Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/daed/article-pdf/145/2/88/1830941/daed_a_00379.pdf by guest on 01 April 2023



Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/daed/article-pdf/145/2/88/1830941/daed_a_00379.pdf by guest on 01 April 2023



Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/daed/article-pdf/145/2/88/1830941/daed_a_00379.pdf by guest on 01 April 2023



Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/daed/article-pdf/145/2/88/1830941/daed_a_00379.pdf by guest on 01 April 2023



Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/daed/article-pdf/145/2/88/1830941/daed_a_00379.pdf by guest on 01 April 2023



aptations of identity to changing contexts.
Aphrodisias was a city with a population
of diverse origins.22 The indigenous inhab-
itants must have been speakers of Karian,
an extinct Anatolian language. A new pop-
ulation arrived when the successors of Al-
exander the Great settled soldiers serving
in their armies: primarily Greeks, a few
Iranians, and most likely anumber of Jews.
And to these military settlers, we can attri-
bute the initiative to have their city rec-
ognized as an independent city-state, pro-
bably after 188 bce. In a world dominat-
ed by Greek culture and political institu-
tions, the public image of Aphrodisias was
Greek. In the inscriptions of the late Hel-
lenistic and imperial periods, the indige-
nous population is almost invisible, ex-
cept for a few personal and place names.
Not a single Jewish name is attested in
one of the hundreds of surviving epitaphs
earlier than the fourth century ce; only
a single grave monument decorated with
a menorah was found in a necropolis at
G k Tepesi.’® The Jews either lived in the
countryside, distancing them from the in-
scriptions and cemeteries of the better-
preserved urban center, or, upon death,
were buried in a still-unexcavated ceme-
tery or interned without a clear indication
of their religious identity.
The Aphrodisians participated in the
assembly of the Greeks of Asia, and their
Greekness is explicitly mentioned in a let-
ter sent by Hadrian in 119 ce.} Built in the
mid- rst century ce to serve the imperial
cult, the Sebasteion displayed one hundred
and ninety relief panels with cult scenes,
engaging with themes connected with
Greek and Roman mythology: Bellero-
phonand Pegasus, Orestesat Delphi, Achil-
les and Penthesilea, centaurs, the deeds
of Herakles, Aeneass ight from llion,
Romulus and Remus, and allegorical rep-
resentations of the rst Roman emperors.
This iconographical program displayed
Greek education, stressed the signi cance
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of Hellenic culture, and connected the Ro- Angelos

man emperors with Greek mythology.?®

Although Aphrodisias had a predom-
inantly Hellenic identity, the survival of
local culture can still be observed in re-
ligious practices. The public dedications
were addressed to Aphrodite, but when
simple people sought divine protection,
they did not address their prayers and
vows to the public patron of the city; rath-
er, they addressed their prayers to local
gods, whose epithets derive from Karian
place names: Nineuda, Spaloxa, Plyara,
(Zeus of Nineuda, Zeus of Spaloxa, and

the Virgin of Plyara, respectively).16
Non-Greek heroes also featured among
the mythical founders, and the local his-
torian Apollonios referred to early Aph-
rodisias as a city of Leleges, a non-Greek
population. In late antiquity, long after
the last speaker of Karian had died, the
Aphrodisians labeled themselves as Kar-
ians, because their city was the capital of
the province of Karia. In the Roman East,
a Hellenic identity could easily coexist
with a regional barbarian one. Which
identity was displayed through the use of
mythological themes depended on Aph-
rodisias s relations to others: to Rome as
an ally, to other Greek cities as a peer, or
to Karian cities as their metropolis.!’

Among the stories that ancient commu-
nities commemorated, two were more im-
portant than others: foundation legends
and wars preferably victorious ones. A
defeat was commemorated when it could
be connected with a sacri ce that served
either as an exemplum or as a new begin-
ning: Aeneass ight from Troy, for in-
stance, represented in the Sebasteion tem-
ple complex, alluded to the destruction of
one great city and the foundation of an-
other. Although Aphrodisias is primarily
known for its urban development and its
statuary, built in a period of undisturbed
peace, war memories were also an impor-

Chaniotis
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The Case otant element of memory and identity. The
Aphrodisias cjtizens were descendants of military set-
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tlers; military training was part of civic
identity until the third century ce. Their
privileges were justi ed by their sacri c-
es during war. Aphrodisias was a loyal ally
of the Romans in the wars against Mithri-
dates VI in 88 bce; the city fought against
the renegade general Labienus around 40
bce; and it supported Octavian (Augus-
tus) in the last civil wars of the Roman Re-
public. For centuries, war was the most
importantcomponent of local commemo-
ration. Thus, the Aphrodisian declaration
to a Roman proconsul in 88 bce was, cen-
turies later, inscribed as a reminder of
their self-sacri ce:

Our entire people, together with the women
and the children and all the property, iswill-
ing to risk everything for Quintus and for
the Roman interests, for we do not wish to
live without the leadership of the Romans.

The dramatic situations the Aphrodi-
sians faced, along with their loyalties and
their sufferings, were evidenced by docu-
ments inscribed on awall of the city s the-
ater inthe early third century ce (see again
Figure 1). Surprisingly, the one theme that
we would expect to nd in this documen-
tation kinship isabsent. Aphrodite was
the mother of Aeneas; consequently, her
city should be regarded as a kin of the Ro-
mans. In a period in which many commu-
nities stressed kinship, based on myths,
the Aphrodisian leaders chose a different
strategy, recalling war exploits and the
foundation of the city by their ancestors.1
Andthey had good reasonsto doso. Aphro-
disiaswas not the only city of Kariawith an
important sanctuary of Aphrodite; many
other places could have claimed kinship
with the Romans. In a competitive envi-
ronment, the city needed a distinctive
achievement. More important, the Roman
authorities, who were interested in prag-
matic arguments, were the primary ad-
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dressees of their diplomacy. The Athe-
nians had allegedly learned this lesson in
87 bce, when Sulla besieged their city and
their envoys confronted him with stories
of their past military glory:

When they made no proposals which could
save the city, but proudly talked about The-
seus and Eumolpos and the Persian Wars,
Sullasaid to them: Go away, blessed men,
and take these speeches with you; for | was
not sent to Athens by the Romans to ful Il
love of knowledge, but to subdue rebels. 20

The consideration of Roman attitudes and
priorities affected the Aphrodisian identi-
ty promoted by the city selite.

Changes in name and memories of a
city sorigins, suchasthose sketchedabove,
are evidence for a conscious and continu-
ous reshaping of identity. In some cases,
we may identify the agents of these chang-
es as members of the elite. One of them
was Apollonios, high priest of the impe-
rial cult and author of a local history.2!
Another was the poet Longianus, honored
for the recital, in 127 ce, of his poems in
Halikarnassos, a relative city of Aph-
rodisias. The foundation of both cities by
Bellerophon may have been a subject of
his poems.?2 But magistrates and benefac-
tors also shaped memory: when they ini-
tiated or funded the construction of build-
ings decorated with mythological imag-
es, when they published old documents
describing Aphrodisias s relations with
Rome, when they built statues and au-
thored inscriptions that expressed target-
ed values, and when they engaged in the
commemoration of their own families.?

One of the rst images that the classi-
cal visitor of the Sebasteion saw after
descending from the podium of the tem-
ple of theemperors was that of Aeneas s

ight from Troy. The family that funded
the building selected this image because
it highlighted the relation between the
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city of Aphrodite and the son of Aphro-
dite, the founder of Rome. Many members
of the elite were named Aeneas for precise-
ly this reason.2 The memory promoted
by the elite also concerned recent histori-
cal personalities. Kallikrates, for instance,
in the mid- rst century ce, restored the
statue of an ancestor who had excelled
in the wars of the late rst century bce;
he inscribed a copy of a decree praising
him as a warrior and benefactor; and he
restored a statue of Nike that linked his
family with Octavian.?®

Representations of myth and history
presuppose agency : of authors, of pro-
moters, and of interpreters. As they all
competed with alternative reconstruc-
tions of the past, they were subject to ad-
justments and reinterpretations. In some
cases, we know why a theme was cho-
sen. Aeneas s ight from llion, for exam-
ple, reminded viewers that the founder
of Rome and of Rome s ruling dynas-
ty was the son of the local civic goddess.
The mythological representations in the
Sebasteion evoked the world of Greek
culture and religion, into which the Ro-
man emperors were to be incorporat-
ed; further, they reconciled imperial rule
with Greek culture. The reliefs that dec-
orated the civil basilica included images
alluding to local foundation legends. As
noted before, Semiramis and husband Ni-
nos recalled the earlier tradition of Ninoe.
Gordios was the mythical founder of Gor-
diou Teichos, a neighboring community
incorporated in Aphrodisias; Bellerophon
was the founder of cities in Kariaand Lykia
(see again Figure 2). Mythological reliefs
from the Agora Gate, dating from the late
second century ce, represented battles be-
tween Greeks and barbarians, and prob-
ably glori ed recent imperial victories
against the new barbarians, the Parthi-
ans.?8 In the past, ghts between Greeks
and symbolic representatives of barbarity
and chaos (such as Amazonsand centaurs)
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had been depicted inasimilar way to com- Angelos
memorate victories over the Persians and Chaniotis

the Gauls.

A dedication by the demos was paid
for by public funds; consequently, these
works were subject to approval by the as-
sembly. What we see today is the outcome
of successful proposals. We simply do not
know how many times a mythological
theme may have been rejected as inappro-
priate, but such discussions did take place.
The actions of the elite depended on nego-
tiations with the Roman emperors, the cit-
izens whose support had to be won in the
assembly, competitors among their peers,
and rivals in Asia Minor. The surface of
concord and homogeneity conceals ten-
sionsand con icts.

Although issues of identity may have
been debated, there is no indication that
such debates undermined the city s co-
hesion. This changed dramatically in late
antiquity, when the importance of reli-
gious identity increased over other forms
of self-representation. Only then in re-
sponse to the aggressive spread of Christi-
anity did the strong community of Jews
in Aphrodisias express their own sepa-
rate identity by using biblical names and
incorporating Jewish religious symbols
into public buildings.?’

Asmall Christian community must have
existed at Aphrodisias as early as the third
century. Enjoying the support of the em-
perors, but divided as a result of dogmat-
iccon icts, Christianity advanced in Aph-
rodisias as it did in the rest of Asia Minor,
but not without resistance. A strong Jew-
ish community existed in late antiquity,
aswell,con dentlydisplayingitsreligious
symbols in public buildings. Even anti-
pagan legislation failed to stop pagan rit-
ual practice; the resistance of the last Hel-
lenists lasted until 529 ce, when Justinian
ordered the conversion of all inhabitants
of the Empire.
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The Case ofigure 3
Aphrodisias Representation of Double Axes on the Pavement of the Tetrapylon

These symbols of the Karian Zeus can be found on the gate to the sanctuary of Aphrodite, dating from late
antiquity. Source: Photo by the author.

Figure 4
A Partly Erased Representation of a Menorah and Shofar on a
Column of the Sebasteion, Aphrodisias
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Source: Photo by the author.
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