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ABSTRACT

Numerous copies of both the Medici and Capitoline

Aphrodite were produced in the Roman period. Judging only

from the number of copies, it is generally accepted that the

Capitoline was the most popular type followed by the Knidia

and finally the Medici. First an examination of the copies,

variants and quotations of each type is given to provide

some background on the Medici and Capitoline.

Next is a discussion of the dating of the pieces which

has typically ranged from the fourth to the first centuries

BC. An overview of a second century trend is presented to

place both pieces in the second century, followed by a

comparison of the Medici to the Telephos Frieze on the Great

Altar of Pergamon and other known second century pieces such

as the work of Damophon. This theory points to a second

century date for the Medici and contradicts the recent

scholarship of Christine Havelock who would assign the

pieces to the first century and Julie Salathé who would

place the pieces more broadly in the fourth to second

centuries.

Lastly, a discussion of the statue types found on Roman

coins will shed light on where the original Medici type

stood. These coins were issued at Nikopolis ad Istrum in

Lower Moesia, Deultum in Thrace, Amasia in Galatia, Saitta

and Philadelphia in Lydia and Megalopolis in the

Peloponesse.
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 CHAPTER ONE

NUDITY AND THE KNIDIA

Before an examination of the Medici Aphrodite or the

Capitoline Aphrodite can commence, it is crucial to understand

what preceded it, both historically and artistically. Since it

is an accepted fact that the Aphrodite of Knidos by Praxiteles

was the inspiration for both the Medici and Capitoline

Aphrodite, that would be the logical starting point. In

addition, most scholars have no problem accepting Pliny’s stated

floruit of 364-361 (HN 35.49-52) for Praxiteles as a date for

the Knidia, so the fourth century would be the rational place to

start.1

Greece of the fourth century continued to be plagued by

warfare, although what the modern world calls the Peloponnesian

War officially ended in 404. By 386 The King’s Peace, as the

treaty was called, meant that the Ionian colonies were under

Persian control once again. The Athenian artist, Kephisodotos,

created Eirene and Ploutos sometime after 374. While

Kephisodotos’ piece was more in keeping with the traditional

peplophorus of the fifth century, other artists continued the

exploration of wet drapery, prevalent in the late fifth century.
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Examples of this wet drapery can be seen in the akroteria

and pediment sculpture from the Temple of Asklepios at

Epidaurus, ca. 370. There are also similar figures from

Athens.2

In the mid-fourth century, the Athenian naval

alliance was dissolved, shattering any hope Athens had of

reviving her fifth century maritime empire. Then Athens,

allied with Thebes, was defeated by Phillip II of Macedon

in 338. When Philip died two years later, his son

Alexander assumed the throne and set out to conquer the

Persians. The artist Alexander chose to do his official

portraits was Lysippos, who produced at least five. This

brings us past the time of the Knidian Aphrodite.3

Because Greek art is so well known through Roman

copies and also because the Greek and Roman worlds

intermingle in the Hellenistic period, a knowledge of

Roman history will also be helpful in this examination.

Rome spent most of the fifth century fighting the

Etruscans, who had ruled during the seventh and sixth

centuries. In the fourth century, Rome was defeated and

sacked by the Gauls,  but by the beginning of the third

century Rome had secured the land surrounding the city of

Rome and controlled most of Italy. They also dissolved
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the Latin League at this time. Contact with Greece

increased so that early in the third century, the worship

of Asklepius was introduced. However, by the second

century, under the leadership of conservative leaders

such as Cato, Rome was reacting against the Hellenization

of its populace. Bacchic Rites were suppressed early in

the second century and, by 150, Greek philosophers were

expelled from Rome not once but twice. Amidst all this

war, the Romans failed to produce the monumental works of

art that Greece had under similar circumstances. It may

be that none of the work survives (as much of Rome was

destroyed when the Gauls sacked the city in 390)

although, unlike the Greeks, the Romans did not have a

long history as either artists or, at this point,

connoisseurs of art.4

By the second century, the Roman Republic had moved

beyond the Italian peninsula and was conquering different

areas of the Mediterranean, carrying away local art work

as spoils of war. It was during this period that Rome

acquired its love of Greek art. Art that is typically

called Republican art or even Etruscan art was produced,

not in the early Republic, but as late as the third to

first centuries.  An Etruscan piece like the Mars of Todi
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is usually dated to the fourth century while the

Capitoline Brutus is dated from the fourth to the first

centuries.5 Although Rome had contact with Western Greek

colonies (in addition to Etrucans and other native people

in Italy) since its early kings (Syracuse was founded 20

years after the traditional date of Rome’s founding), it

was during the Hellenistic creative period that whatever

might be called a “Roman style” finally coalesced. Rome

also shared Greece’s preoccupation, however overly

romantic, with the glorious past of Greece.

Having a general idea of what was taking place in

the Greek and Roman world in the fourth and fifth

centuries, this discussion can now turn to more specific

consideration of what would have led up to the Knidian

Aphrodite. The piece is often referred to as the first

monumental nude of a female Olympian deity, but the full

implication of that is rarely understood. While the nude

male was the preferred alternative to deities in the

fifth century the female nude never completely

disappeared from Greek art. While more typically limited

to erotic scenes in classical vase painting there are

also some female nudes found in sculpture. Female nudes

had their beginning in the archaic period with pieces
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like the ones that Blinkenberg recognized as the earliest

versions of the Knidia motif (Fig. 1.01 and 1.02). In

actuality, the figures are in the pose of the Medici and

Capitoline.6

Another relevant nude female from the Archaic period

is the Canicella Goddess from Orvieto. Although found on

Italian soil, the piece was most likely made by a Greek

Figure 1.01
Archaic bronze fig-
ure in pudica pose,

from Crete,
Ashmolean Museum
(Inv 1894: G392).
Photo courtesy of
Ashmolean Museum,

Oxford.

Figure 1.02
Archaic bronze figure in pudica pose,

from Crete, Ashmolean Museum
(Inv. 1886-1908: G400).

Photo courtesy of
Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.
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artist, as nearly all later Roman Imperial art would be. The

piece is certainly an anomaly in the ancient world, and alone

among all the nude females in either sculpture or the minor arts

of vase painting or gem engraving she has a groove to divide her

labia, although the area still lacks any pubic hair. The remains

of the proper right hand and position of what remains of the arm

on the torso seem to indicate that she was holding an object

against her belly, above her genitalia. The reconstruction

offered by A. Andren suggests that her proper left hand was

between her breasts so she was not in the pudica pose but was

very close.7

Another figure with a motif that was very close to the

pudica motif is a clay plaque found in Corinth but of Syrian

origin.8 A piece like this indicates that a motif close to the

pudica pose was imported from the east. This long-standing

tradition of Goddesses touching themselves may indicate why

Knidus and an Eastern Greek audience in general were so

receptive to a nude figure of Aphrodite and to one that was in a

pose that had been transformed from a ritual one to a more

natural one.

The presence of the nude female in sculpture although

really used in public art only in the archaic period was hardly

something sprung unprecedented upon an unsuspecting audience.
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Although never at the forefront of the art world, the female

nude was always present, first finding expression in religious

motifs and finally becoming an acceptable mode of artistic

expression. Thus, Bernoulli’s late nineteenth century theory

that half-draped nudes were created first to prepare the

audience can be dismissed as an outdated theory, without the

feminist language employed by Havelock.9 Boardman calls the

Knidia a “crucial innovation,” and “aesthetically a profound

innovation”.10 She is actually the beginning of female nudity as

an accepted subject for public statuary, and as such is both a

profound innovation and a crucial innovation in the history of

western art.

Lastly, it may seem that a nude Aphrodite is a departure

from nude mortals seen in classical vase painting or an isolated

piece like the Niobid from the Gardens of Sallust, but the

Knidia is a merger of such female nudes with an Aphrodite figure

like the Venus Genetrix, whose wet drapery and exposed breast

leave little to the imagination. Additionally, while the Knidia

may be an innovation, it is also the logical evolution from

religious or ritual figures of the archaic period, erotic vase

paintings and the sensuous Venus Genetrix of the classical

period.
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Next, we turn from a general history of female nudes to

literary references to the nude Aphrodite. With Pliny as our

primary source for information on Greek artists, an examination

of his work might reveal some information about nude Aphrodite

figures, although he was not contemporary with the pieces

themselves and was writing about sculpture already three hundred

years old. In addition to the famous marble Knidia that

Praxiteles created, Pliny mentions that he made a bronze

Aphrodite. All we know of the piece is that it was destroyed

when a temple burned down in the reign of Claudius some four

hundred years after its creation. Pliny calls it “the worthy

peer of his famous marble Aphrodite.” (HN 34.69) This is

probably the piece that early scholars such as A. Hauser,  J.

Sieveking and W. Amelung were thinking of when either the

Medici or Capitloine were attributed to Praxitiles or the fourth

century. (Stewart notes that Praxiteles actually made five

Aphrodites, including the Knidia.) 11

Other scholars like A. Furtwängler attributed the Medici

or Capitoline to Kephisodotos, son of Praxiteles, who also made

an Aphrodite of stone. Pliny tells us this statue was in the

gallery of Asinius Pollio in Rome (HN 36.24). Being in such a

prominent place and being the product of an artist from a

prestigious family of artists, one would imagine that the piece
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was copied. It well may have been copied, but in chapter three

we shall eliminate at the very least the possibility that the

Medici was created in the Late Classical period.

Another fourth-century sculptor, Skopas, made a marble

Aphrodite to go with Pothos (HN 36.25). However, we are not told

if this Aphrodite is nude, draped or semi-draped. Since the

Pothos has some drapery and leans inward somewhat, we might

assume that the Aphrodite that accompanied him would have had

some type of drapery, whether her body was exposed or not. We

might also assume that she would probably lean in the opposite

direction although all of this is uncertain. These conjectures

also do not agree with Stewart’s hypothetical reconstruction

which has her fully clothed, seated and positioned as the

central figure. 12

In addition, no numismatic evidence has come to light

suggesting that the Medici or Capitoline were grouped with the

Pothos. The coins do suggest a winged Eros or Ares, but not a

figure, winged or unwinged, in the pose of the Pothos. The coins

bearing the Medici, Capitoline and Knidia will be examined in

detail in chapter four.

Skopas also made another marble nude Aphrodite “which

surpasses even the Praxitieles goddess” (HN 36.26). Which
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sculpture Pliny had in mind is unknown. Pliny may have also just

been repeating what he read in a now lost source. The passage

about a piece surpassing the Knidia is problematic and outside

the scope of this paper. If we were to judge based on which type

was copied more often in the Roman empire (Pliny wrote in the

Julio-Claudian period of the Roman empire), the Capitoline would

seem to be the most likely candidate. This is probably why in

1971, Brinkerhoff suggested a reexamination of the evidence of

Skopas as the artist responsible for the Capitoline. Since my

focus is the Medici, this is not something that I will address

fully, though I will briefly give some reasoning for thinking

the Capitoline was created after the Medici whether it was a

decade after or centuries after.13

Lastly, Pliny mentions a marble Aphrodite by Philiskos of

Rhodes (HN 36.35,) an artist of whom we know nothing. Pliny

makes no mention of dates for the artist, and never says if the

Aphrodite is nude or clothed. The only other evidence of an

artist with this name is a signed base but the signature is not

definitely the same Philiskos. This artist and any relationship

to the Medici and Capitoline will be more fully addressed in

chapter three.

By looking at isolated instances of the pudica pose, that

occurred in the Archaic period and then the Late Classical
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Knidia, we see that the Medici and Capitoline are a motif that

took roughly four centuries to come to fruition. The pudica pose

did not simply end with the Medici and Capitoline but continues

to be reused and reinterpreted up into the twenty-first century.

The Knidia was one step in the process and was certainly the

catalyst for the Medici and Capitoline, but the Medici and

Capitoline were the springboard for the pudica pose that remains

imbedded in the psyche of western art. In reviewing Pliny’s

account, we see that the Knidia was certainly not the only nude

Aphrodite made, although she is most likely the initial

sculpture that Praxiteles’ contemporaries imitated. These

imitations survive only in the words of Pliny, who was reporting

on them some three hundred years after their creation. Any one

of these creations could have led to the Medici. After examining

some copies, variations and quotes of the Knidia, Capitoline and

Medici, this thesis will focus on placing the Medici in the

second century and then consider for what area of the Greek-

speaking world she was created
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CHAPTER TWO

COPIES, VARIANTS AND QUOTES
(HYBRIDS, PASTICHES AND MOTIFS)

 Under the Roman Empire many copies of Greek sculpture

were created. In some cases these copies are the only evidence

left of the original sculpture. Looking at these copies will not

only teach us about the ancient copy industry but about the

Knidia, Medici and Capitoline types.

A theory put forth by M. Marvin about copies is that Roman

patrons only required that sculpture be appropriate for the

space the patron was decorating. She continues by saying that

the primary concern of most Roman patrons was locale and

“...creating a special kind of atmosphere.”14 Marvin even quotes

Vitruvius, the Roman architect of the first century A.D., who

tells us that athletic figures were appropriate for gymnasiums

and philosophers or orators were the appropriate subject matter

for forums.15

According to Marvin, since Roman patrons were not

interested in exact copies but only that the piece be

recognizable as an athletic figure or something appropriate for

a gymnasium styled after the Academy (herms of Herakles, a herm

of Athena or Muses but not Maenads as is inferred from

letters)16, one consequence was varying degrees of faithfulness
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to a sculptural type. While it may be true that not every patron

wanted an exact copy, Marvin never offers an explanation for the

different demands of patrons and never differentiates between

the different types of copies. In addition, Marvin never

mentions the existence of pointed copies. The casts of Baiae,

the remaining points on a piece like the Lancellotti Discobolus,

and closely matching measurements on copies prove that there was

some sort of demand for exact replicas. If we consider how many

exact copies do exist and that those copies are only a portion

of what survives, it is difficult to believe Marvin’s assertion

that a Roman patron was always only concerned about location and

mood rather than exact copies. When Marvin talks about Cicero’s

lack of interest in exact copies she never entertains the idea

that such an expense might have been beyond his resources or

more likely he only wanted to spend a certain amount of money on

art, despite his insistence that price was no object.17 If

someone was a connoisseur of art and an Emperor, like Hadrian,

he would spend more money in order to obtain an exact copy and

if someone like Cicero was only  interested in decorating a

villa less elaborately than Tivoli, he may have only wanted

sculpture that was recognizable (as with a loose copy or

quotation) but not necessarily an exact copy.  Hadrian’s concern

was the art itself while Cicero’s concern was art as interior
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decoration which are separate and distinct demands. Whether

considering the demand of Roman patrons or attempting to

reconstruct the original type, it is the individual pieces

within a “replica series” (by which I mean all the copies,

quotations and variants of a particular type) that must be

examined.

One means of sorting through copies is by expense which

can be measured in man-hours of work and the quality of

materials used. First there are expensive copies which would be

pointed copies and very careful freehand copies. Next there are

copies that might be expensive or mid-priced but are made for

architectural niches and lastly there are the least expensive,

garden sculpture and souvenir or small “votive” figures which

are all generally smaller in scale and as such qualify as

quotations rather than copies.18  Since there is no literary

evidence on the amount spent on any of the copies we will be

examining I will only describe the pieces as very carefully

executed or very careful, painstaking or meticulous copies.

The next means of dividing copies is by copy, variant and

quotation. Before proceeding to sort through the various

versions of the Knidia, Medici and Capitoline, some terms

should be defined. “Type” refers to the original piece as it
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would have been recognized by the ancients. Since often the

piece no longer exists we can only determine how they recognized

the piece by the copies that remain. The best definition of

“Copy” is provided by A. Claridge. Although neither she nor B.

Ridgway agree that the definition applies to the sculpture of

the “Classical world” for my purposes the definition is the

clearest and most complete one found. So a copy then is “... an

attempt to reproduce in form, style and execution the work of a

given artist, so that the reproduction may stand in the place of

the original work as an exact replica for the education and

instruction of the viewer ...”19 Copies may not always be

accurate in the style and execution of the original but most

importantly a copy does not deliberately depart from the

original.  Quite often reproductions were produced with a

pointing process; however, this is only possible when the

original is made of bronze. There are also very carefully

executed freehand copies which might involve using measurements

or a grid system like that which the Egyptians used. The words

close and loose or careless are used to indicate how accurately

the copyist has adhered to the type. A loose copy will not match

the type in proportions or in the positioning of the body or

various angles. “Quotations” preserve the original type but are

not necessarily meant to be exact in the details but simply to
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have a piece that has enough elements so the viewer will

recognize the type being quoted. The most relevant example would

be the various portraits of Roman matrons as the Capitoline type

which substitute a portrait face rather than the original type’s

face.20 Small scale reproductions of a type and images on coins

(or any two dimensional representation of sculpture) are also

considered quotes because they differ from the original in size

or medium but are meant to be recognizable as the type.

“Variants”, though still recognizable, differ from the type in

pose, an additional prop or some key element that in effect

creates a different type that may take on a life of its own.

Adding drapery to the Knidia would make it a variant.

The Aphrodite of Knidus or “The Knidia”

The best way to begin sorting the Aphrodite types is to

start with copies, variants and quotations of the Knidia. And

the place to start is with copies that are the closest to the

original type. The most photographed piece is the Colonna copy

in the Vatican collection (Inv. 812) although the Belvedere copy

in the Vatican (Inv 4260) is also discussed by scholars.21 In

the Colonna copy one can see the basic elements of the type

which include the head turned slightly to the proper left, the

weight on the proper right leg, the right hand covering the

genitals and the left hand holding drapery that covers a vase.
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Although typically used to illustrate the type, the Colonna copy

is not particularly sensitive and seems to combine a hard edged

academic approach with an attempt at a romantic quality. The

Colonna copy is quite competent and is markedly more feminine

than the Belvedere copy. However when one compares the Colonna

copy to the Louvre torso (figure 2.01) one immediately sees the

difference between a very close copy and a competent copy meant

for an architectural niche which is where the Colonna copy is

appropriately displayed in its home at the Vatican. The Louvre

torso area has no strut on its hip or leg which indicates that

the artist was skilled enough to conceal any supports and

probably used the drapery as the only means of support.

Additionally the area between the upper thighs is carved more

deeply on the Louvre copy and the lower portion of the navel is

carved more subtly.

Next are two heads that seem to be very close to the

original type. The first figure in the National Museum, Athens

(Figure 2.02) has a very crisp treatment to the surface, a

careful well studied treatment of the hair and even the presence

of a Venus ring, a fold or wrinkle in the flesh of the neck

found only on women. The hair that falls from the hair gathered

into a bun is not present on all copies but was likely part of

the original type judging from a copy like this which looks to
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Figure 2.01
Copy of the Knidia, Louvre Paris.

Photo courtesy of Prof Patricia Lawrence.
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Figure 2.02
Copy of the Knidia  National Museum , Athens
Photo courtesy of Prof. Patricia Lawrence

be a meticulous if academic copy. What is worrisome is how far

down the hair seems to grow on the neckline although this may

simply be a problem that arose from copying from artwork rather

than copying from nature and demonstrates that the artist may

have been a excellent copyist rather than an artist who has

worked directly from nature.

The second close copy is one found in the Ny Carlsberg

Glyptotek in Copenhagen (Figure 2.03). With so little of the

facial features left it is the treatment of the hair that we are

left with to make observations. There are extra wisps of hair

that come out from the hair line right in front of the ears. The
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Figure 2.03
Copy of the Knidia, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek,
(Inv.  1459). Photos courtesy of Ny Carlsberg

Glyptotek, Copenhagen
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hair on the back of the neck falls along the neckline in a more

natural manner on than the piece in the National Museum Athens

which has hair that looks like it is growing from the neck. A

view of the back of the piece shows that there is less careful

carving in the back indicating that that piece was most likely

designed to be put in a niche.22

Another close copy is the Borghese head in the Louvre

(Figure 2.04) The hair along the neck seems to fall down the

neck rather than grow from the neck as with the head in the

National Museum Athens but does not have the extra hair that

Figure 2.04
Copy of the Knidia, “Borghese Head”  Louvre, Paris.

Photo courtesy of Prof.  Patricia Lawrence
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