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Attitudes Toward Spolia in the Roman Empire

Captive Objects or Evocations of Place and Divine Prototype?

Recent scholarship on Roman attitudes toward spolia has revealed, with increasing degrees of sensitivity, a spectrum of reactions to the despoilment of one city’s material resources by another.  Whereas the plundering of subject cities has traditionally been interpreted as a rather straightforward mechanism of Roman conquest, a standard, justifiable, and uniformly practiced phenomenon, several new methodological developments have contributed to a more robust consideration of this topic.  

In the following essay I attempt to capture the diversity of these approaches while also forging connections between complementary projects whose authors are not yet in dialogue with one another.  In doing so I will draw from exemplary work in two relatively recent traditions: one, characterized by increased attention to ancient authors who discuss spoliation and its implications, and the other, propelled by the emergence of new theoretical approaches for thinking about art objects and the systems of social relationships in which they are engaged.  By bringing some salient insights of each camp to bear on this particular topic, I hope to elucidate new opportunities for future discussion about the function of spolia at different points in Roman history.  

The majority of the reevaluations I have alluded to above stem from questions about whether art objects in this particular class were ascribed with a sort of social agency, and if so, how the Romans imagined them to function in both original and secondary contexts of use.
  As Dale Kinney aptly observes, spolio had quite a denotative and connotative range whose various synonyms intimated denudement, pillage, sacrilege, and even rape.
  While such analyses could be directed toward any despoiled object, the questions I will engage in the following essay are oriented toward objects known rather concretely to have belonged within a sacred context at some point in their biographies.
  This decision is quite deliberate, as current debates about presence, entanglement, the relationship between sacred object and sacred space, and so forth are especially acute in respect to objects with a history of cultic function, regardless of whether they retained their status as religious objects beyond the context for which they were intended and/or revered as such. 

One of the principal issues at stake in such discussions is what sort of agency spolia possessed, if these objects can be thought of as social agents at all?  Are we to think of art objects, particularly objects that were fashioned for or obtained for use in a ‘sacred’ context, as having some inherent and transferable sacral quality?  Theorizing the systems of social relations encoded in and communicated by antique Jewish and Christian rituals and ritual spaces, Jonathan Z. Smith argues that ritual implements–images, other objects, texts, and hymns–were meaningful only in respect to their meaningful contexts.  In his words, “The sacra are sacred solely because they are used in a sacred place; there is no inherent difference between a sacred vessel and an ordinary one.”
  Smith understands sacred places and rituals to be mutually constitutive, and sacra as the mere accoutrements of complex relational systems.  Subsequently, the removal of a sacred object from a sacred context should, according to his argument, efface or at the very least essentially transform its potential for meaning.  

Devising an anthropological approach for engaging ‘art objects,’ a term from which he attempts to distance himself due to its tacit institutional definition of what constitutes art, Alfred Gell also envisions objects as having “no ‘intrinsic’ character independent of the relational context.”
  Whereas Smith views sacra as the byproduct of relational systems, however, Gell argues that as an index–a material entity which motivates inferences, cognitive interpretations, etc.–an art object “ is itself seen as the outcome, and/or the instrument of, social agency.”
  

According to Gell, people attribute agency to their indices in certain social transactions and engage with them subsequently in fluctuating agent/patient relationships.  An index is capable of acting as a ‘social agent’ so long as, in any given transaction between ‘agents’ one agent is or is perceived to be exercising agency in respect to a patient, who is causally affected by this action.  The articulation of this relationship is transitive, and either participant has the potential to occupy either role in a given social transaction.
  Even when an index is removed from its immediate context of social agency, “this art permits the vicarious abduction of its original, or intended reception, as a component of its current, non-intended reception.”

Gell’s basic theoretical formulation offers useful preliminary insights for thinking about spolia.  First, far from being passive receptacles of meaning, art objects are ascribed with considerable potential for social agency in certain social contexts.  Second, even if the sacrality of an index derives initially from a particular relational system, its agency need not disappear or assume an entirely different form in the absence of its intended receptive context.  Rather, the agency of objects, of sacred objects in particular, seems at some level to be residual, even if the unintentional social agents with whom they engage can only, to borrow Gell’s language, vicariously abduct their original reception.  Even if subsequent social actors engage with sacred objects in a manner that is deliberately antithetical to their intended reception – by treating them as spoils of war or denying their divine prototypes, for example–such forms of engagement betray an awareness of and impulse to negotiate their potential agency.  


In an edited volume of art historical essays, Robert Maniura, Rupert Shepherd, and their contributors focus specifically on this issue of presence in art objects.  Heavily influenced by Gell’s work, the editors understand ‘presence’ to be “the identity of the image with the thing it depicts, the ‘inherence’ of the depicted thing in the image, the conflation of the two or the elision of the gap between them.”
  In respect to this topic, the volume offers a number of admittedly irreconcilable perspectives on the identity of religious art objects with the divine figures or concepts they strive to depict.  The contributors thus hope to explicate how this relationship of prototype to image is negotiated in specific social systems, and subsequently, how it fits with the theoretical expectations viewers bring to images and the practical ways in which they behave toward them.  

Maniura and Shepherd presume a fundamental disjunction between prescriptions of response and ‘actual behavior’ directed toward art objects.  Expanding upon this idea, they rightly suggest “that resemblance alone is never the sole condition of a successful representation, let alone one which will simulate a feeling of ‘presence’.  The prevailing culture, embodied in its products, dictates the terms on which images are seen.”
  Although there are various ways to understand the mechanism whereby objects evoke ‘presence’, we are still faced with the question of what particular properties of the object evoke presence.
 Ultimately, the editors are unable to set aside evidence that certain objects appear to possess the ability to demand an explicit sort of engagement from viewers.  After proposing initially that presence is not a property which is internal to the object, but rather, something invested from outside by the viewer, the editors reframe their question in terms of agency.  “Might the adoption of Gell’s notion that the object embodies its own agency be more productive? ...[However] we address it, we come back to the notion that there is something in the object itself that evokes presence.”
  This position finds a convincing basis in evidence from the Roman world, as we will see.

Gell is less interested in why certain indices possess power, than in how this power seems to work, or in other words, how people and art objects relate to one another.  Inevitably, and not unlike Smith’s, his approach prioritizes the systems of practice which enmesh or develop around certain objects, and equally, the spaces in which these performances occur.  In respect to religious indices, Gell observes that sacred structures and objects function in a similar fashion to bring the divine or divinities into a regulated relationship with the human world.  Beyond having the capability to exercise agency over other social agents, Gell is suggesting that the index may also be understood to influence divine agents through the mechanism of resemblance.  He explains,
The prototype of an index is bound to the index by resemblance, and is thus subjected to control…This idea can perhaps be given a more general statement, so as to apply to all religious art.  The great monuments that we have erected to God…are indices from which we abduct God’s agency over the world, and over his mortal subjects…[It] must be recognized, first of all, that God is not really powerful at all unless his power is available in this-worldly indices…Humanity has a lien on God because his objectification is in our hands…His agency is enmeshed in ours, by virtue of our capacity to make (and be) his simulacrum.

Here, religious monument and religious image are given equal credence as divine simulacra, working together to index divine power in this world while necessarily casting divine agency into an exploitable position.  Significantly, place and object are proportionate indices, rather than interdependent or derivative of one another, since each is imagined to resemble the divine prototype in a fashion that is perhaps complementary to but as authentic as the other. 

This strong affinity between places where and images by which specific deities are represented and worshipped provides an appropriate segue into literary evidence for Roman attitudes toward despoliation.  In an article about notions of cultural property in Cicero’s prosecution of Gaius Verres (the Verrines), Margaret M. Miles calls attention to how the author lampoons the Sicilian governor as a “merciless, insatiable, and rapacious collector of art” who even denuded temples of their cult statues to bolster his private art collection.
  Comprising the first extended commentary from antiquity on the social uses and purposes of art, the Verrines issue a challenge to modern scholars tempted to conflate Roman legal positions on despoilment–namely, that there is an implicit and explicit right of the conqueror to the spoils of war–with evidence for when, by whom, and in what manner these rights were actually exercised.  

Although the triumphal sensibility of publicly displaying war spoils cannot be ignored, equally strong notions of appropriateness informed the allocation of spolia as temple dedications and military remunerations.  Commenting on the siege of Syracuse in 211 BCE, for instance, Polybius notes how victorious Romans were meticulous about embellishing their own homes only with plunder from private houses, while reserving items that had been state property for public and religious buildings.  Thus, as early as the third century, we have evidence for a discourse about the suitability of certain objects for certain contexts, one that traces explicitly to the contexts from which they were taken.  Expanding upon these views, “Cicero distinguishes [further] between ordinary booty and “religious” images or objects, which should not be seized: those depicting the gods, or dedicated to the gods, or belonging to a sanctuary, temple, or shrine.”
  

According to Miles, the theft of statues, paintings, and other artwork was included in Verres’ catalogue of crimes “because many of the statues were visual representations of the gods—some had been consecrated and worshipped in temples—and “art” in general was associated with tradition and piety, issues Cicero knew could move his audience.”
  The young prosecutor’s rhetoric and discursive strategies imply that his intended audience held similar positions regarding the religious context of statuary and other art.  That sacred objects, removed from these contexts, retained a distinctive character is evident from his outrage that a lamp from Jupiter’s temple should now illuminate the various and sundry debaucheries taking place in Verres’ home.  At the very least, it is clear that artworks which had been consecrated or worshipped in sacred places were highly problematic candidates for secondary reuse.  Nor were Cicero’s cultural and religious ethics wholly individual.  With few exceptions, most Roman emperors desisted from gathering up valuable art ‘originals’ and not until the reign of Constantine was the spoliation of ancient statuary carried out again on a large scale.

Miles makes a strong case for Roman anxieties about denudement of religious places and the inappropriate reuse of sacred objects.  Neither she nor Gell, however, offer any guidelines for delineating the agency ascribed to obvious examples of religious art from the potential agency of images of the gods found in other Roman contexts.  Profiling the private collections of the sort we encounter in the Verrines, Elizabeth Bartman identifies several interests—décor, iconography, theme, age, genealogy, and prestige, to name a few–guiding a Roman collector’s selection and arrangement of artworks.  Since, by the late first century BCE, the acquisition of works of Classical or Hellenistic date by private individuals was virtually impossible,
 among other reasons because so many Greek cities and sanctuaries had either already been plundered for their treasures or nationalized important private collections, copies of notable artworks enjoyed a special vogue.  By tailoring statuary to a domestic setting on both a functional and aesthetic level, “Roman patrons and their designers invested familiar sculptural forms with new significance.”

While Miles is not inattentive to further evaluative criteria for works of art—indeed, she suggests that increased interest in an object’s age, its artist, and other pedigrees ushered in the age of collecting—she maintains that it was still standard in Cicero’s time to think of statuary within a religious context because of the content and purpose of the image.  In light of later developments, how are we to understand this shift from conceiving of art objects as fundamentally religious, to engaging with a broad spectrum of indices, some of which were explicitly religious in respect to context and function, while others resided in private art collections, and others still were copies of originals falling within the first class?  Even Gell’s theoretical model seems slightly impoverished for mapping the potential agency ascribed to divine indices, and “art objects” that take a divine form.  Of primary interest is the relationship of a given index to places it might evoke once removed from an intended context, versus the place in which it is situated subsequently. 

These issues are nowhere more salient than with respect to the formation of Constantinople in late antiquity.  The new emperor’s decision to relocate the capital of the Roman Empire to Byzantium commenced a broad campaign of spoliation that focused mainly on the cities of Italy and the Greek East.  Soliciting signature works of some of the most ancient and well-known sanctuaries in the Greco-Roman world, Constantine’s strategies raise several questions about the power of objects to evoke a divine prototype as well as the place with which they are so strongly affiliated.  

In her work on the formation of late antique Constantinople, Sarah Bassett depicts Constantine as a marshal of sculptural patrimony intent upon creating an instant historical identity for his city by bringing together artworks from all corners and historical moments of the Roman empire.  While she acknowledges work done on perception and afterlife in respect to the Constantinopolitan collection, Bassett is most interested in the processes of gathering in its initial formation and aims to understand the collection as a consciously developed ensemble.
  Supplementing the above discussion, she usefully calls attention to the close association between images and a particular city’s identity and self-image.
  While Constantinople was, in many respects, planned and executed as a conventional Roman city, Bassett argues that it manipulated the traditions of late antique urban design in a way that was unfamiliar.
  Unprecedented sculptural assemblages were integral to this subtle departure.  “Although it was the organization of public space and the placement of institutions and the buildings that housed them in and around that space that laid out the idea in broad, if explicit, outline, it was the city’s sculptured décor that articulated and legitimated the specific nature of this truth.”

Bassett’s productive focus on urbanism comes at the expense of close attention to whether and how art objects would have been subject to different motivations and receptions depending on whence they came.  She writes, “With the legalization of Christianity and its embrace as the religion of choice by Constantine, scholars have puzzled over the emperor’s apparently contradictory decision to deploy ancient statuary in the decoration of the capital, but the Constantinian decision to reuse monuments from the cities and sanctuaries of the Roman world took place outside the arena of religion.”
  Rather, she attributes the emperor’s motivations to temporal and fiscal factors and sees him as nothing more than a conqueror exercising his due rights to despoil.  While, as we have seen, the legal apparatus for spoliation was in place centuries before his time, the way in which Constantine deployed these rights departed remarkably from the ethical considerations that restrained the majority of his imperial predecessors.  She also overlooks the degree to which Roman justification for spoliation was contingent upon perceptions of cultural otherness. 

 Addressing the emperor’s intention to assemble and reformulate the Empire’s most obvious indices of cultural capital, Bassett is attuned to the fact that each and every monument brought with it a sense of place and history.
  But how would the sense of place and purpose an object evocated have differed for artworks denuded from religious sites, as the above discussion indicates would most certainly been the case in Roman culture?  Bassett dismisses this problem glibly: on removal to Constantinople a monument’s specific associations were probably lost and it was transfigured to become an anonymous image.
  While this may have been the case more conceivably for certain types of objects, the problems addressed in this essay indicate that prevailing cultural ideologies would have dictated different terms for seeing identifiable and provenanced religious objects.  

This essay barely scratches the surface of how complicated a matter the phenomenon of spoliation was and continues to be for ancient and modern scholars alike.  It is my hope that the insights above have gestured toward opportunities for new interdisciplinary conversations that need not (and probably cannot) culminate in neat resolution.  As Kinney aptly observes, “Spolia, by definition products of plural intentions, are by their nature disruptive of unity and resistant to programmatic resolution.  They are signs of an artistic culture with a high tolerance, perhaps even a deep need, for ambiguity.”
  At the very least we are in a better position to appreciate different configurations of presence in objects, that objects are capable of wielding considerable agency, and the strong relationship between object and place, a connection of which, in some cases, the objects themselves are aware.  These observations are amusingly manifest in a legend surrounding Constantine’s first attempt to despoil the famous chryselephantine statue of Zeus from his temple at Olympia: when workers came to remove the forty-three foot statue it laughed loudly and they ran away, utterly terrified.
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