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the two appropriated motifs on which it was based: 
kalathiskos dancers and Victoriae. 

In this respect the occurrence of kalathiskos dancers and eclectic 
Victoriae on cuirass statues constitute an exception. On such 
sculptures the eclectic Victoriae outnumber the kalathiskos dan-
cers. This need however not be surprising: what motif could be 
better suited to adorn the breastplate of a victorious general, 
than the goddess of Victory herself? Within the Roman cultural 
context, it seems as though the eclectic Victoriae came to be 
considered more appropriate than kalathiskos dancers to be 
depicted in this particular context. Victoria is one of the most 
common motifs rendered on the breastplates of cuirass statues. 
In most cases, however, she wears the long garment 
traditionally used for depictions of Victoria. 

Julia Habetzeder
Department of Archaeology and Classical Studies

Dancing with decorum
The eclectic uses of kalathiskos dancers in Roman visual culture
In the Natural History (34.19.92), Pliny the elder 
mentions a masterpiece depicting Laconian  
dancers. The art work is said to have been made 
by the Greek 5th century sculptor Kallimachos. For 
a long time, the kalathiskos dancers represented 
within Roman visual culture were primarily seen 

as reproductions referring to Kallimachos’  
masterpiece, in one way or another.

In my research, I have aimed to arrive at a more 
varied interpretation of how the Greek  
iconography of Kalathiskos dancers came to be 

Occurrence
 
This table gives an idea of the occurrence 
of kalathiskos dancers and females 
modelled on kalathiskos dancers in 
Roman visual culture. 

Both kalathiskos dancers and eclectic Victoriae are 
represented on a wide variety of media. On the contrary, the 
depiction of a winged female wearing the headdress 
characteristic of the kalathiskos dancers appears to be an 
exceptional occurrence. Kalathiskos dancers are in general 
more common than the eclectic Victoriae. Thus, as it seems, 
the Roman novelty was not quite as successful as neither of 

Chronology
 
If one looks at the chronology of the 
different motifs, which is visualized in the 
table on the right, one can note that they 
are represented roughly from the reign of 
Augustus and into the 2nd century AD.

The exception is mainly the engraved gems and glass 
pastes, for which the chronology is uncertain, hence the 
long time span marked for these material categories. 
Leaving these material categories aside, there is a clear 
concentration to the Augustan period among the 
remaining categories. Thus, the motifs discussed seem to 
have flourished especially during the reign of the first 
emperor, seemingly only shortly after the kalathiskos 
dancers were first appropriated. Thereafter representa-
tions of both kalathiskos dancers and eclectic Victoriae 
gradually become rarer. The latest depictions belong to 
the middle of the 2nd century AD. 

I argue that the fluttering, short garments worn by both 
kalathiskos dancers and eclectic Victoriae constituted a 
trait considered particularly appealing within Augustan 
aesthetics. After this period the interest in these two 
motifs seems to have diminished, perhaps because this 
particular feature gradually lost its appeal, as garments in 
general came to be depicted with other stylistic 
characteristics. 

Another important reason why the motifs fell out of use 
was, doubtlessly, that many of the material categories on 
which they were represented ceased to be produced 
during the 2nd and 3rd centuries AD. This is true of marble 
altars/bases, candelabra, oscilla, wellheads and terracotta 
plaques.  Some of the motifs characteristic of the eclectic 
classicizing (neo Attic) repertoire were taken on, for 
instance on marble sarcophagi.  But neither kalathiskos 
dancers, nor eclectic Victoriae seem to have outlasted this 
transitional period in Roman visual culture.

Kalathiskos dancers

Bronze cuirass statues

Engraved gems

Glass pastes

Marble candelabra

Marble cuirass statues

Marble oscilla

Marble plaques

Plaster reliefs

Terracotta amphora

Terracotta plaques

Terra sigillata - Arretinian

Terra sigillata - Late Italian

Terra sigillata - Provincial

Both headdress and wings

Marble wellheads

Eclectic Victoria

Marble altars/bases

Marble candelabra

Marble cuirass statues

Marble wellheads

Terracotta plaques

Terra sigillata - Arretinian

Unidentifiable

Marble plaques

Marble oscilla

100-76 BC 75-51 BC 50-26 BC 25-1 BC AD  1-24 AD 25-49 AD 50-74 AD 75-99 AD 100-124 AD 125-149 AD 150-174

Publication
 
This poster summarizes 
some parts of the article 
Dancing with decorum: The 
eclectic uses of kalathiskos 
dancers and pyrrhic dancers 
in Roman visual culture. The 
approach adopted in the 
article owes much to Ellen 
Perry’s theories, presented in 
the monograph The Aesthe-
tics of Emulation in the Visual 
Arts of Ancient Rome, publis-
hed in 2005.

The article Dancing with deco-
rum has been accepted for 
publication in Opuscula: Annu-
al of the Swedish Institutes at 
Athens and Rome 5, which will 
be available this fall. Roughly 
six months later the journal 
will be available, at no cost, 
over the Internet. For further 
information on the journal, see  
www.ecsi.se

The article’s abstract
This article studies two groups 
of motifs in Roman visual 
culture: females modelled on 
kalathiskos dancers and males 
modelled on pyrrhic dancers. 
Eclecticism is emphasized as a 
strategy used to introduce 
novelties that were appropria-
te within a Roman cultural con-
text. The motifs representing 
kalathiskos dancers and pyrrhic 
dancers were both changed in 
eclectic manners resulting in 
motifs representing Victoria 
and the curetes respectively. 

Kalathiskos dancers and 
eclectic Victories figure on 
many different media and 
they are represented at least 
from the Augustan era and 
into the 2nd century AD. It is 
argued that the establish-
ment of these two motifs in 
Roman visual culture is close-
ly related to the aesthetics 
that came to the fore during 
the reign of the first emperor. 
Once sanctioned by Augustus, 
both kalathiskos dancers and 
eclectic Victories lingered on 
in the Roman cultural context 
until many of the material 
categories on which they 
were depicted ceased to be 
produced. 

Unlike the kalathiskos dancers, 
the males modelled on pyrrhic 
dancers are so rare within 
Roman visual culture, that we 
can only assume that they 
were to some extent perceived 
as an inappropriate motif. This 
can most likely be explained 
by the negative attitude 
among the Roman elite 
towards male dancing.

used creatively in Roman visual culture. As an 
example of my results, we will have a look at how 
traits from the iconography of kalathiskos dancers 
were blended with traits characteristic of Victoria. 
The result was an eclectic iconography of  
the goddess of victory.

 
The way the left hand Victoria on the cuirass 
statue in Boston holds her arms, is actually 
characteristic of kalathiskos dancers. This is a 
trait otherwise foreign to the iconography of 
Victoria. The drawing renders a gem, 
belonging to the Kunsthistorisches Museum 
in Vienna (inv. VIIA 128). Here a kalathiskos 
dancer is seen holding her arms in the 
discussed position.

 
The wings represented on the eclectic 
Victoriae on the cuirass statue are, of 
course, a feature characteristic of the 
iconography of Victoria. A common mode 
of rendering this winged goddess is 
exemplified on this gem belonging to the 
Staatliche Museen in Berlin (inv. FG 2324). 
Here she is seen pouring libation.

 
The females on the cuirass 
statue in Boston do not wear 
the basket-like headdresses 
characteristic of kalathiskos 
dancers. The appearance of this 
headdress varies; one manner 
of depicting it can be 
exemplified by a dancer 
rendered in relief on this 
marble plaque. The plaque 
belongs to the Staatliche 
Museen in Berlin (inv. 1456).

 
The goddess of victory is, of course, a motif well 
suited to be rendered on the breastplates of cuirass 
statues, as a reference to military victories. In fact, 
Victoria is one of the most commonly depicted 
figures in this setting. Victoriae rendered in a more 
traditional manner can be seen on this cuirass 
statue in the Archaeological Museum of Corinth 
(inv. S 1125).

 
The composition rendered on the cuirass statue in Boston – 
with two females flanking a palladium – recurs on different 
media in Roman visual culture. The statue in Boston displays 
two eclectic Victoriae. But this composition more frequently 
depicts kalathiskos dancers on either side of the palladium. 
Such a scene is shown on the Campana plaque depicted here. 
The plaque belongs to the Staatliche Museen in Berlin  
(inv. 8217 68).

 
The short skirts worn by the two females on the cuirass statue 
in Boston is a feature characteristic of kalathiskos dancers, 
rather than of the goddess of victory. A bronze statuette in the 
British Museum (reg. no. 1824,0492.2) renders the goddess as 
we are more used to seeing her, wearing a long garment.

This drawing renders a marble cuirass statue. On the breastplate, two Victoriae are 
depicted flanking a palladium. As we will see, the rendering of these Victoriae 
combines traits from both the traditional iconography of the goddess and traits 
characteristic of kalathiskos dancers. Hence, this cuirass statue exemplifies an eclec-
tic mode of rendering the goddess of victory. The statue belongs to the Museum of 
Fine Arts in Boston, MA (inv. 99.346).

 
* Number of workshops that featured the motif 

 
Kalathiskos dancers Both headdress and 

wings
Eclectic Victoria Unidentifiable 

females
Bronze cuirass statues 1

Engraved gems 10

Glass pastes 6

Marble altars/bases 1

Marble candelabra 5 1

Marble cuirass statues 2 12

Marble oscilla 2 1

Marble plaques 6 1

Marble wellheads 1 1

Plaster reliefs 2

Terracotta amphora 1

Terracotta plaques 19 3

Terra sigillata - Arretinian 9* 2*

Terra sigillata - Late Italian 3*

Terra sigillata – Provincial 1*


