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T -HE FUNERARY ART of ancient Rome is remark- 
able for its variety of styles and subjects and 
also for the insight it provides into the 

thoughts and emotions of private individuals. The 
marble sarcophagi that came into widespread use in 
the second century A.D. are among the most artisti- 
cally impressive sepulchral monuments, for their large 
surfaces are often elaborately carved with scenes from 
Greek mythology. Scholars have searched the episodes 
portrayed for allegorical meanings and signs acknowl- 
edging a life after death. This line of inquiry has illu- 
minated various systems of belief but rarely addressed 
the persons who made, commissioned, and selected 
sarcophagi. Since the death of a loved one and the 
task of consigning him or her from experience into 
memory are personal responsibilities only partly cir- 
cumscribed by custom, every Roman sarcophagus rep- 
resents an individual confrontation with tradition and 
conventional practice. With this in mind, it seems wise 
to heed Hellmut Sichtermann's warning not to seek 
universal or official meanings for Roman sepulchral 
imagery.' Close analysis of specific examples can 
reveal personal concerns that might have influenced 
ancient choices. When something is known about the 
actual buyer, occupant, or context of a sarcophagus, it 
is possible to consider what particular myths might 
have meant to an otherwise undocumented person- 
age in antiquity.2 Scholars have used funerary inscrip- 
tions in several useful studies of Roman society, but 
often the focus on epigraphy excludes analysis of the 
images that accompany the texts.3 As Guntram Koch 
points out, inscribed sarcophagi have much to impart 
about private patronage, social structures, and per- 
sonal relationships among the Romans.4 

A Roman sarcophagus of the early third century in 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art is particularly 
promising for a study of this kind, for it bears an 
inscription identifying both the deceased and the patron 
(Figures 1, 2).5 On the lid is a portrait of the deceased 
with a coiffure made fashionable by the empress Julia 
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Domna, beside which these lines appear: ANINIA 
HILARA / CL * ARRIAE MARI / INCONPARABILE / FECIT 

VIXIT * / ANN * L * MEN / * x. The inscription is con- 
ventional, yet it distinguishes the sarcophagus-one 
of very few known to have been dedicated by a daugh- 
ter of the deceased-as a case of unusual patronage 
and a rare document of such a familial relationship.7 
Commemorative inscriptions appear infrequently on 
Roman sarcophagi with mythological decoration, 
where the panels prepared for them are often left 
blank. On other types of grave monuments where 
inscriptions are more abundant, grieving parents, hus- 
bands, and wives are the usual dedicants.8 In standard 
fashion, the inscription here gives the names of the 
dedicant and of the deceased, as well as the latter's 
age at death. The word MARI is generally read as a 
dative for mother, matri, in the same case as the name 
of the deceased.9 The spelling of the word is irregular 
and represents a scribal error not without parallel in 
Latin epigraphy.'o Modifying MARI is the word INCON- 
PARABILE, one of several flattering adjectives routinely 
applied to the dead in Latin epitaphs; some others are 
dulcissimo (sweetest), carissimo (dearest), and piissimo 
(most faithful). Again, the orthography deviates from 
the standard with the substitution of Nfor M, but the 
variant is common and seems to reflect contemporary 
pronunciation." The form resembles the accusative, 
but there are examples in epigraphy of datives that 
end in E, and the conventional application of the adjec- 
tive to the deceased suggests that third-century Roman 
readers would not have understood the monument 
itself as the incomparable object of the verb fecit. 2 

Aninia Hilara, the dedicant, may have been able to 
read both her own name and her mother's in the 
inscription. The CL beside ARRIA stands for "Claudia," 
an imperial name more commonly abbreviated than 
spelled out by the second century A.D.; the name of 
the deceased woman was Claudia Arria. Aninia Hilara, 
the daughter, is the subject of the verb FECIT, which 
embraces a range of meanings including "to make," 
"to do," and "to have made." Although the word some- 
times identifies the artist who created the work, in this 
case, as in other funerary dedications, it designates 
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Figure i. Marble sarcophagus of Claudia Arria. Roman, ca. A.D. 220, from Ostia. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Rogers Fund, 
1947 (47.1oo.4a, b) 

Figure 2. Center front of the sarcophagus in Figure 1 
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Figure 3. Left end of the sarcophagus in Figure 1 
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Figure 4. Right end of the sarcophagus in Figure 1 

Figure 5. Back of the sarcophagus in Figure 1 

Aninia Hilara as the one who paid for the monument, 
the inscription, and other aspects of the burial. In the 
fourth line of the inscription, the daughter's action, 
FECIT, is juxtaposed with the mother's, VIXIT-that is, 
that she lived for fifty years and ten months. The word- 
ing has a conventional grace in contrast to the awk- 
ward spacing of the letters and the irregular forms of 
the words, which show the hand of a carver less skilled 
than the one or ones who executed the relief decora- 
tion. The difference in quality between the ornament 
and the inscription may indicate that to the dedicant 

the first mattered more than the second, yet she made 
a deliberate choice not to leave the monument unin- 
scribed. There is nothing to suggest the social class of 
mother and daughter except the magnificence of the 
sarcophagus itself, which may have cost Aninia Hilara 
the best part of her fortune. The source of her wealth 
is unknown, and her existence unattested in other 
Ostian inscriptions-unless she is to be identified with 
a freedwoman commemorated simply as "Aninia" on a 
modest funerary plaque set up by her husband and 
master.'3 The fact that she alone is named as responsible 

69 

' .,. -+: r2 -1. LI- 



for her mother's memorial may suggest that Claudia 
Arria's husband died before she did or that Aninia 
Hilara was her sole heir or that the daughter had 
other reasons for preferring to act alone.14 

The sarcophagus, which is in excellent condition, 
was intact when recovered from a chamber tomb in 
Ostia in 1825.15 It was believed to have burned in a 
fire at Warwick Castle in 1871; Carl Robert included it 
in his corpus as a lost work known only from old 
engravings. The sarcophagus appeared on the art 
market in London in 1913 and entered the Museum's 
collection in 1947.16 

Remarkable for the refinement of its sculptural dec- 
oration, the sarcophagus shows numerous figures, ani- 
mals, and landscape elements carved in high relief, 
examples of the daring and sophistication of the 
Severan style in Roman sculpture. The lenos form of the 
box, which approximates a wine trough complete with 
lions' heads where spouts would be, allows the move- 
ment and action of the frieze to extend from the front 
around the curved ends and even to cover the back, 
where there is a pastoral scene in low relief (Figures 
3-5). The decoration overall presents an outstanding 
richness of subject matter. The box depicts the tale of 
Endymion and Selene, other myths are illustrated in 
the small panels on the lid, and a host of figures 
spread throughout personify Sun, Moon, Earth, Ocean, 
and various other elements of the atmosphere. 

No complete retelling of Endymion's tale survives 
in classical literature, and scattered textual references 
vary in their details.'7 The images, however, relate a 
largely consistent version of the story. Endymion was a 
hunter or shepherd who spent his time outdoors on 
Mount Latmus in Caria. His beauty attracted Selene, 
the goddess of the Moon, as she drove her chariot 
across the sky. Eager to make him her lover, she acted 
only after granting him eternal sleep. Like other 
depictions of the myth on sarcophagi, Claudia Arria's 
monument shows the moment just before Selene 
takes Endymion for herself. He reclines on the right, 
nude but for the cloak typical of a huntsman, with his 
right arm bent above his head in a pose that is associ- 
ated with sleep in Greek art.18 Selene steps from her 
heavenly chariot onto the Earth, a personification of 
which lies beneath the horses, while a winged female 
figure wearing boots and a short garment holds their 
bridles.'9 Another female figure with a kindly face, a 
variation of Selene's own, appears above Endymion 
with a stalk of poppies and pours a potion on him that 
probably relates to his immortal slumber. 

The story of Endymion is found on some 120 sar- 
cophagi made in Roman workshops.20 Robert first 
outlined the typology and chronology of the corpus, 
and subsequent scholars have refined his categories 

and his conclusions.2' The earliest examples, dated to 
about A.D. 130, have spare compositions animated by 
the movement of Selene, who is often depicted walk- 
ing from right to left. In representations of the theme 
by the next generation of carvers, Selene is portrayed 
walking from left to right, a change some have associ- 
ated with the direction in which Greek and Latin text 
is written and read.22 Some sarcophagi show a single 
episode, the arrival of Selene before her sleeping lover, 
and others include the next scene, when she drives 
away in her chariot. In the early third century, the 
single scene becomes most common, and a multitude 
of cupids, personifications, and pastoral characters 
join the protagonists. 

There is a great deal of dispute about the meaning 
of the Endymion myth and the judgment of the 
second- and third-century Romans who considered 
depictions of it suitable for sarcophagi. The appropri- 
ateness of the theme for funerary monuments seems, 
perhaps, immediately apparent, for the myth distilled 
to its essence describes the elimination of barriers 
between mortality and divinity and proposes sleep and 
love as alternatives to death. The analogy between 
sleep and death was a commonplace in classical litera- 
ture as early as the Homeric epics, in which Hypnos 
and Thanatos, Sleep and Death, are described as twin 
brothers.23 Disagreement persists, however, as to 
whether the comparison permits a wishful equation 
between everyday waking life and life after death. The 
early Christians referred to their dead as asleep and 
awaiting certain resurrection, yet R. A. Lattimore 
regarded the parallel as drawn in poetry and epitaphs 
as a descriptive metaphor without reference to belief.24 
Ancient thinkers themselves confronted Endymion as 
a paradox of possible existential significance. The 
everlasting sleep that he is meant to enjoy seems to 
exclude the possibility of both death and waking, yet 
in the Phaedo, a discourse on the relevance of death to 
life, Plato has Socrates say, "But what if there were 
such a thing as falling asleep without the waking up to 
answer it in kind. You know, in the end, that would 
show up Endymion as a lot of silly talk, and he would 
seem to be nowhere through his sleeping, and every- 
thing else would seem to be in the same state, sound 
asleep."25 Franz Cumont associated the myth of 
Endymion in Roman sepulchral art with Pythagorean 
and Stoic ideas about the moon as a resting place for 
the dead and as an Elysian haven for their souls.26 
A. D. Nock countered that allegorical interpretations 
of mythology vary among ancient commentators and 
cited the dream book of Artemidorus, in which cou- 
pling with the moon can portend a consequence as 
banal as dropsy.27 

Scholars have also explained the myths depicted on 
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Roman sarcophagi as glosses on the manner of death 
and the character of the deceased.28 Thus, Persephone 
violently abducted by Hades might be chosen to deco- 
rate the tomb of a girl who died before her prime, and 
Adonis killed while hunting and mourned by Venus 
perhaps suggests a parallel with the death of a hand- 
some young man. Comparing the deceased with 
appropriate mythological figures seems to have been 
common practice at Roman funerals, and it is not 
unlikely that surviving family members made and 
recalled such comparisons.29 In both Greek and 
Latin, "to sleep Endymion's sleep" was an idiom mean- 
ing to sleep well and long, literally or metaphorically 
in death, and a family might think of a dead relative in 
such terms.30 If such ideas influenced those who 
selected sarcophagi, the sex of the deceased seems not 
to have mattered, since women as well as men, chil- 
dren, and married couples were buried in coffins dec- 
orated with scenes of Endymion and Selene. 

There are those who explain the prevalence of the 
Endymion myth as a simple matter of decoration with- 
out allegorical significance. Robert Turcan points out 
that this view presumes the existence of art for art's 
sake in antiquity and reminds us how little in Greek or 
Roman art was completely devoid of meaning.31 A fur- 
ther shortcoming of the idea is the difficulty of 
accounting for the tremendous expense and effort 
Roman craftsmen and patrons lavished on scenes with 
clear narrative value. Sculptors in workshops in and 
near Rome were carving sarcophagi with the myth of 
Endymion for more than five generations, from about 
A.D. 130 well into the fourth century, yet the later 
examples show a continuing understanding of the 
story and not a reduction to mere pattern. Indeed, 
the imagery of the tale of Endymion persisted into the 
Early Christian period, when it furnished a model for 
the portrayal of Jonah in art.32 At least part of 
Endymion's appeal to the buyers of sarcophagi seems 
to have been his story. 

The search for what Endymion might have meant to 
ordinary Romans of the second and third centuries 
hinges largely on the interpretation of texts. Ovid and 
Apollodorus omitted the tale from their mythological 
compendia of the first centuries B.C. and A.D., which 
might suggest that the tale had been forgotten by 
then. Michael Koortbojian imagines ancient artists 
attempting to reconstruct a little-known myth from 
the casual and incomplete references to Endymion in 
classical literature, which offered them "scarcely more 
than the bare remnants of a myth from which to 
work."33 One wonders, however, how a forgotten story 
could have captivated so many Roman patrons, or why 
workshops would have focused on an arcane myth 
when there were so many well-documented ones that 

do, indeed, appear on sarcophagi. It is important to 
remember that no story needs an author to enshrine 
it in tradition and that in antiquity Ovid and Apol- 
lodorus did not have the authoritative status they now 
possess. High rates of illiteracy among the Romans 
seem to rule out the possibility that many individuals 
knew of mythological tales from having read them.34 
The lack of literary versions of Endymion's story can- 
not be interpreted to mean that it was unknown to the 
ancients. 

The numerous sarcophagi with mythological orna- 
ment made near Rome in the second and third cen- 
turies suggest instead a widespread awareness of 
Greek myths. It has been proposed that the theater 
exposed a broad audience to the themes represented 
on sarcophagi, yet the story of Endymion appears not 
to have furnished material for the contemporary 
stage.35 Educated people had occasion to encounter 
Greek myths at school, in exercises that required the 
composition of speeches for familiar characters.36 
Lucian's dialogue between Aphrodite and Selene, 
composed about A.D. 160, has the flavor of such an 
assignment, as well as a touch of irreverent humor: 

To me, indeed, he seems, Aphrodite, beautiful in 
every way, and most of all when he sleeps on a rock 
with his cape thrown under him, holding his javelins 
in his left hand and just now slipping out of his grasp, 
and his right arm bent up around his head, placed 
around his passing fair face, and he breathes that 
ambrosial breath, held fast in sleep. Then, let me tell 
you, I noiselessly step down, treading on the tips of 
my toes so that he isn't thrown into a fright should he 
wake-you understand. Why tell you then the things 
that happen after? For you know I'm all but dying 
of love.37 

Some of Lucian's other writings tell of his training in a 
sculptor's workshop, and his description of Endymion 
conforms to the figure types depicted on sarcophagi. 
Although the majority of marble carvers cannot have 
possessed Lucian's level of erudition, there is reason 
to believe that they might have been just as familiar 
with Endymion's tale as the well-to-do Romans who 
bought sarcophagi. 

The elliptical references in classical literature imply 
that the myth was so familiar as not to need retelling- 
the sort of tale that one might even have heard in 
childhood. The Sophist Philostratus, writing about 
A.D. 230, reminds a ten-year-old listener that the myth 
of Ariadne is one he "heard even from your nurse, 
perhaps, for those women are wise about such things 
and cry about them when they wish." 8 Plutarch, writ- 
ing about A.D. 110, shortly before the first Endymion 
sarcophagi, reports the tale of Numa, Rome's first king, 
consorting with the nymph Egeria and so gaining 
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wisdom and happiness. "It is most certain," he contin- 
ues, "that these things resemble many of the very 
ancient tales which the Phrygians hand down and love 
to tell of Attis, the Bithynians of Herodotus, the Arca- 
dians of Endymion, and others of other fortunate 
souls who seemed to have become gods' lovers."39 
Plutarch implies that the story is a common matter of 
popular tradition, whatever the names of the charac- 
ters. Cicero, writing nearly two centuries earlier, offers 
further insight into the transmission of Endymion's 
myth. Mourning his grown daughter Tullia, he writes, 
in an argument against fearing death: 

If we wish to hear fairy tales, Endymion, indeed, fell 
asleep I know not when on Latmus, which is a moun- 
tain in Caria, and, I think, he has not yet awakened. 
You don't think then that he worries when the Moon 
is in travail, the Moon who is thought to have made 
him sleep, that she might kiss him while he slept? 
Why then should he worry, who, indeed, has no sensa- 
tion? You have sleep, the image of death, which you 
put on every day, and still you doubt that there is no 
sensation in death, although you see in its counterfeit 
that there is none?40 

The words have the colloquial quality of a remem- 
bered anecdote, even of a bedtime story meant to 
calm a child. The implicit parallel between bedtime 
ritual and mortal concern suggests the affinities 
between death and sleep and the solace that being 
dead might be no more fearful than being asleep. At 
the same time, the passage casts Cicero as a story- 
telling parent, comforting himself in his grief even as 
he once might have soothed his daughter when she 
was young. Another reference in Cicero's writings pre- 
sents Endymion as an incarnation of the inactivity 
human beings repudiate all through their lives, even 
in babyhood; it is tempting to imagine the sleepless 
child and the unsuccessful bedtime story that might 
lie behind the association.41 Greek mythology and its 
trappings have figured so frequently in the learned 
traditions and high culture of the West that it is easy to 
forget the fundamental simplicity of many of the tales 
and the spontaneous entertainment they offered to 
listeners and storytellers in any setting in antiquity.42 

The elements of Endymion's tale-sleep, night, a 
tranquil landscape, and perpetual romance-could 
have been variously embellished by countless occa- 
sional storytellers, including the craftsmen who made 
sarcophagi, those buried in them, and the families 
who visited the tombs of their relatives in remem- 
brance. The one essential scene all the sarcophagi 
include features the goddess arriving and the youth 
asleep. The details vary within the formula over time 
and from object to object, however, so that each pre- 
sents a slightly different version. The similarities have 

prompted statements about possible prototypes. Some 
scholars trace the source of the Endymion figure to 
monumental sculpture and compare the lifesize 
marbles in Saint Petersburg and in Stockholm, which 
date to the second century A.D. but may reproduce 
compositions of the second century B.C.43 The large 
sleeping youths bear some resemblance to the 
Endymions on sarcophagi, but the poses are not iden- 
tical, and the figure of Selene is lacking. The weight- 
less shimmer of her moonlight is a better theme for 
painting, and scholars accordingly have proposed a 
connection between the sarcophagi and a lost picture 
like the one from which Campanian wall paintings are 
thought to derive.44 Although these, too, differ in 
their details, most of them fit within a square frame, 
and include Endymion and Selene, if not alone then 
accompanied only by Endymion's dog and a cupid or 
two.45 The illusionistic rendering of space seems to 
give them room to breathe, and a single rock or tree 
suggests the landscape. 

The latest Campanian paintings were executed at 
least fifty years before the first representations of 
Endymion on sarcophagi, and no painted examples 
survive from the second or third centuries A.D. A child- 
sized coffin carved about A.D. 135 and now in the 
Museo Capitolino, Rome, bears an early adaptation of 
the scene (Figure 6). If, in fact, the sculptor was work- 
ing from a square composition, he added consider- 
able detail to fill the oblong format. At the left, a tree 
extends into the scene, and a dog with its ears pinned 
back sits before a rocky ledge. A bearded, bare- 
chested male figure-the personification of Sleep- 
holds the recumbent Endymion on his lap and lifts 
his drapery as though to peer underneath. The effect 
perhaps results from the horizontal position of 
Endymion, modified for the narrow band of the relief. 
Selene, in the middle of the scene, approaches 
Endymion, with her skirt billowing behind her and a 
single cupid preceding her, while, on the right-hand 
side, two horses draw her chariot toward an arch. The 
hypothetical prototype for the image is less apparent 
than the way in which the sculptor has altered it for 
his own medium, as nearly contemporary mosaicists 
were also doing, but with different results.46 Plastic 
details abound in the textures of the bark, cloth, and 
rock, the representations of relief decoration on the 
chariot and arch, the little herm that protrudes from 
the tree, and the snake that coils on the ground. The 
figures are surrounded by space as in paintings, but 
here it is the shallower space appropriate to a frieze. 
Although the sarcophagus probably was enhanced 
with paint in antiquity, the marble carvers naturally 
brought their own craft to the design.47 The various 
versions of the story on later sarcophagi probably 
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Figure 6. Marble sarcophagus. R c. A.. . Roman, a. A.D. 135, fro Rome. Museo Capitolino, Rome, 325 (photo: Deutsches Archologisches 
Institut, Rome) 

Figure 7. Marble sarcophagus. Roman, ca. A.D. 160. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Fletcher Fund, 1924 (24.97.13) 

represent the innovations of individual workshops 
within the limits of the standard formula.48 

The adaptation of the scene to a horizontal format 
raises both formal and narrative considerations. On 
the Capitoline sarcophagus, for example, Selene is 
smaller than Endymion, perhaps because she stands 
upright in the narrow space. Here, Endymion is more 
voluptuous than in other portrayals, with his arched 
back, spread legs, soft chest, and slight smile. His right 
arm hangs down in the relaxation of sleep, and his left 
arm is bent above his head in a gesture that the two 
cupids with the chariot are imitating. Selene, before 
him, looks small and childlike, endowed with a round 
belly, small breasts, and chubby legs. Her pose, with 
her shoulders behind her hips, suggests some reluc- 
tance, as though she were pulling back from the cupid 
leading her. The depiction is unusual, for Selene nor- 
mally appears with more maidenly proportions and 
often leans forward so as to fit into a restricted space 
without a reduction in size. Here, the cupid seems to 
hurry her toward an erotic encounter she is too young 
to seek for herself; one thinks of the many ancient epi- 
taphs that express sadness at the prospects of adult- 
hood unattained and marriage denied by death. The 

sarcophagus itself is child sized, and at some time sub- 
sequent to its initial carving, it contained the body of a 
little girl; her name, Gerontia, appears in the inscrip- 
tion, which is dated to the fourth century.49 

Differences in the depiction of Endymion and 
Selene change the story within the limits imposed by 
the form of the sarcophagus and the elasticity of the 
myth itself. An example in the Metropolitan Museum, 
made about A.D. 160, heightens the pastoral aspects of 
the story and alters the attitudes of the participants 
(Figure 7). Selene leans slightly forward toward 
Endymion, her dress slips from her right shoulder 
to bare her right breast, and the mantle she holds 
above her forms a crescent-shaped billow appropriate 
to her identity as the personification of the Moon. 
Endymion's body is almost completely exposed, 
revealed by a cupid who lifts his cloak. His head leans 
back so that he faces up toward Selene, his long hair 
falls over his neck, and his legs are crossed. The per- 
sonification of Sleep is a less sensuous and less obtru- 
sive character than his counterpart on the Capitoline 
sarcophagus. He is represented smaller than the 
lovers, bearded, draped, and equipped with the but- 
terfly wings typical of images of Psyche in ancient art, 
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and he hovers or stands above Endymion without 
touching him. Selene is walking from left to right, but 
this is not the only direction of the movement in the 
scene, for her horses face left and so does the shep- 
herd asleep on a rock, who rests his head in his hand; 
his flock, seen on a ledge above him, perhaps is meant 
to occupy the space behind him. A pair of cupids, 
sleeping upright as they lean on inverted torches- 
common types in Roman sepulchral art-frame the 
narrative without taking part in the scene, conveying a 
mood of quiet melancholy.50 They seem to belong to a 
foreground nearer to the observer, and the tale of 
Endymion and Selene unfolds between them like a 
romantic shadow play. Whereas the Capitoline carving 
implies childhood and maturity denied, the New York 
example suggests a more intimate bond between 
Selene and Endymion and a pastoral atmosphere 
rather than merely an out-of-doors setting. The differ- 
ences likely reflect not only changes in compositional 
style but also distinct perspectives on the story. 

In comparison with earlier examples, Claudia 
Arria's sarcophagus presents a more populous scene, 
remarkable for its greater movement, drama, and 
eroticism (see Figures 1, 2). Variations in style and 
workmanship help create this new effect. In a manner 
typical of Severan sculpture, extensive use of under- 
cutting and the drill increase the depth of the relief, 
while the densely figured composition leaves no space 
empty. One horse's leg is physically in front of the 
female figure holding the bridle, and the personifi- 
cation of Earth places her elbow literally beside the 
foot of the seated shepherd to the left. The scene is 
filled with motion of all kinds: the horses rear, their 
guide lunges forward and twists her head back, and 
the shepherd reaches out to stroke his dog's neck. 
The wheel of the chariot, a perfect circle nearly cen- 
tered on the scene's groundline, seems to serve as the 
fulcrum for the motion surrounding it. Selene herself 
performs the most significant action. In a rush of 
breezes that press her skirt against her legs, lift the 
overfold of her chiton, and blow her mantle overhead, 
she has descended from the chariot and places her 
foot between Endymion's crossed legs. Her movement 
determines the direction and focus of the entire 
scene, for all the other participants face right as she 
does, including the figure in front of the horses, 
Endymion himself, and the cupids who turn to look 
back while their bodies press forward. 

The heightened activity and the increased popula- 
tion of the scene on the sarcophagus again transform 
the mood and the impact of the story. An air of 
prenuptial festivity and pastoral abundance replaces 
the intimate quiet of earlier versions of the subject. 
The tree in fruit above the horses' heads, the bearded 

and muscular shepherd, and the ram and the ewe 
nestled against each other, above him, all belong to 
the idyllic landscape, as represented in ancient paint- 
ing, poetry, and romantic prose.5' A flock of cupids, 
who seem to radiate directly from Selene, fills her sur- 
roundings with suggestions of love and lights her way 
with torches, as wedding parties did for Roman brides. 
She is shown, as erotic figures commonly are in Greco- 
Roman art, with her right breast bared, and the bit of 
fabric across Endymion's thigh heightens his sensual- 
ity. Although his pose is typical of that seen on sar- 
cophagi, it is unknown in three-dimensional sculpture 
and would be difficult to maintain in sleep. Perhaps 
the artist rotated the body from a recumbent posture 
in order to offer the viewer the perspective that Selene 
would have enjoyed. 

In addition to the primary scene, the sarcophagus 
features several others, all with themes of love. One of 
the ten arched panels on the lid, just to the left of the 
inscription, depicts a later moment in the romance of 
Endymion and Selene, shown seated together on a 
rock: Endymion turns his body away from Selene, who 
twists his face toward her as though to kiss him. The 
subject is unique on Roman sarcophagi, but as 
Sichtermann has demonstrated, it is adapted from 
images of Venus and her wounded and dying mortal 
lover Adonis.52 The young man's air of refusal in each 
case seems to acknowledge a divide between mortality 
and divinity, and the goddess's gesture is an effort to 
nullify it. The scene has less narrative and more sym- 
bolic value than the one on the coffin itself and is like 
a moral to the tale illustrated below. 

Another panel on the lid shows a second couple, 
Cupid and Psyche, in a visually comparable but exis- 
tentially opposed image. Psyche reaches for Cupid's 
chin while he turns away, but here he is the god and 
she is the mortal. The most extensive literary version 
of the myth dates to the second century and occurs in 
Apuleius's novel Metamorphoses, where an old woman 
tells the story to calm a girl roused by a bad dream.53 
Unlike the tales of Endymion and Adonis, which end 
ambiguously, Psyche's has a happy ending, for the 
gods allow her to awake from a magic sleep and wel- 
come her into their midst forever as Cupid's bride. 
Cupid and Psyche appear again in an embrace under 
the left lion-head spout, presumably having sur- 
mounted the impediments intimated in the scene 
above (Figure 8). 

The division of the various narratives into scenes on 
the box and lid moves the focus of the storytelling in 
various directions. To trace the myth of Endymion 
and Selene, the sequence reads from the right, and 
then up; for Cupid and Psyche, the order of the 
scenes is from top to bottom. Three other panels on 
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Figure 8. Detail of Cupid and Psyche on the sarcophagus in 
Figure 1 

the lid depict events involving Venus: in one, she 
stands, partly draped, among cupids, with a staff and 
an apple in hand; in the next scene, to the right, she is 
nude and sits beneath a tree on rocky ground while 
cupids frolic around her. The missing but implied pro- 
tagonist of these narratives is the male figure, who 
occupies his own frame to the left; nude but for a hel- 
met, he carries a spear and a sword and gazes toward 
the two images of Venus. He may represent the god 
Mars, who often appears as Venus's paramour in 
Roman art, as on a terracotta antefix in the Metropol- 
itan Museum's collection (Figure 9). The intention 
might have been for the viewer of the sarcophagus to 
associate him with Venus in a straightforward love 
affair, but the apple that Venus holds suggests another 
possibility, proposed by Sichtermann, that the man is 
the Trojan prince Paris, who judged the beauty con- 
test among Juno, Minerva, and Venus.54 In that case, 
the scene of Venus seated on the rocks would show 
her preparing for the contest, and the one beside it 
depicts her as the winner with the golden apple as her 
prize. J. Engemann reminds us that the ancients prob- 
ably could interpret iconographic signs that are indis- 
cernible to us, yet the possibility exists that different 
viewers in antiquity understood the male figure on the 
sarcophagus as either Mars or Paris and completed 
the story according to their various interpretations.55 

Figure 9. Terracotta antefix. Roman, 27 B.C.-A.D. 14. The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, Purchase, 1896 (96.18.162) 

The rest of the figures on the sarcophagus signify 
natural phenomena and aspects of the settings for the 
stories. The panels on the extreme right and left of 
the lid show male figures seated in landscapes, exten- 
sions of the pastoral scenery of the box and per- 
sonifications of the place-perhaps Latmus-where 
Endymion is supposed to have lived.56 In the panels 
one in from each end, cupids appear with fruits and 
animals-attributes apposite to the seasons or to 
Dionysus, god of wine.57 Whatever their intended 
identity, they personify the abundance and fecundity 
of the earth. Helios, the Sun, drives his four-horse 
chariot over the personification of the Ocean on the 
right end (Figure 4), and Selene proceeds in the same 
direction on the left end, riding over the recumbent 
Earth (Figure 3). As though chasing each other 
around an oval track, they personify the movement of 
the cosmos and place the myths on the sarcophagus 
within the circuit of time. The decoration continues 
around to the back, where horses and cattle are shown 
grazing beneath the trees and male and female figures 
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Figure io. Marble sarcophagus. Roman, ca. A.D. 220, from Saint Medard d'Eyran, near Bordeaux. Musee du Louvre, Paris, 
Ma 1346 (photo: Alinari/Art Resource, NY) 

Figure 11. Marble sarcophagus. Roman, ca. A.D. 230, from Saint Medard d'Eyran, near Bordeaux. Musoe du Louvre, Paris, 
Ma 1335 (photo: Alinari/Art Resource, NY) 

assume relaxed poses in their midst (Figure 5). 
Although the back was probably not visible when the 
sarcophagus was placed in the chamber tomb, its 
ornamentation shares the spirit of idyllic romance 
prevalent on all sides. 

The bust-length portrait of Claudia Arria seems to 
depict her at a window, as a witness to the many tales 
of love; her expression is ster but need not imply an 
unwillingness to countenance them. Indeed, her 
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daughter Aninia Hilara, the dedicant specified in the 
inscription, probably chose the sarcophagus from 
among several adorned with different subjects. The 
market for sarcophagi in antiquity is incompletely 
understood, but there is reason to presume that work- 
shops did not specialize in single subjects, although 
individual craftsmen might have done so.58 F. Matz 
found stylistic grounds to associate Arria's monument 
with five others decorated with scenes depicting the 
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Figure 12. Marble sarcopha- 
gus. Roman, ca. A.D. 310. 
Palazzo Doria Pamphilj, 
Rome (photo: Deutsches 
Archaologisches Institut, 
Rome) 

Judgment of Paris, the Indian triumph of Dionysus, a 
battle, a grape harvest (vindemia), and episodes from 
a child's life, respectively.59 As A. M. McCann has 
observed, stylistic inconsistencies obtain within the 
group, which may be the product of different work- 
shops.6? Ostia was probably home to some skilled 
marble carvers, and many more would have worked in 
Rome, slightly farther afield.6 Aninia Hilara could 
have visited several of these workshops until she found 
what she wanted. In all likelihood, she bought the sar- 
cophagus in a nearly finished state, since the effort 
required to carve it completely to order would not 
have allowed for a timely burial. Claudia Arria's con- 
ventional gesture and generalized costume seem 
made to suit any sitter, and tool marks around the 
head indicate the roughed-out form from which the 
portrait later was cut.62 The completion of Claudia 
Arria's portrait indicates a choice, for several compa- 
rable sarcophagi include unfinished portraits; one 
appears, for example, on the vertical face of the lid 
of a sarcophagus carved about 220 and now in the 
Louvre (Figure o). The addition of Claudia Arria's 
facial features probably made her monument more 
expensive and may have been understood by her 
daughter as a means of recording her appearance 
and, like the inscription, of guaranteeing her identity 
against anonymity and obscurity.63 

Nothing about Claudia Arria's sarcophagus makes 
explicit reference to a belief in any particular god or 
philosophy. In the early second century A.D., Ostia was 
a cosmopolitan port city where numerous religions 
and philosophies flourished, among them Christianity 
and the eastern cults of Cybele, Isis, and Mithras, 
which all promise life after death.64 Cumont argued 
that the proliferation of these faiths and their propen- 

sity to teach by allegorical interpretation of visual 
images helped invest myths like Endymion's with 
eschatological significance.65 To the modem observer, 
the complexity and vitality of the carvings on the sar- 
cophagus may suggest a mood closer to anxiety than 
to faith. Indeed, the riot of personifications, cupids, 
and animals detracts from the impact of the two main 
characters and dilutes their symbolic potential. 

The decoration on the sarcophagus does not 
attribute immortality to Claudia Arria or associate her 
with any specific character. It departs from a trend 
common on other monuments, where a portrait like- 
ness of the deceased often completes the image of a 
divinity or a hero.66 On a sarcophagus found near 
Bordeaux in 1805 and now in the Louvre, the faces of 
both Endymion and Selene have been left incomplete 
along with the space reserved for the inscription (Fig- 
ure 11). Selene carries her own torch, and Endymion 
sleeps fully clothed in a naturalistic pose unusual on 
sarcophagi. The shape of Selene's head as preserved 
seems to have allowed for a hairstyle like those popu- 
lar about A.D. 230-that is, for a particular coiffure 
rather than the Greek-inspired one seen on the Metro- 
politan's sarcophagus.67 A much-restored sarcopha- 
gus carved about A.D. 310 and now in the Palazzo 
Doria Pamphilj, Rome, displays the impact of portrai- 
ture on a mythological scene destined for the tomb 
(Figure 12).68 Endymion's "bowl" haircut and cowlick 
and Selene's distinctive face, with full lips and dimples 
at the corners of her mouth, identify the figures in the 
story with specific individuals; the myth could have 
inspired personal retellings, including the concept of 
a marriage to last through eternity. When only a single 
figure bears a portrait likeness, it is usually Endymion, 
as on a sarcophagus of A.D. 150-70 in the Museo 
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Capitolino, and on another, in Copenhagen, with an 
inscription identifying the deceased as a young man 
and the dedicants as his parents.69 The analogy 
between Endymion and the dead youth seems obvi- 
ous, and the portrayal of Selene without individual- 
ized features appears to have been an attempt to 
substitute the goddess herself to comfort the young 
man in place of the earthly wife he never had. 

The straightforward resemblance between En- 
dymion and a particular male figure does not obtain 
on Claudia Arria's sarcophagus. Had the dedicant 
desired to make such a comparison between her 
mother and a sleeping female figure, she might have 
chosen a sarcophagus decorated with the myth of 
Dionysus and Ariadne, another subject popular in 
Roman funerary art. The Louvre sarcophagus dis- 
cussed displays the many compositional similarities 
between scenes of Endymion and Ariadne (see Fig- 
ure o). The sleeping figure reclines on the right, the 
god alights from a chariot near the center, and an 
abundance of figures creates an atmosphere both fes- 
tive and tranquil, a setting for both the maenad with 
her cymbals and the centauress with her child. The 
story is in some respects parallel to the tale of 
Endymion, for Ariadne was a mortal princess who fell 
asleep on the island of Naxos and Dionysus was the 
god who married her. The two myths do not have the 
same existential value, however, for Endymion's sleep 
may be endless, and Ariadne's culminates in waking. 
Visitors to the tomb in which the Ariadne sarcophagus 
was deposited could readily have observed the similar- 
ity between the two stories-a comparison that may 
have been intended by the carvers as well as the dedi- 
cants, for the Louvre's Endymion sarcophagus occu- 
pied the same chamber (see Figure 1 1). It has been 
suggested that the young woman whose body the 
coffin contained was the wife of the man buried in the 
Endymion sarcophagus.70 Since his monument post- 
dates hers by about ten years, he may have outlived 
her and selected both sarcophagi.71 If so, he might 
have been inclined to imagine himself as his wife's 
Endymion but not as her Dionysus, for the images of 
both protagonists on the Endymion sarcophagus are 
prepared for the addition of portrait likenesses, while 
on the other example this is true only of Ariadne. The 
god appears with a finished, idealized head, but the 
features of the husband-who is portrayed on the lid 
above, outside the scene like a spectator or listener- 
might have been deliberately left incomplete, to be 
added later, in order to personalize the portrait bust. 

In mythological scenes that do not include por- 
traits, the narrative itself may confer immortality on 
the dead in the certainty that the story will be retold 
repeatedly as the dead themselves are remembered. 
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On Claudia Arria's sarcophagus, her likeness and her 
name, along with the depiction of stories that Aninia 
Hilara may first have heard from her mother, preserve 
her memory. The images associate her with scenes of 
Venus, Cupid and Psyche, and Endymion and Selene, 
which appear not as metaphysical fables but as 
romances ripe for retelling in the light of personal 
recollection. When those who mourned Claudia Arria 
visited the tomb on holidays and anniversaries, they 
also encountered these myths in the flickering light.72 
By observing the sarcophagus and retelling the stories 
depicted, they perpetuated her memory and that of 
her daughter, the dedicant. The sarcophagus and 
its decoration forged an enduring bond between 
mother and daughter-one of reflection and active 
remembrance. 

Epitaphs for and by women, which give some indi- 
cation of what the Romans saw fit to commemorate 
and to remember, often compare the deceased to 
mythological figures and combine reflection on per- 
sonal traits, sometimes idealized, with wishes for com- 
fort and love.73 A Greek inscription found in Rome 
refers to a dead woman as "this dark-eyed muse," and 
a funerary altar for a woman named Laberia Daphne 
bears an image of Daphne, beloved of Apollo, being 
transformed into a laurel tree.74 A remarkable epi- 
taph for the freedwoman Allia Potestas credits her 
with legs lovelier than Atalanta's and a steady routine: 
"First she was to leave her bed in the morning, and she 
again was the last to bring herself to bed to rest once 
she had put things in order."75 A second-century 
Greek inscription found in Rome praises the dead 
and comforts the living: "Say that Popilia is asleep, sir; 
for it would be wrong for the good to die; rather, they 
sleep sweetly."76 A Latin epitaph from a young wife for 
her husband affirms a wish for love in the hereafter: 
"So I beseech you, most holy shades, take my dear 
husband whom I commit to your care; and desire to 
prove most indulgent to me, that I may see him in the 
hours of night; he also wishes that I may sway fate and 
come to him sweetly and quickly."77 The emphasis on 
the continuing alternation of sleeping and waking, as 
in life, seems to express a popular belief in timeless 
repetition, which is a theme implicit in the myth of 
Endymion. When the story is actually depicted, as on 
Claudia Arria's monument, the invitation to retell it 
over and over heightens the calming thought of an 
unending routine. 

As John Boardman and Donna Kurtz note in their 
study of Greek burial customs, "When man disposes of 
his dead he is usually trying to satisfy the emotional 
and even physical needs of the living, faced by a 
puzzling sense of loss or even danger, haunted by 
memories or dreams of the dead as still alive."78 The 



psychologist Simon Grolnick extends this idea when 
he states, "A complex continuum exists between the 
bedtime rituals of infants and children and the rituals 
and art of a culture's burial practices."79 A child craves 
reassurance before he will fall asleep, and the grieving 
need to be soothed in order to face death. In either 
situation, a story is a ritual instrument of solace, a 
series of known events to replace a threatening void. 
The myths of Endymion and Selene and of Cupid and 
Psyche end happily and feature the themes of sleep 
and love. Classic bedtime stories, they offered comfort 
to Roman patrons in childhood and in mourning, and 
calmed the dead before their final sleep. 
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