of  study.20 Rodenwaldt suggested 
a chronological sequence for some of  the 
most famous sarcophagi, taking his point of  
reference in the Mattei I lion-hunt sarcophagus 
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(Fig. 1). This sarcophagus will play an 
important role in the following discussion. 
Rodenwaldt dated the sarcophagus to 220 
based on the portrait of  the central huntsman 
and especially on the similarity of  the carving 

of  the hair and beard with the same features on 
the portraits of  Caracalla.21 Rodenwaldt wrote 
the article to fill in the gaps in the knowledge 
of  third-century sculpture, and three of  his 
points have had a special influence on later 
research on sarcophagi: First, he established a 
stylistic development for lion hunt sarcophagi, 
a development whose basic facts still stand to 
this day. Second, he recognised monumentality 
as one of  the characteristics of  third-century 
sarcophagi in comparison to those produced 
in the previous century. Third, he described in 
stylistic terms what is known as Flammenhaar, 
the type of  windblown hair with flame-like 
locks found on generic figures like young 
hunters, and dated this stylistic characteristic 
to the period around the 230s.22 Among 
the weaker points of  Rodenwald’s stylistic 

approach is his adherence to continuing 
the tradition of  describing different stylistic 
tendencies to changing stylistic epochs. He 
described, for example, the period around 
220 as characterized by a classicistic style born 

as a reaction to late Antonine Baroque. He 
furthermore stated that after the classicistic 
period of  around the 230s followed a baroque 
period whose existence yet again provoked 
another classicistic period under the reign of  
Gallienus.23

The reign of  Gallienus stands out as 
extraordinary in the history of  sarcophagi, and 
the term Gallienic Renaissance has been used 
to describe the style of  the period in relation to 
both sarcophagi and portraits. The term was 
coined around 1930 in studies published by 
Alföldi and Rodenwaldt.24 It should be noted, 
however, that Alföldi used the word Reaktion 
instead of  Renaissance and that Rodenwaldt 
understood Renaissance as a Reaktionserscheinung 
difficult to separate from the concept of  
Klassizismus.25 This focus on the period as a 

Fig. 1. The Mattei I sarcophagus. The relief  adorns the inner facade of  Palazzo Mattei in Rome (photo: Stine Birk).
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Renaissance has fostered a tendency to place 
a great number of  high quality sarcophagi 
in the period around the reign of  Gallienus, 
the so-called Prunksarkophage. This tendency 
reflects the picture created by research on 
portraiture, where the concept of  Gallienic 
Renaissance has caused an accumulation of  
portraits in the period.26 As a reaction against 
this accumulation, Fittschen has dismissed 
some of  the portraits traditionally dated to the 
Gallienic period in favour of  a Severan dating. 
Simultaneously he illustrated the dependence 
of  the style of  the Gallienic period on the 
Severan period, a stylistic similarity which, 
as we will see, sometimes makes it difficult 
to distinguish between the two periods 
stylistically. The discussion of  sarcophagus 
chronology should be seen as parallel to this 
discussion on portraiture.

Friedrich Gerke, who was mostly 
interested in the early Christian production, 
continued Rodenwaldt’s method of  studying 
sarcophagi.30 He proposes a chronology of  
those dated to the third-century on the basis 
of  stylistic characteristics, such as the method 
of  carving eyes, hair and drapery. Gerke 
divides the sarcophagi into three groups 
according to dates given by the portraits.31 
The first group belongs to the period of  
the Soldier Emperors. He characterised the 
group by its monumentality but also by an 
artistic tradition that had already started 
to weaken. Under the reign of  Gallienus, 
he recognised a propensity for central 
compositions and ‘demythologisation’ along 
with ever-increasing philosophical motifs,32 
and finally described the Tetrarchic period 
as a period with schematic features and a 
lack of  understanding of  naturalism. Gerke 
thought of  late Roman sarcophagi in terms 
of  decreasing artistic skills, which reveals an 
understanding of  style in which one period 
is defined as the peak, in a similar way to 
the notion of  a Gallienic Renaissance, and, 
as a consequence, the stylistic features with 
tendencies towards abstraction are viewed as 
a stylistic tradition in crisis.

In his monograph on the Badminton 

sarcophagus, Friedrich Matz further developed 
Rodenwaldt’s approach to the stylistic 
development of  sarcophagi.33 However, he 
did not subscribe to Rodenwaldt’s theory of  
ever-changing periods. Instead, he understood 
the different styles as indications of  different 
workshops. He saw the third century as a 
period of  change and continuity, where both 
Greek and Roman, old and new, meshed in a 
new style of  production.34

The next crucial step in understanding 
sarcophagus chronology was taken with 
Bernard Andreae’s studies.35 With his works 
a new line was taken towards a chronology 
deviating from the one proposed by 
Rodenwaldt.36 Andreae altered the dating 
proposed by Rodenwaldt of  the Mattei I 
sarcophagus from about 220 to 270-280, on 
the basis of  a stylistic analysis of  the figures 
and the composition of  the iconographic 
representation.37 As the Mattei I sarcophagus 
had been fundamental to the chronology 
established by Rodenwaldt, a new chronology 
was established by Andreae. The re-dating 
of  the Mattei I sarcophagus was repeated 
in an article published in 1969.38 Here the 
stylistic development of  the third century was 
described as a uniform evolution instead of  
Rodenwaldt’s ever-changing epochs. It begins 
with the Antonine Baroque, then moves 
towards a symbolic Linearismus at the time of  
Gallienus, and finally develops into the late 
antique style of  the Tetrarchs.39

Andreae’s concept of  style is just as 
problematic as the constantly changing 
epochs of  Rodenwaldt. It tells little about 
what actually happened within workshops 
in the long span of  time, and it fixates our 
way of  thinking about style and production 
in a linear and non-flexible fashion. Still, 
the new chronology, which regards stylistic 
development as evolutionary, is emphasised in 
yet another article by the same author. Here 
three of  the most famous sarcophagi, the 
Museo Torlonia, the ‘Brother’ sarcophagus in 
Naples, and the previously mentioned Acilia 
sarcophagus,  are used to illustrate the changing 
stylistic characteristics of  the period.40 We 
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will return to how these sarcophagi fit into a 
stylistic development below. 

Equally important for the present un-
derstanding of  sarcophagus chronology 
is Andreae’s contribution to Die antiken 
Sarkophagreliefs (ASR) from 1980 on hunt sar-
cophagi.41 In this publication he constructed 
a dense developmental web on which the 
dating of  many sarcophagi is based today.42 
After the publication of  his book, the hunt 
sarcophagi have generally been understood 
as a chronological series starting with a style 
influenced by the second century mytho-
logical sarcophagi.43 This style is described 
as detailed and restless. Thereafter the style 
develops towards a linear and minimalistic 
style whose culmination can be seen in the 
Mattei I sarcophagus.44 It should be noted, 
however, that the dating criteria behind this 
chronology are not entirely unproblematic. 
Sometimes stylistic analysis of  the figurative 
representation has come to take precedence 
over the portraits, and the stylistic epochs 
are often expressed in such an abstract man-
ner that it can be very difficult to use them 
as comparative material. Furthermore, the 
afterlife of  the examined sarcophagi is not 
taken sufficiently into account, as we shall 
see in more detail below. 

A reassessment of  some sarcophagi, 
and especially the Mattei I and the Acilia 
sarcophagi, has led me to propose that the 
Gallienic period might not be as important 
to the production of  high quality sarcophagi 
as has been previously assumed.27 It is, in 
fact, worth reconsidering the idea whether 
it is at all possible to speak of  a Gallienic 
Renaissance as a general phenomenon. I 
will return to the two sarcophagi below, but 
first the term Prunksarkophag needs to be 
addressed. The term is strictly German and 
was coined for definition of  a certain type of  
sarcophagi that were described as particularly 
beautiful and of  outstanding quality. It was 
initially used in Gütschow’s publication of  
Das Museum der Prätextat-Katakombe in 1938, 
and it has since emerged sporadically in 
literature on this subject.28 Most of  these 

sarcophagi were ascribed to the Gallienic 
period, as the high period of  sarcophagus 
art. As a concept, the term Prunksarkophag 
was established in an article by Andreae and 
Jung from 1977. Unfortunately, the article 
is problematic, as the criteria and method 
used remain elusive. Nevertheless, it has had 
a great impact on sarcophagus research and 
caused those of  a particular size and quality 
to be grouped together. The sarcophagi 
included in the abovementioned article show 
so many dissimilarities in quality, style, size, 
and iconography that they in themselves 
serve to illustrate the lack of  any unity of  
Prunksarkophage.29 It would have been a great 
advantage for us to know the criteria on which 
the selected sarcophagi had been chosen. Still 
the term is generally accepted today; ideally, 
it should be altogether abandoned, because 
the assumption of  the existence of  a specific 
group of  sarcophagi which could be termed 
Prunksarkophage and the tendency to ascribe 
most of  them to the Gallienic period has led 
to the perception of  the Gallienic period as 
the peak of  sarcophagi production.

The Building Blocks of  Chronology I: 
The Acilia Sarcophagus
This section examines a sarcophagus that was 
re-dated from the first part to the last part 
of  the third century to illustrate the newly 
established stylistic development. In 1950, 
the fragmented lenos-shaped relief-adorned 
sarcophagus was found during agricultural 
work at Acilia near Rome (Fig. 2)45 Its reliefs 
showed an assembly of  men and women. The 
figures stand closely together and extend from 
the bottom to the upper profile of  the relief, 
and can thus be seen as an example of  the 
monumentality recognised by Rodenwaldt as 
a characteristic of  third-century sarcophagi.46 
The men are clad in togas and the women, 
of  whom not much is preserved as the right 
end of  the coffin is lost, wear long dresses. 
The central part of  the frontal relief  has also 
largely been lost. Presumably, a couple and 
a female figure in between them was once 
represented here, but only the woman’s feet, 
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part of  the man’s body and the lower part 
of  his face are preserved. It seems likely that 
his head was once a portrait because of  the 
traces of  a chisel on the surface. The faces of  
generic figure on sarcophagi are generally very 
smooth and without tool marks, in contrast 
to the rougher treatment of  the face that is 
a characteristic of  portraits. The difference 
in technique is made as a way of  letting the 
portrait stand out from the generic figures, 
thereby stressing that it is a representation 
of  a person.47 The best preserved part of  the 
Acilia sarcophagus is the left short end, whose 
decoration is a continuation of  the decoration 
of  the frontal relief. Here, among the generic 
types, is a figure with a well-preserved portrait 
of  a boy. This boy is dressed in a toga virilis and, 
like the clothes, the hands evidently belong to 

an adult. The body contrasts the portrait and 
suggests that the craftsman originally had a 
different intention with the figure.48 The boy’s 
portrait appears to have been carved in a 
secondary phase of  production, from either a 
roughly carved head (bosse) or a generic head.49 

The Acilia sarcophagus has been used to 
illustrate the stylistic development as a prime 
example of  the abstraction reached in the late 
third century. Together with the two previously 
mentioned pieces, the Museo Torlonia and 
the Naples ‘Brother’ sarcophagus, the Acilia 
sarcophagus was used to illustrate how style 
develops during the third century.50 However, 
the restoration of  the Torlonia sarcophagus 
is so extensive that the relief  is not adequate 
to illustrate any stylistic development.51 The 
Acilia sarcophagus, however, was found fairly 

Fig. 2. The Acilia sarcophagus, Museo Nazionale Romano, Palazzo Massimo, inv. 126372 (photo: Stine Birk).
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recently and there has been no effort to restore 
it to an intact piece of  sculpture. The surface 
has not been reworked, and neither were new 
pieces or cracks and fissures concealed as we 
will see often happened to other pieces. We are 
therefore dealing with a throughout authentic 
piece of  Roman sculpture. Still, since it has 
been given such important status in building 
up a chronology of  sarcophagi, I would like 
to revisit it to re-evaluate its usefulness as a 
milestone for the stylistic development as 
established by Andreae. 

Starting with the boy-portrait, it has been 
dated to between 270 and 290 by some 
scholars and to 240s by others.52 The hair is 
a version of  the short hairstyle introduced 
by Alexander Severus in the 220s, and the 
face is modelled with soft and round lines 
that demonstrate a workshop’s continuous 
aptitude for reproducing naturalistic forms 
(Fig. 3).53  Every single lock of  hair is marked 
individually, and they appear as projections 
ending in one or two points with a furrow in 
the centre. The plastic modelling of  this type 
of  short hairstyle is something that is known 
from the portraits of  Alexander Severus,54 
whose locks, however, are more vividly made, 
and it continues on representations of  the 
portraits of  Maximus,55 son of  the emperor 
Maximinus Thrax, and Gordian III.56 Then 
the hairstyle returns in the later part of  
the third century, with an emperor such as 
Carinus, if  it had ever really disappeared. The 
private portrait on the Acilia sarcophagus 
is small in size and the hair is therefore less 
carefully carved than the often more than life-
size busts used for comparison. The plasticity 
of  its locks, however, generally contrasts with 
the hairstyle of  later third-century portraiture. 
In this period, hair is usually depicted as a 
uniform mass with each lock marked by a 
coarse stroke made with the short end of  a flat 
chisel.57 The eyebrows stand out plastically but 
each hair has been indicated by a coarse stroke. 
The plasticity of  the eyebrows is a feature 
that is also recognised on portraiture from the 
first part of  the third century, and is therefore 
not a feature particular to the late part of  the 

century. The size of  the eyes and the soft, 
round moulding of  the boy’s face and mouth 
are characteristics of  a third century portrait 
of  a boy. When scholars argue in favour of  
the late third-century date, the explanation 
is the certain degree of  abstraction in the 
portrait features, probably referring to the 
sharp lines around the eyes and the deep holes 
used to indicate iris and the corner of  the eye. 
However, this stylistic tendency is probably 
due more to the size of  the portrait than to the 
abstract style found in the late third century. 
Only the rendering of  the eyes of  the boy 
portrait bears reminiscence of  abstraction, 
not the entire face. The reassessment of  the 
portrait shows how difficult it is to date boy-
portraits in the third century and illustrates the 
difficulties involved in distinguishing portraits 
produced in the first and late part of  the 
century. Furthermore, it suggests that a likely 
dating of  the sarcophagus can still be placed 
in the 240s, as was initially proposed when 
the sarcophagus was published by R. Bianchi 
Bandinelli and more recently by J. Fejfer.58 

The partly preserved portrait of  a man 
on the frontal relief  has tentatively been 
compared to those of  emperors in a further 
attempt to date the sarcophagus. As Fittschen 
observed, Septimius Severus, Macrinus, 
Pupienus and Tacitus are the only emperors 
in the third century who had long beards, but 

Fig. 3. Detail of  the Acilia sarcophagus, Museo Nazio-
nale Romano, Palazzo Massimo, inv. 126372 (photo: 
Stine Birk).
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the two first-mentioned emperors are not to 
be taken into consideration, given the style 
of  the sarcophagus.59 Fittschen here rejects 
the evidence of  the portrait for dating the 
sarcophagus on the basis of  the style of  the 
relief. This would reverse the argument and is 
problematic because of  the lack of  securely 
dated stylistic comparanda from the third 
century, which is not dependent on portrait 
datings. The rejection of  the two first emperors 
indicates that the portrait should be dated to 
the reign of  Tatitus, but as it has been observed 
by Wrede, the way of  rendering a beard found 
on that portrait does not find a parallel in post-
Gallienic portrait types.60

Looking at the only preserved female 
head, it stylistically shows a combination of  
features of  a generic figure and of  a portrait, 
since the facial features are typical of  those 
of  traditional generic female types, whereas 
a plait on the back of  the head resembles a 
period-hairstyle. It has been suggested that this 
female head belonged to the figure between 
the two protagonists on the frontal relief.61 
A generic figure on a sarcophagus normally 
does not wear a period-hairstyle, as the plait 
on this head represents, but on the other 
hand, the deeply drilled looks, which make up 
the rest of  the hair, resemble those of  generic 
figures.62 The combination of  a Roman female 
hairstyle and the facial features of  a generic 
figure makes one wonder if  this head was re-
carved, concurrently with the boy-portrait, to 
make a portrait-representation of  yet another 
individual.63 Female portraits on sarcophagi 
are often only recognisable because of  the 
period-hairstyle, and it indicates that the 
figure was meant to symbolise a person.64 The 
hairstyle is similar to that of  Tranquillina,65 
the wife of  Gordian III, and Otacilia Severa,66 
wife of  Philip the Arab, who also wore plaits 
attached to the back of  the head. Later 
versions of  this hairstyle continue further 
up on the top of  the head.67 This hairstyle 
is therefore an indication of  a dating of  the 
relief  in around the mid third-century.

To sum up, the Acilia sarcophagus is 
an example of  how the history of  research 

has made scholars think of  sarcophagi in 
term of  artistic achievements, i.e. that it is 
dated to the late third century because of  its 
monumental style. It illustrates how the idea of  
Prunksarkophage, this one being one of  them, 
has lead to a biased evaluation of  the dating of  
particular sarcophagi, which again makes an 
unstable situation where sarcophagi are being 
dated to a period because of  an idea gained 
of  the period in the scholarly tradition. My 
conclusion is therefore that the sarcophagus 
is a problematic argument to rely upon when 
characterising the late third century style. The 
body type of  the figure on which the boy-
portrait is carved showed that the portrait was 
added as a secondary addition, since the boy 
was actually far too young to be represented 
on this male body type. The relief  cannot 
postdate the portraits, and consequently it has 
to be dated to a period prior to the portrait. 
Even accepting the late dating of  the boy 
portrait, the relief  itself  must have been 
made prior to 270-290. The fact that the male 
portrait on the frontal relief  does not find 
parallels in post-Gallenic portraiture, as well 
as the presence of  a mid-third century female 
hairstyle are further arguments that the relief  
should probably be dated to the middle, or 
just before, of  the third century. 

The chronological succession constituted 
by the three previously mentioned sarcophagi 
(Torlonia, Napoli and Acilia) has, after this 
reappraisal of  the Acilia sarcophagus, been 
questioned. The male portrait, the female 
hairstyle and the secondary carving of  the boy-
portrait indicate that the Acilia sarcophagus 
can be regarded as one of  the earliest of  the 
three. The stylistic framework established for 
third-century sarcophagi should therefore be 
applied to the corpus of  sarcophagi only with 
great caution.68

The Building Blocks of  Chronology II
The Mattei I Sarcophagus 
The Mattei I sarcophagus has been of  
immense importance to the understanding 
of  the stylistic development of  the third 
century.69 As already mentioned, Rodenwaldt 
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based his chronological approach on this 
very sarcophagus.70 When Andreae changed 
the dating of  the Mattei I sarcophagus from 
about 220 to 270-280, he took the first step 
towards a new understanding of  the stylistic 
development of  third-century sarcophagi.71 
However, a study of  the relief  in its baroque 
period shows that, unfortunately, the value of  
this sarcophagus in establishing a chronology 
is less than evident that it has been presented 
in the majority of  scholarship (see below).72

For the Mattei I sarcophagus, Andreae’s 
changes meant that instead of  being one 
of  the first in the production of  lion-hunt 
sarcophagi, it became one of  the very last 
and was furthermore considered to be the 
zenith of  the entire production.73 The altered 
dating of  the Mattei I sarcophagus was, as 
Andreae writes, the consequence of  the 
latest research on portraits and sarcophagi.74 
He explicitly refers to the work he did with 
Jung.75 The method used to re-date the Mattei 
I sarcophagus was solely stylistic analysis, 
since for this particular sarcophagus, the 
portrait was rejected as an applicable factor 
for the purpose of  dating. This is done since, 
as Andreae himself  says, the portrait is such 
extraordinary work that in itself  it should 
be dated in accordance with the style of  the 
relief  and not vice versa (Fig. 4).76 The similarity 
with Caracalla, for which Rodenwaldt argued, 
is rejected because of  the hairstyle and the 
extension of  the beard down the neck. This 
feature, according to Andreae, is rarely seen 
in the Severan and was not fully developed 
until the Gallienic period.77 The similarity 
between the treatment of  hair, beard, and 
the lower part of  the face of  the Mattei I 
portrait with an anonymous portrait bust in 
the Museo Nazionale delle Terme at Rome 
is striking, as already noted by Rodenwaldt.78 
On this portrait the beard extends down the 
neck as well. Judging by its arch-like eyebrows, 
the rendering of  the eyes, and arrangement 
of  the hairstyle, the portrait bust is Severan. 
Some of  the features of  this portrait even 
reach back into the Antonine period. The 
bearded neck as an argument for dating the 

Mattei I portrait in the Gallienic period is 
not sufficient to overrule the Severan dating 
indicated by the hair and eyes.79 The plasticity 
of  Gallienus’ hair and beard are features that 
draw on the style of  the Severan period, so 
the tendency to mix up these two stylistic 
periods is understandable. The bearded neck 
is not only found in the period of  Gallienus, 
however, but is also recognizable in the reign 
of  Maximinus Thrax, when it is seen on both 
his coinage and sculptural portraits.80

When considering the history of  portraits 
we cannot draw a sharp chronological line 
for the occurrences of  beards growing down 
the neck. This type of  beard may have been 

popular at the time of  Gallienus, but this 
does not change the fact that this particular 
feature is seen even before the short reign 
of  Maximinus Thrax. A portrait bust of  
Antoninus Pius81 and an Antonine anonymous 
portrait bust82 testifies to this fashion, and 
several other private persons follow this 
particular beard fashion.83 It should equally be 
noted that the beard growing down the neck 

Fig. 4. Detail of  the central hunter of  the Mattei I sar-
cophagus (photo: DAI Fittschen-Badura Fitt68-69-11).
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of  the Mattei I portrait is not represented as 
a short but as a long beard. In the collection 
of  Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek is a good example 
of  a portrait, once identified as Trebonianus 
Gallus, with a long beard growing on the 
neck.84 The man has a short military haircut 
made by coarse strokes. The beard on the 
jaw is incised, but still it is evident that it is 
not a representation of  a short beard. The 
circular forms rendered on the upper part 
of  the beard indicating whirls show that it is 
a representation of  a long beard. The beard 
grows to the middle of  the neck and ends in 
comma-shaped sculptured locks. In the Ny 
Carlsberg Glyptotek is yet another portrait 
with a long curly beard growing down the 
neck.85 This portrait has been part of  a vivid 
discussion about the impact of  the Antonine 
and Severan style on the Gallienian period and 
the phenomenon of  a Gallienic Renaissance. 
Fittschen, followed by Bergmann, has placed 
the portrait in the early Severan period, where 
it should, in all probability, remain.86 It is 
correct that after the reign of  Gallienus the 
untamed beard was more frequent on marble 
portraits than at the time before Gallienus, but 
it also seems that in the third century, beards 
could be depicted in various ways. As already 
stated, Maximinus Thrax chose to depict 
himself  with a beard growing down the neck, 
and going back to the time of  Hadrian the 
line of  the beard already varied. In conclusion, 
this means that the representation of  the 
length, growth, and plasticity of  the beard 
varies in the third century, and can be found 
equally in the Severan and Gallienic periods. 
The beard of  the Mattei I portrait is therefore 
not problematic and could be dated to the 
Severan period. The stylistic comparison 
between the Mattei I portrait and Caracalla is 
plausible, and the sarcophagus should remain 
in its original chronological period of  time, no 
later than 220.

Considering the stylistic characterization 
of  the Mattei I, described by Andreae as an 
abstract symbolic form in which all realistic 
features have been suppressed and replaced 
with an abstract symbolic form, how can a 

dating in the first part of  the third century 
be explained? 87 Turning now to the issue of  
Baroque restorations, it is suggested that the 
stylistic analysis of  Mattei I is more the result 
of  misguided modern scholarship than the 
stylistic development of  sculptural production 
in the third century.

Baroque Restoration and Implications for the Study 
of  Chronology 
The post-antique history of  the Mattei I 
sarcophagus relief  can be traced back to the 
beginning of  the seventeenth century, when it 
was used as decoration on the Palazzo Mattei 
di Giove in Rome. As a consequence of  the 
admiration of  their decoration since the middle 
of  the sixteenth century, many sarcophagi 
have had their frontal relief  separated from 
the rest of  the coffin in order to make the 
relief  suitable as a decorative architectural 
ornament.88 It was popular to fix sarcophagi 
reliefs onto facades, and during that process 
the reliefs were often restored. On closer 
examination, the Mattei I relief  shows several 
indications of  restoration, especially when 
studied on site.89 Pieces have been re-joined 
and the joints have been concealed. Modern 
additions have been added, demonstrating 
the extensive restoration of  the relief.90 Four 
fissures are found on the upper edge of  the relief, 
one of  them between the head of  the huntsman 
and the horse on the right end of  the relief  (Fig. 
5).91 The joints and additions are nicely made, 
and the high quality of  repair is characteristic 
of  this relief.

The overall impression of  the relief  is that 
the surface is in a perfect state of  preservation. 
The lines are homogenous and give the idea of  
abstraction and monumentality, as mentioned 
by Andreae. However, the lines appear almost 
too straight and the surface too smooth.92 
Considering the facial features of  the generic 
figures, one sees a nearly ‘perfect’ face from 
a naturalistic point of  view. The noses are 
straight, and the chins are heavy. The skin is 
very smooth and the lips are soft and round. 
The lines forming the sideburns are thin and 
sharp, and they frame the eyes with a perfect 
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curve. The part of  the forehead between the 
eyes and the back of  the nose is flat and gives 
the back of  the nose a quadrilateral instead of  
a rounded form. This feature is well illustrated 
by Virtus (Fig. 6). Furthermore, the hair of  
the three huntsmen is too neatly arranged 
and homogeneous a mass (Fig. 5 and 7). The 
surface of  the hair, however, is not smooth 
and polished like the rest of  the relief, which 
could indicate that the original surface is still 
preserved here. However, I would not entirely 
dismiss the idea that extensive drilling was 
done to shine up the appearance of  the hair. 
The drill lines are rough and drilled in one 
direction, from the surface and into the block. 
This homogeneous drilling technique removes 
the naturalistic appearance characteristic of  
huntsmen on other lion hunt sarcophagi.93 A 
close examination of  the hair makes it clear 
that many of  the locks have had their ends 
broken off. When the missing ends were in 
place they must have given the hair a much 
more vivid look, not totally different from 
the wind-swept hair of  the huntsmen on, 
for example, the Palazzo Giustiniani lion 
hunt sarcophagus, which is often used as an 
example of  the style of  the early lion hunt 
sarcophagi.94 The original appearance of  the 
hair of  the Mattei I relief  is supported by 
other examples: On the right end of  the relief  

the huntsman has a lock of  hair attached to 
the upper profile of  the relief  (see Fig. 5). 
The huntsman on Virtus’ left side has two 
whirled locks on the forehead which, like the 
Flammenhaar, touches the upper profile of  the 
relief  (see Fig. 7). Careful examination of  the 

Fig. 5. Detail of  the right hunter of  the Mattei I sar-
cophagus. The circle marks the spot where remains of  
the original locks are still visible. On the left side of  the 
head a joint is visible where the relief  has been restored 
(photo: Stine Birk).

Fig. 6. Detail of  Virtus on the Mattei I sarcophagus 
(photo: DAI Fitt68-69-3).

Fig. 7. Detail of  the second hunter from left of  the 
Mattei I sarcophagus. The circle marks the vivid locks 
that touch the upper profile (photo: Stine Birk).
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background of  the relief  reveals more traces 
of  original features of  the hair. Behind the 
head of  the previously mentioned huntsman 
on Virtus’ left side, in the background of  the 
relief, remains are still evident of  another 
vivid lock, and the same is evident on the first 
huntsman  on the left (Fig. 8a and b). The 
most convincing evidence comes from this 
last-mentioned huntsman, from whose vivid 
locks it becomes clear that the huntsmen 
once all wore the Flammenhaar (Fig. 9). The 
locks were cut during the sixteenth century 
restoration, and in more than one place, other 
parts of  the hair have been restored by adding 
modern additions (Fig. 10).

Another example of  a rendering of  hair 
that was originally quite different is the mane 
of  the horse of  the central huntsman. The 
locks on its forehead are wind swept, similar 
to the Flammenhaar, and touch the upper 
profile. This technique for making locks 
contrasts with the ornamental outline of  
the rest of  the mane. The wave-like way that 
the hair flows down the neck of  the horse 
is something I have never seen before on a 
Roman sarcophagus. The same goes for the 
horse of  the huntsman on the right end. The 
curly locks that fall onto each side of  the neck 
of  the horse are not a characteristic Roman 
way of  carving hair, and I therefore suggest 
that the mane owes it present appearance to 
post-antique restoration work.

Finally, I will point to an indication of  the 

restoration of  the relief  found on Virtus. She 
is usually depicted in a formalised fashion, 
and looks almost the same on most Roman 
sarcophagus reliefs; dressed in a short tunic, 
wearing a helmet and sword, and exposing 
one breast. She appears to be moving forward, 
her tunic tightly draping her legs in front 
and billowing out on either side. During the 
restoration of  Virtus on the Mattei I relief, 
the restorer failed to be true to his otherwise 
impressive knowledge of  the iconography and 
style of  Roman reliefs. A feature that is alike 
on most hunting scenes with a representation 
of  Virtus is that her tunic sticks to the left leg 
in a way that makes it look wet.95 The Mattei I 
Virtus, instead of  following the iconographic 
scheme, exposes her thigh. Such deviation 
from the norm indicates that the relief  has 
been re-carved and the surface evened out to 
make the figures appear intact.

Considering the extensive re-cutting of  
Virtus, one has to wonder to what extent 
the rest of  the figures’ bodies have been 
remodelled. After having examined the 
faces and the hair of  the generic figures, I 
do not find it impossible that they originally 
looked something like the generic figures on, 
for example, the Basel sarcophagus.96 The 
surface of  this sarcophagus is  authentically 
Roman since it was not known until recently. 
It is a likely scenario that on the Mattei I 
sarcophagus, the surface of  the foreheads 
of  the figures have been scraped off, which 

Figs. 8a and 8b. Detail of  the first (a) and the second (b) hunter at the left end of  the Mattei I sarcophagus. The ar-
rows show where the original locks are still visible on the back of  the relief  (photo: Stine Birk).
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removed the wrinkles. The noses have had 
a ‘make-over’ which gave them their straight 
and quadrilateral appearance, and the hair was 
probably worked with a drill in the process 
of  restoration. Furthermore, the repairs of, 
for example, the chins, changed the original 
appearance of  the face. I therefore think 
that the present appearance of  the Mattei I 
sarcophagus owes much to modern re-carving 
and polishing. 

When did this restoration of  the Mattei 
I take place? A document from 3 February 
1608 states that two bassi rilievi from the 
Palazzo Mattei were restored by a sculptor 
named Pompeo Ferrucci.97 According to the 
document, the conservator spent 134 days 
working on a lion-hunt relief.98 There are 
two lion-hunt reliefs in the Palazzo Mattei, 
but the sarcophagus in question is regarded 
to be Mattei I.99 By studying the history of  
the Palazzo Mattei collection no doubt can 
remain that there was a tradition of  restoring 
the sculptures.100 This knowledge is important 
when studying the stylistic features of  the 
palazzo’s reliefs. When the relief  was restored 
and put together in the early Baroque, not 
only the figures but the entire relief  was 
refurbished and surfaces were smoothed 
out.101 This modern restoration work that 
removed all weathered surfaces makes the 
monument appear extremely well preserved 
even today.

During the course of  the sixteenth century, 
restorations of  damaged or incomplete 
sculpture were a common phenomenon.102 
Sometimes statues were given new limbs or a 
new head; at other times parts of  sculptures 
were re-carved or retouched, and parts of  
different antique statues were also fitted 
together.103 Smoothing the surface with 
adhesive and restoring breakages and missing 
parts with filling stucco were techniques used 
in the sixteenth century to restore ancient 
sculptures, sometimes totally changing the 
appearance of  the relief  or sculpture.104 

We do not know where and under which 
circumstances the Mattei I sarcophagus was 
found. Nor do we know what caused all the 
cracks and breakages. But we can see that 
the hair and beard of  the portrait have more 
worn surfaces than the cheek and forehead. 
The worn surface with loose crystals means 
that the relief  has been exposed to the 
environment for a long period before being 
brought to the Palazzo Mattei and restored. 
If  we can accept the idea that the relief  has 
been restored to the degree suggested above, 
the original and probably weathered surface 

Fig. 9. The Mattei I sarcophagus, the first hunter from 
the left (photo: DAI Fittschen-Badura Fitt68-69-1).

Fig. 10. Detail of  the second hunter from the right. 
The crack that once separated this head in two and the 
filling restorations in the hair are marked, together with 
a reminiscence of  one vivid lock (photo: Stine Birk).
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is lost entirely. With this knowledge, caution 
is advised when dating the relief  on the 
basis of  stylistic criteria. The ‘abstractions’ 
mentioned by Andreae is probably a product 
of  the reworking of  the surface whereby the 
original work has been erased. My conclusion 
is that the relief  is not suitable as the stylistic 
fixed point for a chronology such as it has 
traditionally been used.

Restoration is a characteristic feature 
of  all the reliefs in the Palazzo Mattei.105 It 
is especially in the appearance of  the face 
that a restoration can be recognised as post-
Roman, and such re-working not only impacts 
stylistic analysis and chronology, but also the 
interpretation of  the relief. The Hylas relief  
attached on the inner facade of  the palazzo 
has been considered one of  the very rare 
examples of  a family depiction on sarcophagi 
(Fig. 12).106 Normally on sarcophagi only 
two persons are depicted, but this relief  is 
interpreted as having five figures applied with 
a portrait. On further investigation, however, 
only two figures (Hylas and the boy nymph) 
seem to have antique portraits. 

Hylas has the portrait of  a bearded 
middle-aged man. The style of  the portrait 
can be compared to that of  the portrait of  
Gallienus and there is no visible breakage 
around the head.107 The portrait of  the boy 
nymph is more difficult to date because of  the 
somewhat generic features typical of  Roman 
children’s portraits, but the two individualised 
figures seem to belong to the same fragment 
and were, by all probability, carved at the same 
time.108 The woman, on the other hand, may 
originally have had a portrait but the head we 
see today is a Baroque application; breakages 
are visible around the head, but the strongest 
indication is the facial features. She has a 
very expressive face with deep furrows in the 
visible cheek and a heavy chin, features which 
seem to be characteristic of  the work done by 
the craftsman who restored the Palazzo Mattei 
reliefs.109 The hairstyle resembles the Roman 
type, although it is carved with simpler lines. 
The face of  Heracles, on the right side of  the 
group, is too large for the body, and the modern 

additions to the head are easily recognisable. 
The heavy chin and furrows in the cheeks are 
also present, along with a nose and an oblong 
shape of  the back of  the head that are very 
uncharacteristic of  Roman portraiture.110 
This explains the dissonance between the 
traditional dating of  the hairstyle of  Hylas, 
Heracles and Polyphemos the Argonaut. A 
similar face with furrowed cheeks, heavy chin, 
and pronounced lines around the eyes and 
eyebrows is present on the Polyphemos figure 
as well. He has the same hairstyle and unusual 
head shape as Heracles. It is furthermore 
evident that the relief  has been broken in the 
area around this head.

With the revaluation of  the portraits, the 
sarcophagus does not seem that different 
from other reliefs representing a couple, 
and the relief  no longer commemorates a 
family consisting of  four individuals. If  these 
portraits were not there originally, then why 
carve them in the seventeenth century? The 
question is difficult to answer, but considering 
that almost all of  the sarcophagus reliefs of  
the Palazzo Mattei have portrait figures, it 
would appear that a special value was put on 
the portraits, either by the Baroque craftsmen 
or the owner. The high esteem placed on 
the relief  portraits is also confirmed by the 
evidence that the original Roman portraits 
seem to have received a more gentle 
restoration than the rest of  the figures, if  any 
restoration at all.111

Conclusion
This article has reviewed the literature on 
third-century sarcophagi from the city of  
Rome, with special focus on chronology and 
the establishment of  a stylistic development. 
I have pointed to some critical aspects of  
the established chronology, such as the 
confusion about whether to date specific 
stylistic features found on portraits to either 
the Severan or the Gallienic period, and 
how this confusion has had implications for 
the discussion of  the chronology and style 
of  sarcophagi. The discussion has its roots 
in the term Gallienic Renaissance, as originally 
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suggested by Alföldy.112 It is true that with the 
Gallienic period, a change towards classicism 
is detectable within the portrait production, 
but the influence of  this classicistic style 
has probably been overestimated in modern 
scholarship. Alföldy himself  actually raised 
the question of  how influential this tendency 
really was. The focus on the Gallienic period as 
the most flourishing period in the production 
of  sarcophagi also led to the notion of  a 
category of  Prunksarkophage. This focus on 
what could be called fine art sarcophagi was 
the result of  a mentality that began already in 
the Renaissance when the reliefs started to be 
sought after for reuse and redisplay. 

The basis criterion of  Stilkritik, the idea that 
style develops autonomously, has also helped 
to put sarcophagi of  monumental size in focus 
in the chronological discussion, and has led to 
too many high quality sarcophagi being dated 
to the years around the reign of  Gallienus. 
Both the Mattei I and the Acilia sarcophagi 

were re-dated to fit this theory of  style history, 
but according to this reassessment, the two 
sarcophagi should no longer be regarded as 
typical examples of  the late sarcophagus style. 
The Mattei I sarcophagus has been proven to 
be less suitable for establishing the stylistic 
development of  the third century because 
of  its Baroque restorations, and the Acilia 
sarcophagus can no longer be used as evidence 
of  the late third century monumentality and its 
tendency towards abstraction. The suggestion 
that both sarcophagi should be dated to the 
first half  of  the third century shows that this 
century was a time when different narrative 
modes co-existed. The craftsmen had a wide 
repertoire of  figure types, narrative modes 
and stylistic epochs to draw on, and they used 
these opportunities to the fullest extent.
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1 Rodenwaldt 1935/36, 225.
2 For sarcophagi before the third century, decorative reliefs from imperial buildings often constitute the icono-

graphic parallel for dating the coffin; see, for example, Herdejürgen 1984.
3 Pelikán 1965, 5-6; Wegner 1966, 147; Fittschen 1972, 500. For a general assessment of  the artistic production of  

the third century, see Borg & Witschel 2001, and for late antique sculpture, see Hannestad 1994.
4 In 1949 Bovini published a similar approach to Christian sarcophagi. In his introduction he states that on the basis 

of  Christian sarcophagi with portraits, he wants to establish a linea dello sviluppo della scultura Cristiana antica. His idea 
was good, but the weak point is found in the word la linea, which shows that he wanted to find a stylistic develop-
ment operating in one direction only. This relativistic approach is too inflexible, and has caused some of  the major 
problems in the chronological discussion because different stylistic features do not necessarily need to be seen as 
an extension of  each other but can exist concurrently.

5 The method of  identifying portraits of  emperors through iconographic studies of  portraits on coins started in 
the Renaissance (Buddensieg 1983, 48; Gramaccini 1996, 147). The motivation arose within the sphere of  noble 
families, who wanted to establish a portrait gallery of  the ruling elite of  ancient Rome. For a history of  the interest 
in Roman portraiture, see Bazant 1995; Boschung 2002, 5; Heintze 1974, 10-11; Fejfer 2008, 5-7.

6 On the method, see Lang 2002, 129. On the dating of  coins, see Biers 1992, 67-69. The most important stud-
ies in Roman portraits are Bernoulli (Römische Ikonografie I-II), 1882, 1886, 1891 and 1894; Wegner (Das römische 
Herscherbildniss I-IV); Heintze 1974; Bergmann 1977, Fittschen & Zanker 1983, 1985; Wood 1986, and most re-
cently, Fejfer 2008. Bernoulli formulated one of  the first methods for approaching the portraits from a stylistic, 
chronological and, to a certain degree, typological point of  view (Römische Ikonografie I-II). In his works he used 
the literary tradition to find the historical facts and years of  an emperor’s reign. Then he identified the emperor by 
making comparisons between iconographic sources (coins) and sculptured portraits and assuming a method based 
on physiognomic analysis. Then he took the portrait research yet a step further by identifying historical reliefs and 
sculptures with carved portraits, and thus ending up with a frame of  reference for dating both public and private 
works based on stylistic evidence.

7 A comparison between the portrait on the relief  of  the so-called Balbinus sarcophagus and the portrait of  the 
reclining man on the lid illustrates well how the size of  the portrait can make portraits from the same period look 
different. For an illustration of  the two portraits, see Wrede 2001, plate 15, 1.

8 In her book Roman Portrait Sculpture 217-260 a.D, Susan Wood dismisses sarcophagi as useful in studies of  sculp-
tural style because of  the often very sketchy state of  their portraits (1986, 8).

9 One possible exception is the so-called Balbinus sarcophagus from Le Catacombe di Pretestato in Rome (Geyer 
1978). The following sarcophagi have tentatively been attributed to emperors: the Andonis and Aphrodite sar-
cophagus (Rome, Musei Vaticani, Museo Gregoriano Profano inv. 10409) to Phillipus Minor (Reschke 1970 , 66-
68); the great Ludovisi battle-sarcophagus to Hostilianus (Heintze 1957, 69-91; 1974, 369); the so-called Plotinus 
sarcophagus to Gallienus (Kähler 1962, 184-185; Simon 1970, 210-211); the so-called brother sarcophagus from 
Napoli to Salonuis (Geyer 1978, 380-381). Fittschen (1979) rejects the identification of  sarcophagus portraits with 
emperors.

10 The answer to this question is connected to the concept of  the period face. For a recent study of  this concept, see 
Fejfer 2008, 270-279.

11 Fittschen 1984, 129. The lid of  the Great Ludovisi Battle Sarcophagus (Rome, Museo Nazionale Romano inv. 
8574) shows a female bust with a hairstyle similar to members of  the Severan court, but on the frontal relief  the 
man wears a portrait comparable to that of  Gallienus. This may be explained by the fact that the woman was more 
advanced in age than the man (possibly the mother?) and that she retained the hairstyle of  her youth. However, 
age is often represented in portraits on sarcophagi through wrinkles and furrows, but this woman looks as young 
as the man. If  it was his mother, this would probably be shown through the portraits as well, as on the Theseus 
sarcophagus in Cliveden, Robert 1919 (ASR III 3), cat. 430. The explanation should therefore probably be found 
in the female type whose virtues the portrait subject alludes to.

12 See, for example, Andreae 1984 and Newby 2011 for the discussion of  unfinished portrait heads on sarcophagi.
13 Perry 2005, 81-82. The work of  Beazley, one of  the pioneers of  studies of  vase painting, was inspired by the art 

historian Giovanni Morelli’s approach. On the method, see Lang 2002, 210-214.
14 For a literary overview of  form analysis and its development, see Brunner & Hausmann1969, 180-181. For a study 

of  structural analysis and a review of  its history, see Nodelmann 1970. For examples of  studies of  sarcophagi with 
this approach, see Himmelmann 1962; 1973.

15 For a similar approach to the stylistic development of  Roman sculpture, see Pelikán 1965. He described one period 
as growing out of  the previous period. 

16 Kaschnitz 1965a; 1965b.
17 On Roman art as expressions of  the political landscape, see Fittschen 1975a; Zanker 1987; Hannestad 1988.
18 The concept of  stylistic development implies a movement from one point to another. This means that the style ide-

ally develops towards a final goal. On the Entwicklungsbegriffe, see Himmelmann-Wildschütz 1960, especially 15-16.
19 The most important here are Rodenwaldt 1936; 1943; 1944.
20 Rodenwaldt 1936.
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21 Rodenwaldt 1936, 84-85.
22 Rodenwaldt 1936, 95-96. The typical style of  this period is found on sarcophagi such as the hunt sarcophagus in 

Copenhagen (Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2) cat. 41), a similar type in Dresden (Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2) cat. 28), and at 
the Louvre in Paris (Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2), cat. 65). It is characterized by its restless composition and many small 
details. The similarity between the protagonist on the Copenhagen hunt sarcophagus and the likeness of  Balbi-
nus, exemplified by coins with the image of  Balbinus minted in Rome (RIC IV 2, Balbinus 2, 5, 10-12, 14, 21-22), 
strongly suggests that a dating much before the 240s is unlikely. The sarcophagus was actually formerly thought to 
have belonged to Balbinus, but this suggestion was rejected after the excavation of  the presumably ‘real’ sarcopha-
gus of  Balbinus from Catecombe di Pretestato (Gütschow 1938). An investigation of  the portrait of  the Dresden 
and Paris sarcophagi confirm a similar dating. I am very grateful to Astrid Nielsen and Annika Backe-Dahmen for 
letting me visit the magazine of  the Dresden Albertinum Museum in July 2007, and for supplying me with the 
necessary information about the restoration of  the Dresden sarcophagus.

23 Rodenwaldt 1936. On the Antonine Baroque, see Rodenwaldt 1935; Jung 1984. The Antonine “Stilwandel” is still 
discussed in the context of  style and mentality as a reciprocal relationship; see Hölscher 2000.

24 Rössler 1997, 42.
25 Reaktion; see Alföldi 1967, 263-281. For details about Reaktionserscheinung, see Rodenwaldt 1931, 319.
26 Rössler 1997, 42, no. 4; Fittschen 1969, 305; 1970, 132-143; 1971, 244-250; 1973, 52-53; 1984, 197-199.
27 For the Mattei I sarcophagus, see Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2), cat. 126. The Acilia sarcophagus (Museo Nazionale 

Romano, Palazzo Massimo inv. 126372) was first published by Bianchi-Bandinelli (1954). For further literature, see 
Guiliano 1979 and Renisberg 2006 (ASR I 3), cat. 88.

28 Examples are Matz 1958, 164; Andreae & Jung 1977; Koch & Sichtermann 1982, 145, 266; Zanker & Ewald 2004, 
49, 109, 147, 163, and many more can be found.

29 McCann also criticises the dating criteria used by Andreae and Fittschen (for Fittschen’s approach, see n. 40), writ-
ing that “their arguments are based largely upon stylistic comparisons with other sarcophagi, which do not appear 
to me to be fully convincing” (1978, 103, note 35).

30 Gerke 1940, 1-37.
31 Gerke 1940, 3.
32 Gerke 1940, 12.
33 Matz 1958, 143-168.
34 Matz 1958, 162.
35 Fittschen (1972) also adjusts the former chronological framework in a very important review article of  Wegner 

1966 Die Musensarkophage (ASR V 3). In this article he writes that Andreae’s reassessment of  the Mattei I sarcopha-
gus is a precaution for understanding the stylistic development of  the third century (first presented in Andreae 
1968-69). Fittschen furthermore argues that the Mattei I sarcophagus cannot be dated to the 220s because the 
state-commissioned art from this period did not show any evidence of  a classicistic style like that found on the 
Mattei I sarcophagus (Fittschen 1972, 503, note 1). This argument is a classic example of  how stylistic development 
as a method sometimes forces an inflexible linear development upon the material. Fittschen later reconfirmed this 
stylistic development (1975, 12).

36 Andreae 1968-69; 1969; 1970; 1971; 1980; 1981; 1985; 1980 (ASR I 2); Andreae & Jung 1977.
37 Andreae 1970, 88.
38 Andreae 1968-69.
39 Andreae 1968-69, 166. On the stylistic phase of  the early third century, see Jung 1978. This description closely fol-

lows that of  Pelikán 1965; see especially p. 139-141.
40 Andreae 1969. On the Torlonia sarcophagus, see Ewald 1999, cat. G 16. On the “Brother” sarcophagus from Na-

ples, see Ewald 1999, cat. G 9.
41 Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2). In a bibliographic article, Andreae (1981) sums up the most important research on sar-

cophagi, style and chronology from the time of  Rodenwaldt until his own day.
42 Smith 1988, 362.
43 The following is a short description of  how the stylistic development is generally perceived: At the beginning 

of  the third century the appearance of  sarcophagus reliefs was still influenced by the Antonine Baroque and the 
period described by Rodenwaldt as Stilwandel (Rodenwaldt 1935), of  which the most characteristic example is the 
Portonaccio sarcophagus (Jung 1978, 329-330; Jung 1984). During the reign of  Alexander Severus the style moves 
towards illusionistic realism, which by the time of  Gordian and Decius is described as a neo-plastic style. Around 
240 a clarity and consistency in the style had been achieved (Jung 1978, 359, 368). Whereas the style in the begin-
ning of  the third century was vivid and detailed, especially the drapery and hair, the later part of  the century shows 
rhythmical homogeneity and monumentality, and the vividness of  the details disappears (Andreae, 1980 (ASR I 2) 
139-140). With the Mattei I sarcophagus an abstract symbolic form had been achieved (Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2) 
121-122).

44 Andreae 1969, 12; 1980 (ASR I 2), 139-140; Andreae 1981, 10-12. For the mythological sarcophagi as prototypes of  hunt 
sarcophagi, see Rodenwaldt, 1936, 84; Vaccaro-Melucco 1963-64, 49; Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2) 17.

45 See note 27.
46 Rodenwaldt 1936, 95-96.
47 For this relationship, see Birk forthcoming.
48 It has been suggested that it was the sarcophagus of  the emperor Gordian III, see Bianchi Bandinelli 1954, 200-

217; Gullini 1960, 5; Guiliano 1979, 300. The suggestion is, however, not generally accepted.
49 It is still discussed whether the portrait is carved from a finished generic head or a bosse (Reinsberg 2006, (ASR I 

3), 146, Fejfer 2008, 45). Though I find it likely, because of  the drill holes on the back of  the head and ear, that it is 
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carved from a generic head, the outcome is not crucial for this discussion. In both cases, the portrait is carved in a 
secondary phase of  production. Prusac (2011, 118) suggests that the head was altered from a philosopher type and 
transformed into the portrait.

50 Andreae 1969.
51 See Himmelmann 1973, pl. 10; Reinsberg 2006, cat. 94, pl. 81.
52 Helga von Heintze was the first to propose a date of  the boy-portrait in the last quarter of  the third century (1959, 

185-86). Andreae followed her suggestion and place the sarcophagus as a key monument in the stylistic develop-
ment of  sarcophagi, see Andreae 1969, 12; Andreae & Jung 1977. In favour of  this late date (however without 
discussing the stylistic features of  the face in detail) see also Wrede 2001, 74 who dates it 270-85, Reinsberg (2006 
(ASR I 3), cat. 88) dates it around 280; Sapelli 1998, 31-32. cat.13 who dates the sarcophagus to 270-80;  Bergmann 
1977, 130, who gives it a date sometime during the reign of  Carinus; Fittschen 1972, 503, who dates it to 280-290. 
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53 An example is the portrait of  Alexander Severus in the Capitoline Museum, inv. 480 (Fittschen & Zanker 1985, cat. 
99). The same bust is identified as Philip the younger by Wegner (Wegner 1979, pls. 17a and 18a).
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55 For comparison of  the hair rendering of  Maximus, see especially the portrait in the Ny Carlsberg Museum, inv. 819. 
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58 Bianchi Bandinelli 1954, 204; Fejfer 2008, 45.
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60 Wrede 2001, 74.
61 Stroka 1968, 235-238.
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Fittschen and Zanker 1983, cat. 165, 166 and 170) but is also known from later periods (see for example Fittschen 
and Zanker 1983, cat. 177). The hairdo on the Acilia-sarcophagus is, again because of  its small size, made more 
schematic that the portrait in the round. 

63 That the figure between a man and a woman should have portrait features is unusual on sarcophagi. Often this 
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two other protagonists. It is the sarcophagus in Musei Vaticani, Cortiel del Belvedere inv. 871, which shows a phi-
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the figure between them could receive portrait features.
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65 Wegner 1979, 51-56, pls. 21-22
66 Wegner 1979, 57-62, pl. 21. Etruscilla, wife of  Trajanus Decius is another mid-third-century example; see Wegner 

1979, 78-82 and pl. 32. 
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azzo Massimo inv. 4799.
68 For a schematic representation of  the stylistic features of  the third century, see Andreae 1981, 11, IIIC.
69 Guerrini 1982, 1986.
70 Rodenwaldt 1936, 82.
71 Andreae 1970, 88.
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of  a stylistic comparison of  details. He suggested dating the Mattei I sarcophagus to around 270-80.
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74 Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2) 60.
75 Andreae & Jung 1977.
76 Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2) 60.
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78 Rodenwaldt 1936. Museo Nazionale Romano inv. 8610 (Giuliano 1979 (MNR I 1). 17 cat. 19).
79 The eye rendering is even comparable with the eye rendering of  the portrait of  Septimius Severus. For an example, 

see Museo Nuovo Capitolino inv. no. 2309 and Museo Capitolino inv. no. 461 and 364 (Fittschen & Zanker 1985, 
cat. 82, 83 and 84).

80 On the portrait of  Maximinus Thrax, see Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek inv. 818, Johansen 1995, cat. 39; Herscherbildnisse 
III,1 (Wegner 1971), pls. 66-67, 69.

81 Naples, Museo Nazionale, see Bernoulli 1891, 143, no. 36, pls. XLIVa-b.
82 Giuliano 1988, 281-283, Museo Nazionale Romano inv. no. 557. The eye rendering can be compared with the bust 
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84 Copenhagen, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, inv. 833, Johansen 1995, cat. 49.
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87 Andreae 1971, 121-122.
88 Zanker & Ewald 2004, 20. Sarcophagi were admired and used in different contexts long before that. On different 

ways of  reusing sarcophagi from the Medieval period, see Andreae & Settis 1984; Greenhalgh 1989, chap. 9, espe-
cially 189-201; Barkan 1999, 32, 126; Zanker & Ewald 2004, 9-24. For restorations of  reliefs during this period, see 
Dansei & Gambardella 2008.

89 For an account of  some of  the restorations, see Guerrini 1982, 184, cat. 45.
90 The head of  the dog on the left, muzzle and right leg of  the central horse, and Virtus’ right arm are new additions. 

Possible modern pieces (different coloured marble) are part of  the lion’s tail and all the noses.
91 A mapping of  all restorations on the relief  would be desirable, but in order to do this, the relief  needs cleaning, 

since it is covered with a thick dark layer of  dirt from air pollution. A restoration that can immediately be seen 
through this layer is pieces rejoined in the left corner of  the relief, behind the head of  the outermost figure. Similar 
rejoining of  pieces and cracks can be seen in the background behind the fifth and sixth figure from the left. The 
crack behind the fifth figure runs through this figure’s head, possibly once separating the face from the head. The 
fallen huntsman has a large crack separating the upper part of  the body from the lower, and it seems that the face 
of  this figure has been rejoined. Far from a total list of  the breakage on the relief, this list of  examples of  breakage 
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92 Faces of  other reliefs from Palazzo Mattei are regarded as restored in a post antique period, cf. Botticelli 1971-72, 
49; Kockel 1993, cat. H12.

93 Examples are the accompanying huntsman on horse on sarcophagi in Reims (Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2) cat. 75), an 
example in Basel (Blome 1998), the Rospigliosi-Pallavicini hunt-sarcophagus (Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2) cat. 131), 
another in Paris (Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2) cat. 65), and finally one in Copenhagen (Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2) cat. 41).

94 For the Giustiniani relief  see, Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2) cat. 122, pl. 27, 1-2. Other examples of  early lion hunt sar-
cophagi are the one in Paris (Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2) cat. 65 and Barcelona (Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2) cat. 8, pl. 3, 2.

95 See the following hunt-sarcophagi: Barcelona, Museo Arquelógico, inv. 870 (Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2) cat. 8), Co-
penhagen, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek inv. 786 (Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2) cat. 41), Paris, Musee du Louvre (Andreae 
1980 (ASR I 2) cat.65), Rome, Le Catacombe di Pretestato (Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2) cat. 86), Rome, Musei Capi-
tolini (Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2) cat. 104), Rome, Musei Vaticani, Cortile del Belvedere, inv. 1011 (Andreae 1980 
(ASR I 2) cat. 213), Rome, Musei Vaticani, Museo Gregoriano Profano, inv. 4968 (Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2) cat. 
235), Rome, Palazzo Rospigliosi Pallavicini (Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2) cat. 131), Rome, Villa Borghese (Andreae 1980 
(ASR I 2) cat. 179), Rome, Villa Medici (Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2) cat. 192), and Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum, 
Antikensammlung inv. 1133 (Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2) cat. 247).

96 Blome 1998.
97 From a parchment written by Asdrubal Mattei in 1608 we know the name of  the man (Pompeo Ferrucci) who 

restored some of  the sarcophagus reliefs from Palazzo Mattei, Rome (see Guerrini 1982, 184). Other Mattei reliefs 
were restored by Domenico dell’Oro in 1615 (Picozzi in Guerrini 1982, 172-173; Kockel 1993, cat. J2).

98 Guerrini 1971-72, 8.
99 Guerrini 1982, 184. Referring to a document made by Asdrubale Mattei in 1608 (AM 41 III, fol. 106 and not AM 

41 IV, fol 106 as stated by Guerrini 1971-72, 8 and 1982, 184). For the document, see Panofsky-Soergel 1968, 152.
100 Panofsky-Soergel 1968, 150-166.
101 This method of  ‘updating’ sarcophagi existed as early as the medieval period; cf. Greenhalgh 1989, 196-197. 
102 Bourgeois 2003, 149; Martellotti 2003, 179-180.
103 Trunk 2003, 258; True 2003, 2.
104 For a study of  restoration methods used in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, see Bourgeois 2003, 150-159.
105 The Mattei II sarcophagus also shows signs of  extensive restorations, most of  which are mentioned by Andreae 

(Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2) cat. 128). This restoration has altered not only the details but also the general impression 
of  the style. Taking into consideration the many modern pieces attached to the relief, it is very likely that also the 
entire surface of  the relief  was reworked and polished to make the relief  appear uniform.

106 Zanker & Ewald 2004, 96-8; Wrede 1981, cat. 140.
107 For a dating of  the portrait, see Fittschen 1984, note 47d.
108 For children’s portraits, see Huskinson 1996, 87-88.
109 See, for example, the face of  the fallen hunter and the right huntsman on what is known as the Mattei II sarcopha-

gus (Andreae 1980 (ASR I 2) cat. 128).
110 Bonanno also considers all heads to be modern, except for those of  Hylas and the nymph carved on the back of  

the relief  (in Guerrini 1982, 206). I disagree with Bonanno on one point only: I do not think that the head of  the 
boy nymph is a modern head. There is no visible breakage that separates the head from the fragment with Hylas 
and the nymph considered by Bonanno to be original. Furthermore, the surface does not have the characteristic 
smoothness found on other restored figures, and the facial features correspond to the style of  the third century. 
The portrait contains no traces of  the sharp and pronounced lines found on the other restored figures. The feature 
that has led Bonanno to consider the head to be modern may be the discrepancy between the sex of  the portrait 
and that of  the body.

111 Sarcophagus reliefs in the Palazzo Mattei with portrait figures: Garland sarcophagus with a learned boy (Herdejür-
gen 1996, fig. 20), Muse sarcophagus with seated portrait figure (Ewald 1999, cat. D2), seasonal sarcophagi with a 
learned boy and a man and a woman in a medallion (Kranz 1984 (ASR V 4) cat. 120 and cat. 52), the Mattei I and 
II hunt sarcophagi, and two Mars and Rhea Silvia sarcophagi (Wrede 1981, cat. 201 and cat. 202).

112 Alföldy 1967, 263-281.


