
HERCULES SLAYING CACUS IN THE HYPOGEUM OF THE
VIA DINO COMPAGNI, ROME

Considering Roman art as a cumulative process could help resolve a
small iconographical problem. Cubiculum N in the burial hypogeum
under the Via Dino Compagni in Rome (c.350–75 CE) features a series
of figure scenes referencing the exploits of the mythological hero
Hercules. One of these scenes, presently entitled Hercules Slaying an
Unknown Enemy, has no direct equivalent in extant Roman art and so
has proved difficult to identify. This article suggests that Hercules’ battle
with Cacus is most likely the incident referred to here. This is because
Antonine medallions and coins, and third-century Roman sarcophagi,
use imagery associated with the Cacus story that collectively could
have contributed to the design of the Unknown Enemy panel. Further,
identifying the defeated enemy as Cacus fits in with, and indeed helps
to clarify, programmatic themes and associations already established in
the other figure scenes in this funerary chamber.
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Approaches to ancient Roman art have changed in recent years. In
trying to understand Roman imagery, reliance is no longer placed on
ancient texts only, although such texts have of course remained a useful
source. Pioneering scholars such as Tonio Hölscher have pointed out
that Roman art is not just the personal expression of artists and patrons
but is also ‘a factor in the collective life of a society’, the product of
shared cultural knowledge.1 Accordingly, more wide-ranging
methodologies for ‘reading’ visual images have been developed in art
historical and archaeological circles, and these have been augmented
by methodologies used in new disciplines such as sociology and

1 T. Hölscher, The Language of Images in Roman Art (Cambridge, 2004), 7.
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anthropology.2 This article adopts such an art historical/archaeological
approach, starting with close observation of the art object itself to see
what can be learned from this, and then widening the scope of study
to consider social and cultural contexts, including literary contexts,
which may have a bearing on the iconography.

It also needs to be noted that in general Roman artworks did not
correspond to modern concepts of ‘creative art’; that is, Roman artists
and craftsmen did not place the same emphasis on originality and
individuality as is the case today.3 Further, while it has long been
presumed that the tendency towards replication in Roman art involved
mainly copying lost Greek masterpieces, a more nuanced approach to
this question of Kopienkritik is now preferred. Roman iconography
seems rather to have developed incrementally, almost communally,
over time, continually adapting currently available ‘stock types’ under
the influence of prevailing social and cultural mores.4 The new, more
varied imagery that arises from this eclecticism has a cumulative effect
and is necessarily multivalent, drawing from viewers a range of
preconceived associations and open to change according to context.
While such a process might simply reflect a solution to a formal
problem, it also gives rise to thematic correspondences and contrasts;
indeed, on occasion adjustments to iconography may have been
made precisely to achieve some kind of programmatic statement.5

It will be suggested here that this kind of cumulative approach can be
detected in, and help resolve, a hitherto unidentified Hercules image in

2 See, for instance, E. Gazda (ed.), The Ancient Art of Emulation. Studies in Artistic Originality
and Tradition from the Present to Classical Antiquity (Ann Arbor, MI, 2002); B. Longfellow and
E. Perry (eds.), Roman Artists, Patrons, and Public Consumption (Ann Arbor, MI, 2018);
E. Rystedt, Excursions into Greek and Roman Imagery (Abingdon, 2022); L. K. Cline and N. T.
Elkins (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Roman Imagery and Iconography (Oxford and New York,
2022).

3 Hölscher (n. 1), 5–7; R. M. Jensen, ‘Visuality’, in B. S. Spaeth (ed.), Ancient Mediterranean
Religions (Cambridge, 2013), 309–43.

4 J. Elsner, ‘Foreword’, in Hölscher (n. 1), xviii; J. Elsner, ‘Late Antique Art: The Problem of
the Concept and the Cumulative Aesthetic’, in S. Swain and M. Edwards (eds.), Approaching Late
Antiquity. The Transformation from Early to Late Empire (Oxford, 2004), 271–309; E. Perry, The
Aesthetics of Emulation in the Visual Arts of Rome (Cambridge, 2005); C. Rowan, ‘Theoretical
Approaches to Roman Imagery and Iconography’, in Cline and Elkins (n. 2), 30–49.

5 On programmatic and narrative themes in Roman art, see R. Ling, Roman Painting
(Cambridge, 1992), 135–41; B. Bergmann, ‘Seeing and Knowing in Roman Painting’, in
J. Farrell, J. F. Miller, D. Nelis, and A. Schiesaro (eds.), Ovid, Death and Transformation
(Leiden, 2023), 174–206. On visual imagery, including that on coins and medallions, used to
convey ideology, see, for instance, C. Rowan, Under Divine Auspices. Divine Ideology and the
Visualisation of Imperial Power in the Severan Period (Cambridge, 2012); F. Kemmers, ‘Coin
Iconography and Social Practice in the Roman Empire’, in Cline and Elkins (n. 2), 338–56.
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the fourth-century burial hypogeum on the Via Dino Compagni in
Rome (formerly known as the New Catacomb of the Via Latina).6

Cubiculum N in this hypogeum (c.350–75 CE) is situated amongst
other cubicula featuring biblical scenes but in itself has no specifically
Christian iconography or inscriptions. The figure scenes in this
cubiculum feature instead Alcestis and the mythological hero
Hercules (Figure 1). These scenes are arranged in two sets of three,
each set comprising a central lunette flanked by pendent panels, and
each set decorating a double arcosolium which faces the other one on
the opposite side of the room. In the lunette on the left-hand, western
side, Alcestis tends Admetus as he lies ill, offering to die instead of him,
while opposite, in a matching lunette on the eastern side, Hercules and
Cerberus return Alcestis from the Underworld to Admetus, alive and
well.7 The four rectangular panels that flank these lunettes, two at
each end of the room, refer to other Herculean exploits: Hercules
slaying the Lernaean Hydra and standing in the Garden of the
Hesperides on the right side, and on the left side Hercules joining
hands with the goddess Minerva and slaying another enemy.

Most of the figure scenes in this chamber are readily recognizable,
and it has been shown that they are based mainly on traditional
Roman iconography, especially that found in funerary contexts and
on imperial coinage, and further that these scenes may reference
traditional Roman values suitable in a funerary context.8 One panel,

6 A. Ferrua, The Unknown Catacomb (New Lanark, 1991). See also: L. Kötzsche-Breitenbruch,
Die neue Katakombe an der Via Latina. Untersuchungen zur Ikonographie der alttestamentlichen
Wandmalereien (Munich, 1979); W. Tronzo, The Via Latina Catacomb. Imitation and
Discontinuity in Fourth-century Roman Painting (Philadelphia, PA, 1986); I. Camiruaga, M. A. de
la Iglesia, E. Sainz, and E. Subias, La arquitectura del hipogeo de via Latina en Roma (Vatican
City, 1994), 44–9; J. Elsner, Art and the Roman Viewer. The Transformation of Art from the Pagan
World to Christianity (Cambridge, 1995), 271–80; N. Zimmermann, Werkstattgruppen römischer
Katakombenmalerei (Münster, 2002), 61–125; V. Nicolai, F. Bisconti, and D. Mazzoleni, The
Christian Catacombs of Rome. History, Decoration, Inscription, rev. edition (Regensburg, 2009),
47–8. The term ‘catacomb’ is now applied only to extensive underground burial areas run by
the Church; smaller, private sites are called hypogea. Accordingly, the erstwhile New Catacomb
of Via Latina is now officially referred to as the hypogeum at the Via Dino Compagni.

7 For the purposes of this article, unless otherwise stated, ‘left’ and ‘right’ refer to the viewer’s
left and right respectively.

8 G. Tatham, ‘Hercules in the Hypogeum at the Via Dino Compagni, Rome’, in A. Allan,
E. Anagnostou-Laoutides, and E. Stafford (eds.), Herakles Inside and Outside the Church
(Leiden, 2019), 173–97. The repetitious iconography used on coins was widely available and
usually readily understandable. Coins and medallions seem often to have been collected over
quite long periods of time, as art objects in their own right, and because of their portability
could have been used by artists as templates. Indeed, the Roman mint may have held a numismatic
collection, open to the public. This level of availability makes numismatic imagery particularly
useful for art historians. See, for instance, A. and E. Alföldi, Die Kontorniat-Medaillons
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Figure 1. Figure scenes in cubiculum N: A. Alcestis tending Admetus as he lies ill;
B. Hercules and Cerberus returning Alcestis to Admetus; C. Hercules slaying an
unknown enemy; D. Hercules slaying the Lernaean Hydra; E. Hercules and
Minerva; F. Hercules in the Garden of the Hesperides. Diagram compiled by J. Mill.

(Berlin, 1990); R. Brilliant, Visual Narratives. Storytelling in Etruscan and Roman Art (Ithaca, NY,
and London, 1984), 10, n. 13, and passim; Alan Cameron, The Last Pagans of Rome (Oxford,
2011), 697.
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however, has no direct equivalent in extant Roman art and has been
difficult to identify (see Figure 1C; Figure 2). In this scene, to the
right of the western arcosolium, Hercules stands frontally, his weight
on his left leg with his right leg bent at the knee in a slight contrapposto
pose. He is bearded, has a blue halo, and his lion-skin is draped over his
left shoulder and upper arm, to hang down behind him and beside his
right and left legs. His club in his right hand is raised behind his head,
ready to strike. Propped up to the right of the scene are his other
weapons: a large bow and quiver with arrows. With his left hand,
Hercules holds up the limp right arm of a naked, apparently dying
man who lies stretched out on the ground at his feet. This man has
yellowish skin, and, leaning on his left side, turns his head towards

Figure 2. Hercules slaying an unknown enemy. Rome, hypogeum at Via Dino
Compagni, cubiculum N, in situ (c.250–75 CE). Photo courtesy of Pontifical
Commission for Sacred Archaeology.
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the viewer. The identity of this dying figure has not yet been
determined, and Ferrua, Elsner, Zimmermann, and Tatham chose to
call him simply an anonymous ‘human enemy’.9

Naturally, attempts have been made to identify this vanquished
enemy; the main suggestions have been Geryon, Antaeus, Alcyoneus,
Cacus, and Death.10 To date none of these suggestions has gained
wide acceptance, and full consensus has yet to be reached. This is at
least in part because the Roman iconography conventionally associated
with these entities does not correlate closely enough with the scene in
cubiculum N, where Hercules stands over a man lying on the ground
and links hands with someone in the scene. Geryon is a popular figure,
but when fighting Hercules he is normally depicted with three heads
and wearing armour.11 Antaeus appears on Roman coins and
occasionally on sarcophagi, but the iconography shows Hercules and
Antaeus both upright, Hercules holding Antaeus by the waist and
lifting him off the ground.12 In Greek art, Alcyoneus is depicted lying

9 Ferrua (n. 6), 137–8, fig. 126; Elsner (n. 6), 276, fig. 76; Zimmermann (n. 6), 91–2, 100;
Tatham (n. 8), 177, 182.

10 Geryon: M. Simon, ‘Remarques sur la Catacombe de la Via Latina’, in Mullus. Festschrift für
Theodor Klauser (Munich, 1964), 327–35. Antaeus: W. Schumacher, ‘Reparatio vitae: Zum
Programm der neuen Katakombe an der Via Latina zu Rom’, RQA 66 (1971), 125–53.
Alcyoneus: J. Fink, Bildfrömmigkeit und Bekenntnis. Das Alte Testament, Herakles und die
Herrlichkeit Christi an der Via Latina in Rom (Cologne: 1978). Cacus: F. P. Bargebuhr, The
Paintings of the ‘New’ Catacomb of the Via Latina and the Struggle of Christianity against Paganism,
ed. by J. Utz (Heidelberg, 1991), 35–6, 48–57. Death: B. Berg, ‘Alcestis and Hercules in the
Catacomb at Via Latina’, VChr 48.3 (1994), 219–34. The question of whether the Hercules scenes
in cubiculum N are Christian or pagan has been much discussed; the present paper consciously
avoids adopting a position on this question.

11 Compare Geryon on labours-of-Hercules sarcophagi, where the three heads are usually
clearly visible; P. F. B. Jongste, The Twelve Labours of Hercules on Roman Sarcophagi (Rome,
1992), 20. Etruscan art also focuses on the three heads, as in Geryon standing before Hades
and Persephone, Tomb of Orcus II (c.325 BCE), Tarquinia, Italy.

12 Schumacher (n. 10), 131–2, fig. 2, cites a relief on a fragment from the right end of a
sarcophagus (or perhaps the lid of one) said to be in the Museo Nazionale Romano in Rome;
he illustrates this with a line drawing based on C. Robert, Die antiken Sarkophag-Reliefs 3.1
(Berlin, 1897), 161–3, no. 138, pl. 43. The fragment shows two scenes and part of a third one,
depicting in each case Hercules triumphing over an enemy. The scene on the extreme right has
Hercules lifting Antaeus off the ground, while Tellus (Earth) holds onto her son’s foot and
Minerva, Hercules’ patron goddess, reaches across to help her protégé. The next scene (second
from the right) shows Hercules holding in his left hand the arm of a dying man lying on the
ground. With his right hand, he holds Minerva’s outstretched arm, while behind him a Victory
reaches out as if to crown him. The third, partial, scene on the left shows another Victory standing
behind the head and upper torso of a male lying on the ground. Schumacher suggests that the
second scene here refers to the aftermath of the struggle with Antaeus, and that therefore the
undoubtedly similar iconography in the unknown enemy panel in cubiculum N also refers to
Antaeus. While not generally accepted, this suggestion has recently been endorsed:
S. Tortorella, ‘Riflessioni sui temi della pittura funeraria romana’, in C. Guiral Pelegrin (ed.),
Circulación de temas y sistemas decorativos en la pintura mural antigua (Zaragoza, 2007), 103–12;

HERCULES SLAYING CACUS 269

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0017383524000056 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0017383524000056


asleep on the ground as Herakles sneaks up on him, but this scene is not
a feature of Roman art. Again, Death (Thanatos) as a personification
with wings appears in Greek, but seemingly not in Roman art.13

On the other hand, there are Roman images referencing Hercules’
defeat of Cacus, which do show similarities with the panel under
discussion. Accordingly, this article seeks to reopen the question, and
suggests that Cacus is most likely the victim represented in this scene.

Frederick Perez Bargebuhr, in the course of arguing for a Christian
interpretation of the Hercules scenes in cubiculum N, seems to have
been the first to consider that ‘the troglodyte Cacus who inhabited the
Aventine Hill of the future city of Rome’ might be the enemy depicted
in this panel.14 Writing originally in the 1960s, he pointed out that the
dying figure in this scene has only one head and so, contra Marcel
Simon, is clearly not the triple-headed Geryon of Hercules’ tenth labour.
Instead, Bargebuhr supported his own suggestion by quoting extensively
from Augustan literary sources: Livy 1.7.3–15; Virgil, Aeneid 8.185–275;
Propertius 4.9.1–20; and Ovid, Fasti 1.543–87, 643–52.15 While details
differ, these passages all tell the story of Hercules’ arrival at the site

G. Ferri, ‘“Un dio trovo la strada per l’impossibile”: Brevi note iconografiche sul ciclo di Ercole
nell’ipogeo di via Dino Compagni’, in F. Bisconti, M. Braconi, L. de Maria, M. D. Lo Faro,
and L. Spera (eds.), ἡ ἄμενπτος, ζήσασα χρηστῶς καὶ σεμνῶς. Scritti per Mariarita Sgarlata
(Todi, 2023), 241–57. The hypothesis, however, has proved difficult to corroborate, and the
topic would benefit from further investigation. Jongste’s meticulous survey of images of
Hercules on Roman sarcophagi (n. 11, published in 1992 and taking cognizance of Robert)
does not include this fragment, and the Museo Nazionale Romano now has no such item in its
sarcophagus collection (Servizio Inventario e Catalogo, Museo Nazionale Romano; personal
email, 27 November 2023). In any case, the central scene with a triumphant Hercules,
Minerva, and defeated enemy does not in itself necessarily refer to the Antaeus narrative. As
Jongste’s catalogue demonstrates, except in Alcestis scenes, where Hercules is a secondary
character, on Roman sarcophagi it would be unusual to find two scenes from the same Hercules
story juxtaposed in narrative order like this. Typically, each exploit is represented only by a single
scene with clearly recognizable characteristics, and each usually forms part of a series of such
individual scenes (compare a sarcophagus in the British Museum; Jongste [n. 11], 48–52, fig. 9).
It is quite possible, then, that the second scene on Schumacher’s fragment refers not to Antaeus
but to some other, different incident such as, indeed, the battle with Cacus. Unfortunately, without
more context, we do not, and likely cannot, know whether the frieze as a whole comprised the
triumphs of Hercules only, or some more general grouping from the overall Hercules legendarium
as is seen in the hypogeum frescoes, or even a gigantomachy comparable to the frieze on the
Pergamon Altar in Berlin.

13 Skeletons may appear in Roman art, but probably act more as a memento mori than as a
personification of Death. See, for instance, the two silver cups from the Boscoreale treasure,
with skeletons of poets and philosophers eating and drinking alongside hedonistic sayings such
as ‘The goal of life is pleasure’; compare Petron., Sat. 34.8–10.

14 Bargebuhr (n. 10), 49.
15 Bargebuhr (n. 10), 48–51. Bargebuhr does not cite the contemporary Greek version of the

story by Dionysius of Halicarnassus (Ant. Rom. 1.39). Simon (n. 10). See also Solin. 1.10.
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where Rome will be built, leading the herd of cattle he has taken from
Geryon. While Hercules sleeps beside the Tiber, some of this herd are
stolen by Cacus, son of Vulcan, who lives in a cavern and terrorizes
the local inhabitants. In a mighty battle, Hercules kills the thief, recovers
his cattle, and in doing so makes the area safe for the people who live
there. In return, marking the institution of rites commemorating
the hero’s contribution to the founding of Rome, a shrine and an altar,
the Ara Maxima, are established in honour of Hercules Victor
(or Invictus) at what would become the ForumBoarium, the cattlemarket
in Rome.16 In many ways, the story of the victory over Cacus, with its
emphasis on cattle theft, mirrors the Geryon story and is clearly an aetion
(‘causative myth’) for Roman readers, explaining Hercules’ connection
with the area and the cult practices at the Ara Maxima Herculis Invicti.

In support of his Cacus proposal, as it has been left to us, Bargebuhr
cites only those four Augustan literary sources with little explanatory
comment, and he takes his argument no further. His book, The
Paintings of the ‘New’ Catacomb of the Via Latina and the Struggle of
Christianity against Paganism, was edited and published posthumously;
it was clearly unfinished, and his main thesis now seems dated.17 There
is, however, more that can be said in favour of his suggestion that Cacus
may be the enemy intended in cubiculum N.

Contextually, in Rome one might expect to find Cacus alongside
depictions of Hercules’ other exploits. This is because, while the well-
known labours represent Hercules travelling around the known world
and beyond, in Roman literature it is the story of Geryon and the pendent
story of Cacus that became popular, explaining Hercules’ presence in Italy
and in the environs of Rome in particular. As we have seen, the tale acts as
a prelude to the dedication of the Ara Maxima at the supposed site of the
battle, and offers a way of uniting diverse, and potentially contradictory,
topographical lore.18 All in all, it seems to be a local story.

16 The Ara Maxima stood, probably, in the eastern part of the Forum Boarium, near the extant
circular temple of Hercules Victor/Invictus, at the north-east corner of what is now the Piazza di
Bocca della Verità, north of Santa Maria in Cosmedin. The older Ara Maxima was damaged in the
fire of 64 CE and reconstructed by Trajan (100–4 CE). S. B. Platner, A Topographical Dictionary of
Ancient Rome, rev. by T. Ashby (Oxford, 1929), 253–4. On the Hercules cult at the Ara Maxima,
see K. Latte, Römische Religiongeschichte (Munich, 1960), 213–21; E. Stafford, Herakles (London
and New York, 2012), 194–7. On myths associated with the Ara Maxima cult, see T. P.
Wiseman, The Myths of Rome (Exeter, 2004), 26–32.

17 Bargebuhr (n. 10). The whole concept of a struggle between Christianity and paganism in the
late fourth century has been questioned recently; see, in particular, Cameron (n. 8), passim.

18 J. Bayet, Les origins de l’Hercule romaine (Paris, 1926), 203; J. P. Small, Cacus and Marsyas in
Etrusco-Roman Legend (Princeton, NJ, 1982), 28–9.
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While the monstrous, fire-belching, cattle-thieving Cacus of Virgil’s
Book 8 has taken hold in our imagination, this is not the only form by
which Cacus was known in pre-Roman and Roman mythology. On an
Etruscan mirror from Bolsena (c.300–200 BCE), now in the collection of
the British Museum, ‘Cacu’, identified by inscription, is represented as
an Apollonian figure playing a lyre; this human Cacu also appears on
late Etruscan funerary urns (second century BCE).19 Jocelyn Penny
Small, in her Cacus and Marsyas in Etrusco-Roman Legend, traces the
evolution ofEtruscanCacu toRomanCacus, noting the earliest surviving
literary versions of Cacus’ presence in the Hercules legend, as recorded
by L. Cassius Hemina and Gnaeus Gellius in the second century BCE.20

These writers portray Cacus as very much human.
The association with monstrousness seems to arise from a false

etymology to which Servius later lends his authority (ad Aen. 8.190),
connecting the Etruscan name Cacu with the Greek term κακός
(kakos, bad).21 In the Augustan period both the human and the ogre
Cacus co-exist: historians Livy and Dionysius of Halicarnassus depict
Cacus as human, while, following Virgil, the apparent originator of
the half-monster trope, poets Propertius and Ovid depict Cacus as
monstrous. The monstrousness might have been enhanced by strata
of local folklore overlying the Etruscan original. Dana Sutton points
out that the Cacus myth shares many characteristics with the kinds of
stories used in Greek satyr plays and/or Atellan farce, and suggests a
derivation from a similar story involving Sisyphus, possibly used in
these comic plays.22 Small suggests that the transformation was
Augustan propaganda, part of a process of bringing all oracles and
auguries under the personal authority of the princeps.23

At any rate, in the second century CE, under the Antonines, there was
a revival of interest in the Cacus story, as part of a general emphasis on
Roman tradition and a return to the romanticized nostalgia of the
Augustan age. Reflecting the Zeitgeist, a series of medallions from
the imperial mint in Rome has on their reverse scenes illustrating

19 Etruscan bronze circular mirror (300–200 BCE), London, British Museum, 1873,0820.105.
Small (n. 18), 4–6, figs. 1–2. For the funerary urns with representations of Cacu, see Small
(n. 18), Appendix I, 112–23.

20 Small (n. 18), 3–56; see Solin. 1.7–10.
21 Small (n. 18), 6–7.
22 D. Sutton, ‘The Greek Origins of the Cacus Myth’, CQ 27.2 (1977), 391–3.
23 Small (n. 18), 93–104. On Augustus’ programme of unification, see, for instance,

L. Morgan, ‘A Yoke Connecting Baskets: “Odes” 3.14, Hercules, and Italian Unity’, CQ 55
(2005), 190–203.
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episodes from the legendary history of Rome, including references to
Romulus and Remus, Aeneas, the Sabine women, and the institution
of the cults of Hercules, Aesculapius, and Cybele.24 The medallions
in this series are of high quality, and show awareness of literary sources
such as Livy, Virgil, and Ovid, as well as of related iconography used in
art; they may have been gifts from the emperor, intended for an elite,
educated sector of society.

For our purposes, one of these commemorative medallions, issued
by Antoninus Pius in 140–3 CE, depicts on the reverse Hercules as
the slayer of Cacus and so the founder of Hercules’ cult in Rome
(Figure 3).25 Hercules stands in the middle of this scene, hierarchically
larger than the other figures, frontal but turning slightly towards the
viewer’s left. He is bearded and naked, with the lion-skin slung over
his left shoulder and arm to hang down his left side, the lion’s head
and forepaws clearly visible. In Hercules’ outstretched right hand, he
holds his lowered club, indicating that the battle is over. Behind the
hero is a large rocky crag with a tree, and at the foot of this rock a
dead man, Cacus. He lies on his back, with only his naked upper
torso visible, presumably at the entrance to his cave. His face is twisted
back towards the viewer. Left of Hercules are four smaller men in short
tunics, the grateful local inhabitants; the man in front reaches out to
kiss Hercules’ outstretched right hand. This is currently considered
the only certain visual representation of Cacus in extant Roman art,26

24 P. L. Strack, Untersuchungen zur römischen Reichspragung des zweiten Jahrhunderts. III. Die
Reichspragung zur Zeit des Antoninus Pius (Stuttgart, 1937), 67–87; G. G. Belloni, ‘Celebrazioni
epiche in medaglioni di Antonio Pio. Una pagina di cultura erudite’, Serta Historica Antiqua II
(1989), 191–205; C. Rowan, ‘Imaging the Golden Age: The Coinage of Antoninus Pius’,
PBSR 81 (2013), 211–46; C. Rowan, ‘Showing Rome in the Round: Reinterpreting the
“Commemorative Medallions” of Antoninus Pius’, Antichthon 4 (2014), 109–25. Medallions
were issued by the mint as limited editions and were often designed and executed with great
care. They were not part of the normal currency and were not assigned monetary value.
Owning them indicated status; they were prized and collected over time, and the dies seem to
have been kept for future reference. On Roman medallions, see J. M. C. Toynbee, ‘An Imperial
Institute of Archaeology as Revealed by Roman Medallions’, AJ 99.1 (1942), 33–47; J. M.
C. Toynbee, Roman Medallions (New York, 1944a), 27–8; J. M. C. Toynbee, ‘Roman
Medallions, their Scope and Purpose,’ NC 4 (1944b), 27–44.

25 Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France. F. Münzer, Cacus der Rinderdiep (Basel, 1911),
118–20; F. Gnecchi, I medaglioni romani, Volume 2 (Milan, 1912), 19, no. 90, pl. 53.1; C. C.
Vermeule, ‘Hercules Crowning Himself: New Greek Statue Types and their Place in Hellenistic
and Roman Art’, JHS 77.2 (1957), 297–8, pl. III.13; Small (n. 18), 112, n. 1.

26 Other representations of Cacus have been suggested but not widely accepted; Münzer
(n. 25), 121–31. For supposed misattributions to Cacus in pre-Imperial Roman art, see Small
(n. 18), Appendix II, 124–6. Small argues that Cacus is unlikely to appear on objects earlier
than the second century BCE, as the story about Cacus and Hercules seems not to have existed
before then. She dismisses as uncertain two reliefs ‘of scrappy preservation’ of Imperial date from
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Figure 3. Hercules being thanked after killing Cacus. Reverse of a bronze medallion of
Antoninus Pius (140–43 CE). Engraving by Ridolfino Venuti, in S. W. Stevenson, C. R.
Smith and F. W. Madden, A Dictionary of Roman Coins (London, 1889), 455.

Mainz and Darmstadt, which include ‘Hercules seizing an opponent by the hair in preparation for a
final blow from his club’; Small (n. 18), 126. More recently, it has been suggested that a fragmentary
wall painting in the domus dei Bucrani in Ostia (4.5.16; c.40–30 BCE) depicts, among other scenes,
dwarves enacting the battle between Hercules and Cacus. The remains of the scene show,
according to archaeologist Jean-Marc Moret: ‘Marsh vegetation with two cranes. Lacuna. An
individual of which only the bust appears, with the head in three-quarter profile, over what is
probably a cow; a blue cloth covers the left shoulder. Lacuna. A three-quarters nude man, front
facing, holds in his left hand a shield resting on his leg, characterised by a bodybuilder’s
musculature, highlighted even more by the raised right arm. In the background a triple arch, set
on columns with Corinthian capitals. In front of the central opening is a nude figure, who flees
holding a shield in his left hand. In front of him some cattle charge to the right’; Jean-Marc
Moret in C. Bocherens (ed.), Nani in festa. Iconografia, religione e politica a Ostia durante il secondo
triumvirato (Bari, 2012), Appendix, 179–81 (trans. by A. P. Wood). To date, Moret’s suggestion
that this scene involves Cacus has been cautiously noted. On the popularity of comic dwarf/pygmy
friezes during this period, see J. R. Clarke, Art in the Lives of Ordinary Romans. Visual Representation
and Non-elite Viewers of Italy, 100 BC–AD 315 (Berkeley, CA, 2006), 192–6. Dwarves apparently

GAIL TATHAM AND ANDREW PAUL WOOD274

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0017383524000056 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0017383524000056


but we can deduce from this at least that the pictorial tradition retained
the human form of the ogre and that at this stage the iconography
involved the dead body of Cacus lying on the ground beside the
victorious Hercules. We also note the detail whereby Hercules reaches
out and links hands with another figure in the scene.

A similar bronze medallion, but without the grateful populace, was
ostensibly issued by Marcus Aurelius (perhaps 147 CE).27 The reverse
has, simply, Hercules standing beardless and naked, his weight on his
left leg. He holds his lowered club in his right hand and apples behind
his back in his left. There is a large rock in low relief to the right, with,
again, the naked upper body of the dead Cacus lying on his back, his
lower body concealed by the rock. Here, Cacus also takes human
form. Unfortunately, although accepted as genuine by Gnecchi,
Münzer, Vermeule, and others, the authenticity of this medallion has
been questioned.28

This numismatic Cacus type, Hercules triumphant over the supine
Cacus, seems to have been adapted from received iconography that
portrayed Theseus being thanked after rescuing the Athenians from
the Minotaur. Paintings from Pompeii and Herculaneum show
Theseus heroically nude, with his cape over his left shoulder and
upper arm and his narrow club resting against his left upper arm
(Figure 4).29 He stands in a slight contrapposto pose, with his weight
on his left leg and his right leg bent at the knee. He is flanked by grateful
Athenians, one of whom kisses his right hand while another crouches at

performed in the Roman arena in mock gladiatorial combat or enacting mythological narratives
(Suet., Aug. 43; Dio Cass., Hist. Rom. 67.8.2; Stat., Silvae 1.6.57–64); S. Brunet, ‘Dwarf
Athletes in the Roman Empire’, AHB (2003), 17–32; S. Brunet, ‘Female and Dwarf
Gladiators’,Mouseion (2004), 145–70. This was also a form of entertainment at elite dinner parties
(Lucian, Symp. 18–19).

27 Gnecchi (n. 25), 35, no. 70, pl. 64.2; Münzer (n. 25), 120–1; Vermeule (n. 25), 297–8;
Small (n. 18), 112, n.1.

28 Toynbee (n. 24, 1942), 45: ‘of doubtful, though possible antiquity’. Toynbee says that the
medallion is in Vienna, and not in Paris as stated by Gnecchi. A coin or medallion with an image
like this seems to have been known in Florence during the early Renaissance, when it was reproduced
by the workshop of Andrea Pisano as Hercules and Cacus (c.1334–59 CE), one in a series of hexagonal
marble reliefs on the campanile of the Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore. The original is now in the
Museo dell ‘Opera del Duomo. See, for instance, T. J. Sienkewics, ‘Transformations of Herculean
Fortitude in Florence’, in Allan et al. (n. 8), 259–60, fig. 11.2.

29 (1) Theseus honoured by the Athenians after killing the Minotaur (first century CE). Wall
painting from the Casa di Gavius Rufus, Pompeii (7.2.16), Naples, National Archaeological
Museum, inv. 9043. (2) Theseus honoured by the Athenians after killing the Minotaur (first
century CE). Wall painting from the Herculaneum Basilica, Naples, National Archaeological
Museum, inv. 9049.
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his left foot. The defeated Minotaur lies dead on his back on the ground
behind him, his head twisted towards the viewer and his lower body
disappearing into the doorway to the labyrinth. By this time, Theseus
seems to have been regarded as a kind of secondary Hercules, and
his club and cape in these scenes resemble familiar Herculean
attributes.30 This sort of scene could well have been regarded as a

Figure 4. Theseus honoured by the Athenians after killing the Minotaur (first century CE).
Wall painting from the Casa di Gavius Rufus, Pompeii. Naples, National Archaeological
Museum, inv. 9043. Public domain via Wikimedia Commons (photo M.-L. Nguyen).

30 Plutarch makes this point in his Life of Theseus (1.6–7, and passim). H. J. Walker, ‘The Early
Development of the Theseus Myth’, RhM ns 138 (1995), 1–33.
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suitable source for the Cacus image on the Antonine medallion,
reinforcing the concept of a civic hero defeating a monster and restoring
justice and peace to grateful citizens. In any case, clearly by the second
century CE an iconography had already evolved whereby a Hercules-like
figure with a club could be represented as standing triumphantly over a
dead body on the ground, while extending his hand to another figure.31

Contemporaneous with the Cacus medallion(s), a more widely
distributed Antonine numismatic type also referenced the Cacus
story as aetion, although omitting actual depiction of Cacus himself
and focusing instead on Hercules and the Ara Maxima. This type,
issued as a medallion under Marcus Aurelius, Lucius Verus, and
Commodus, shows on the reverse Hercules after the defeat of Cacus,
crowning himself victor in a grove beside the Ara Maxima.32 A typical
example, a bronze medallion issued by Lucius Verus (165 CE), has in
the centre a young, naked, beardless Hercules facing the viewer, his
right hand raised in the act of placing a victory wreath on his own
head; his club rests on his left arm, along with the lion-skin, which
hangs down alongside his left leg (Figure 5).33 Hercules rests his weight
on his left foot, with his right leg slightly bent at the knee; that is, he
adopts the familiar slight contrapposto stance. On the left, representing
the sacred grove, is a tree with Hercules’ bow and quiver hanging from
a branch; on the right is a garlanded square altar, the Ara Maxima, with
flames burning on top. This Hercules-crowning-himself type seems to
have been well known in Rome. There was a statue of Hercules
adopting this pose at the entrance to the Temple of Concordia on

31 Also interesting are first- and second-century CE scenes that show Perseus rescuing
Andromeda: Perseus stands beside the dead sea monster while he reaches out with his right
hand to help Andromeda down from a rock, sometimes holding her hand or arm; K. M.
Phillips, ‘Perseus and Andromeda’, AJA 72.1 (1968), 1–23. This type also has a Herculean
connection, since Perseus and Andromeda were Hercules’ great-grandparents (as in Bacchyl.
13.46–54). In general, of course, victors are often shown standing beside their fallen enemy,
but the detail of Hercules’ arm reaching out to another figure is noteworthy. Compare a marble
votive relief (mid-fourth century BCE; Athens, National Archaeological Museum, inv. 2723)
showing Herakles Alexikakos with club and lion skin, standing outside his shrine in Melite,
Athens, and reaching out with his right hand towards a youth. A similar scene in a travertine votive
relief from Ostia (first century BCE; Ostia, Museo Ostiense, inv. 157), dedicated by haruspex
C. Fulvius Salvis, has Hercules with his club and lion skin, naked except for a cuirass, and also
reaching out with his right hand to another figure; D. R. Boin, ‘A Hall for Hercules at Ostia
and a Farewell to the Late Antique “Pagan Revival”’, AJA 114.2 (2010), 253–66.

32 Gnecchi (n. 25), pls. 75.1, 77.1, 83.5, and 6; Vermeule (n. 25), 283–99, pls. 1.2 and 1.3.
33 Gnecchi (n. 25), no. 27, pl. 77.1.
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the Capitoline Hill,34 and this Ara Maxima scene was repeated on
Caracalla’s coinage (198–217 CE), followed by still later numismatic
examples up until about 295 CE.35

Figure 5. Hercules crowning himself at the Ara Maxima. Reverse of a bronze
medallion issued by Lucius Verus (165 CE). Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France.
Reproduced from Gnecchi (1912), pl. 77.1 (n. 25).

34 The statue is visible on an orichalcum sestertius issued by Tiberius (c.35–7 CE), and on a
votive relief (c.140–61 CE), now in the Capitoline Museum; Vermeule (n. 25), 284–6, fig. 1, pl.
1.4–5. According to Vermeule, the pose has been adopted from an earlier Greek type, where a
victorious athlete crowns himself. The Temple of Concordia functioned as a kind of museum,
and held several important statues and works of art. Tiberius re-dedicated the temple in 10 CE

after extensive restoration late in the reign of Augustus.
35 Vermeule (n. 25), 283–99. For the Caracalla issues, see, for instance, a bronze medallion

from Perinthos in the Vienna Kunsthistorische Museum, no. GR8918. For the latest known
example of this scene on a coin (c.295 CE), see the reverse of an Alexandrian tetradrachm of
Maximianus I; Vermeule (n. 25), 298–9, n. 63, fig. 11.
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The Antonine commemorative series, of which these Hercules/
Cacus scenes formed part, was much admired and influential; the
medallions and coins were collected and copied well into the fourth
century.36 As Clare Rowan has pointed out, ‘once struck, such images
entered the broader Roman visual language’.37

A detailed examination of these [Antonine] medallions reveals that their iconography
was drawn from earlier types, and that they in turn inspired later imagery. This
phenomenon reveals a certain intertextuality in numismatic language and suggests
that coin imagery did not merely grace Rome’s currency but was recorded and
accessible to later generations.38

By the third century CE, the Hercules-crowning-himself type also finds
its way into relief sculpture on Roman sarcophagi, where a series
documented by Peter F. B. Jongste features the twelve labours of
Hercules (second–third centuries CE).39 On these sarcophagi, the
crowning-himself image is modified to depict Hercules with the dead
Nemean lion; the Cacus incident, of course, was not one of the
traditional twelve labours. So, for instance, a sarcophagus from
the mid-third century shows the hero, naked and beardless, in the
conventional contrapposto pose, although here with his weight on his
right leg.40 He now wears the triumphal wreath on his head, so that
his upraised right arm can wield his club to indicate ongoing
aggression. Beside him, as on the coins, is a tree from which hang his
bow and a quiver with arrows. Rather than standing over a human
body, however, the left hand of Hercules holds the dead Nemean
lion by the left rear paw as it lies on the ground beside him.41 Except

36 Copies of scenes from this commemorative series were made under Septimius Severus,
Caracalla, Constantine I, and Constantius II; Rowan (n. 24, 2014), 120–2.

37 Rowan (n. 24, 2014), 122.
38 Rowan (n. 24, 2014), Abstract, 109.
39 Jongste (n. 11), 15–16, types D1, F1–F7, F9, F12.
40 Hercules and the Nemean lion (c.240–50 CE). Left end of the front of a Labours of Hercules

sarcophagus (detail). Marble. Rome, Museo Nazionale Romano, Palazzo Altemps (inv. 8642).
41 Compare the reverse of a bimetallic medallion that depicts Commodus as Hercules holding

in his left hand the dead lion by the rear paw (192 CE); Gnecchi (n. 25), no. 32, pl. 80.4. Unlike the
sarcophagus version, on the medallion Commodus/Hercules holds his club lowered and resting on
the ground, not raised behind his head. It has been suggested that the image on this medallion may
reflect alterations Commodus reportedly made to the colossal statue of the sun god, originally
erected by Nero in the Forum (Dio Cass. 73.22.3; Herodian 1.15.9; SHA 17.9–11);
M. Bergmann, Der Koloss Neros. Die Domus Aurea und der Mentalitätswandel im Rom der frühen
Kaiserzeit (Mainz, 1994), 5–12, fig. 2.4–5; O. Hekster, Commodus. An Emperor at the Crossroads
(Amsterdam, 2002), 122–5, fig. 7.
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that the dead body is a lion rather than a human, this scene is very like
the unknown enemy one in cubiculum N.

Indeed, the Antonine Hercules/Cacus medallions, the third-century
labours-of-Hercules sarcophagi, and the panel under discussion in
cubiculum N have many details in common. In cubiculum N, as on
the Antoninus Pius medallion, Hercules stands beside a dead or
dying human enemy who lies on the ground near his feet; Hercules’
left side is the same as on this medallion, with the lion-skin thrown
over his shoulder and upper arm, the lion’s face and fore paws hanging
down at his left side. He stands frontally with a slight contrapposto
turn, his weight on his left foot and his more relaxed right leg bent at
the knee.42 Moreover, in both the medallion and the panel, Hercules
extends an arm to join hands with another figure in the scene. In the
panel, though, as on the sarcophagi, he turns to his left instead of his
right and extends his left hand rather than his right as he holds the
limb of his vanquished enemy; the right-handed ‘handshake’ gesture
occurs with Minerva in the panel opposite instead. As on the
sarcophagi, Hercules’ right arm is raised, not to crown himself, but
to hold up his club ready to strike. While in cubiculum N the grateful
citizens, landscape details, altar, and tree have all been dispensed with,
it is notable that Hercules’ bow and quiver remain, thus perhaps
helping to identify the scene. Despite differences, then, there are
enough similarities in this eclectic mix to suggest that, when devising
the panel in cubiculum N, the figure painter(s) had Cacus imagery in
mind. It also seems likely that, while modern scholars find the
‘unknown enemy’ scene in cubiculum N difficult to identify, viewers
in Late Antiquity could have found the image and its attendant
concepts recognizable enough.

The modifications imposed in the putative Cacus painting seem to
have arisen from a desire to accommodate conceptual patterns
established elsewhere in cubiculum N.43 In particular, we may note
the complex compositional mirroring in the various facing images
(see Figure 1). The rectangular panels flanking the eastern arcosolium
have the Hercules figures each confronting a large serpentine enemy;

42 Most versions of this crowning-himself type have the figure resting his weight on his right
foot, whereas the statue of Hercules outside the Temple of Concordia (see n. 34), the Theseus
panel in Pompeii, the Cacus medallions, and the painting in cubiculum N have him standing
on his left leg; Vermeule (n. 25), 284.

43 Tatham (n. 8), 180–7.
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formally, the shape of the Hydra, with its coiling trunk-like body
surmounted by branched heads, is mirrored in the tree with the serpent
Ladon opposite. Meanwhile, in the western arcosolium the pendent
panels, apparently deliberately, reference human figures rather than
strange creatures, and are connected by the visual cue of joined
hands, this gesture strategically placed near the centre of each scene.

On the left-hand side of the eastern arcosolium, Hercules has his
club raised to slay the Lernaean Hydra, in effect the mortal man of
action, while opposite is an image of the contemplative, divine
Hercules, club lowered, retrieving the golden apples of the
Hesperides.44 A similar antithesis can be found in the images at the
other end of the cubiculum. On the wall to the left of the lunette,
standing beside Minerva, Hercules is a calm divine being, club pointing
downward, the auspicious dextrarum iunctio (joining of right hands)
gesture denoting concordia (harmony, like-mindedness, good will)
between Hercules and his patron goddess. In Graeco-Roman culture,
this ‘handshake’ gesture is associated with images of gods greeting
earthly rulers, as well as with allegories of political diplomacy and the
deceased with their spouses.45 On coins the gesture is often explained
by the inscription concordia, and marriage scenes featuring the gesture
on sarcophagi may be accompanied by the personification of
Concordia herself.

Opposite, in the possible Cacus scene, Hercules is again the mortal
man of action in a vigorous posture, club raised; rather than denoting
goodwill, his aggressive pose and his clutching of his slain enemy
with his left hand suggest disharmony and disruption. Research into
Roman attitudes towards left and right has so far proved complex
and inconclusive, but in Roman art at least there seems to be a
convention whereby, as with Hercules here, killers/victors hold a limb
of their dead victim in their left hand. Hercules holds the dead
Nemean lion in this way on a medallion issued by Commodus
(192 CE) and on the labours-of-Hercules sarcophagi discussed above.46

44 Philosophical interest in and debate about the merits of the active and contemplative life can
be traced back to Plato and Aristotle, and continued into Christian times. For recent discussion of
this topic, see T. Bénatouïl and M. Benazzi (eds.), Theoria, Praxis and the Contemplative Life after
Plato and Aristotle (Leiden and Boston, 2012).

45 G. Davies, ‘The Significance of the Handshake Motif in Classical Funerary Art’, AJA (1985),
627–40; L. Nováková and M. Pagacova, ‘Dexiosis: A Meaningful Gesture of the Classical
Antiquity’, ILIRIA International Review 6.1 (2016), 208–22.

46 See n. 41.
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An example also occurs in a sculptural type where the seated
Polyphemus casually holds in his left hand the arm of a dead sailor
lying at his feet.47 One instance of this type, a heavily restored marble
statue in the Capitoline Museum in Rome (c.138–80 CE), has the
dead body lying along the ground at the Cyclops’ feet in a posture
very like that in our ‘unknown enemy’ scene.48 On second-century CE

mythological sarcophagi, Medea holds the leg of her dead child in
her left hand, slung over her shoulder; similarly, a fragmentary statue
group from the Baths of Caracalla (early third century CE) has a striding
Achilles holding in his left hand the body of Troilus, also slung over
his shoulder.49 All told, unlike the right-handed ‘handshake’, this
left-handed grasp looks like a dismissive or contemptuous gesture.

If the ‘unknown enemy’ is Cacus, interesting implications arise.
Cacus’ name fits conveniently with the fact that Hercules was known
by the epithet Alexicacus (Greek Ἀλεξίκακος, Alexikakos, Averter of
Evil), so from this perspective, in defeating Cacus, Hercules is
confounding ‘badness’/evil itself.50 If this scene in cubiculum N is
intended to represent the rejection of vice, then it is appropriate that
the facing scene has Hercules allied with the goddess Minerva, since
Minerva seems at times to have been thought of as embodying virtus
(manly excellence), the prime Roman virtue and clearly the opposite
of vice. This virtuous Minerva is found, for instance, on an
antoninianus of Claudius II Gothicus (268–70 CE), where, on the
reverse, Minerva stands in her long tunic with helmet, shield, and
spear, alongside the inscription VIRTUS AUG[usti] (the virtue of
Augustus).51 The first excavator of the Via Dino Compagni hypogeum,
Antonio Ferrua, pointed out this connotation from the outset, labelling
the Minerva scene ‘The Choice of Hercules’ in reference to the sophist
Prodicus’ famous story about Hercules at the crossroads, choosing

47 The type can be seen on Roman clay lamps (first century CE and subsequently); J. Bussière
and B. Lindros Wahl, Ancient Lamps in the J. Paul Getty Museum (Los Angeles, CA, 2018), no. 86,
71 and cover illustration.

48 S. Carey, ‘A Tradition of Adventures in the Imperial Grotto’, G&R 49.1 (2002), 44–61,
fig. 13.

49 Medea: G. Gessert, ‘Myth as Consolatio: Medea on Roman Sarcophagi’, G&R 51.2 (2004),
217–49. Achilles and Troilus: M. Marvin, ‘Freestanding Sculptures from the Baths of Caracalla’,
AJA 87.3 (1983), 358–63, fig. III.5, 6, pl. 48.6, 7, 8, and pl. 49.8, 9.

50 On Hercules Alexicacus, see, for instance, U. Huttner, Die Politische Rolle der Heraklesgestalt
im griechischen Herrschertum (Stuttgart, 1997), 259–60; A. Eppinger, ‘Exemplum virtutis for
Christian Emperors: The Role of Herakles/Hercules in Late Antique Imperial Representation’,
in Allan et al. (n. 8), 73–93.

51 RIC V.225.
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virtue over vice (Xen., Mem. 2.1.21–34; Cic., Off. 1.18; cf. 3.25).52 An
emphasis on moralism in the Cacus and Minerva panels in cubiculum
N would fit with the other figure scenes in cubiculum N, which have
connections with coins inscribed with qualities such as virtus and pietas
(dutiful respect).53

The story of Hercules’ choice was a popular one, widely known, and
often used allusively. Silius Italicus gave Scipio Africanus the
Ciceronian choice between virtus and voluptas (bodily pleasure), the
latter described as the ‘the enemy of Virtue’54 (Pun. 15.18–128).
Widening the options, Dio Chrysostom’s advice to Trajan on kingship
offers a choice between royalty or tyranny (Or. 1.52–84), while Lucian
has his younger self choosing between education or sculpture (Somn.
6–9). Contemporary with the decoration in cubiculum N, the apostate
emperor Julian casts himself as Hercules in his quest to restore pagan
religion and considers whether to choose the virtuous or the easy way
(Or. 7.229c–34c)55; writing in support of this quest, Libanius also
portrays Julian as Hercules (Or. 13.47; 15.36) and has him similarly
considering Prodicus’ choice (Or. 12).

Prodicus’ parable was an important touchstone for the Stoics, and
for Romans in general, providing an exemplum whereby Hercules as
the ideal sapiens (wise man, sage) chooses arete or virtue and refuses
the blandishments of kakia (recalling the false etymology of Cacus)
or vice.56 To the Stoic imagination, the story of Hercules defeating

52 Ferrua (n. 6), 137; Tatham (n. 8), 187. On the story of Hercules’ choice, see Stafford (n. 16),
123–7.

53 Tatham (n. 8), 180–6, n. 33, n. 36, n. 50, n. 60. The Hydra scene correlates closely with
coins bearing the inscription HERCULI DEBELLAT[ori] (to Hercules the conqueror). The
Hesperides scene is found frequently on coins inscribed VIRTUS AUGG. Hercules leading the
tamed Cerberus on a leash appears on coins inscribed HERCULI IMMORTALI (to immortal
Hercules). The Admetus deathbed scene, mostly derived from biographical sarcophagi, includes
a woman with upraised arms, who resembles the personification of Pietas on coins.

54 Hinc Virtus, illinc virtutis inimica Voluptas (Here Virtue, there Pleasure, the enemy of virtue),
Pun. 15.22.

55 D. N. Greenwood, ‘Crafting Divine Personae in Julian’s Oration 7’, CPh 109.2 (2014),
140–9.

56 E. Stafford, ‘Hercules’ Choice: Virtue, Vice and the Hero of the Twentieth-century Screen’,
in E. Almagor and L. Maurice (eds.), The Reception of Ancient Virtues and Vices in Modern Popular
Culture. Beauty, Bravery, Blood, and Glory (Leiden and Boston, 2017), 140–66. On Hercules as the
quintessential sage, see R. Brouwer, ‘Sagehood and the Stoics’, OSAPh 23 (2002), 198–9;
R. Brouwer, The Stoic Sage. The Early Stoics on Wisdom, Sagehood, and Socrates (Cambridge,
2014), 111–12. On the Stoics in general, see F. H. Sandbach, The Stoics (New York, 1975);
J. Sellars, Stoicism (Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA, 2006). For Seneca’s Hercules Furens and
Pseudo-Seneca’s Hercules Oetaeus in relation to Stoic values, see C. M. King, ‘Seneca’s
“Hercules Oetaeus”: A Stoic Interpretation of a Greek Myth’, G&R 18.2 (1971), 215–22; J. G.
Fitch (ed.), Seneca’s Hercules Furens. A Critical Text with Introduction and Commentary (Ithaca,
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Cacus, who embodies the qualities disparaged in Seneca’s De ira, lends
itself as an allegory for the triumph of Stoic virtue over the passions and
bestial aspect of the human. Theodore Antoniadis makes a case for this
being a recurring Stoic paradigm in Roman literature, grouping Cacus
with other similarly barbaric foes such as the Cyclops Polyphemus in
Ovid’s Metamorphoses and Amycus in Valerius Flaccus’ Argonautica.57
Roman Stoicism assimilated the traditional values of the mos maiorum
(the customs of the ancestors) largely uninflected, and Hercules was
for Romans in general an archetype not only of virtus, but also of values
such as fides (loyalty), pietas, and dignitas (dignity).

Christians also came to espouse this Stoic ideal, often combining the
Cacus story with the Choice story.58 Justin Martyr (100–165 CE; 2 Apol.
11.3–6) and Basil, Bishop of Caesarea (c.370s CE; Address to Young Men
on How to Read Greek Literature 5.55–77), approve the moral sentiments
underlying the essentially pagan account of Hercules’ choice.59 At a
critical stage in his life, Augustine portrays his own Herculean choice
as that between chastity and carnality (397–400 CE; Conf.
8.11.26–8).60 Prudentius, in his Psychomachia (early fifth century CE)
uses the Hercules and Cacus account as a model for his allegorical
battle between various personifications of virtue and vice; indeed,
one of his pairs of combatants involves Concordia and Discordia.
Later, Fulgentius approves the story of Hercules and Cacus as a form
of Christian allegory, expressly designating Hercules as Virtue and

NY, 1987), 40–4; T. G. Rosenmeyer, Seneca’s Cosmic Drama and Stoic Cosmology (Berkeley and
Los Angeles, CA, and London, 1989); Stafford (n. 16), 99–102. The word play suggested here
works better in the Greek versions of the story, naturally, where arete is compared with kakia.
Strictly speaking, arete means ‘excellence’, being the best at everything, while kakia means overall
‘badness’, including concepts such as immorality, depravity, malice, and ill-will. It is now thought
that Prodicus’ concept of arete probably envisaged ‘civic virtue’, while kakia seems intended to
mean ‘bodily pleasure’; D. Wolfsdorf, ‘Hesiod, Prodicus, and the Socratics on Work and
Pleasure’, OSAPh 35 (2008), 1–18; E. Anagnostou-Laoutides, ‘The Tides of Virtue and Vice:
Augustine’s Response to Stoic Hercules’, in Allan et al. (n. 8), 48–9. Justin Martyr, Julian,
Libanius, and Basil of Caesarea were writing in Greek and so use the arete/kakia opposition.

57 T. Antoniadis, ‘Boxing as a Stoic Paradigm: A Philosophical Reading of the Fight between
Amycus and Pollux in Valerius Flaccus’ Argonautica (4.199–343) with a View to Seneca’s De
Ira’, ICS 42.1 (2017), 163–81. On Valerius Maximus’ Stoic leanings, see, for instance,
S. Lawrence, ‘Dead on Time: Valerius Maximus 9.13 and Stoicism’, Antichthon 49 (2015),
135–55.

58 Anagnostou-Laoutides (n. 56), 45–69.
59 On Basil’s viewpoint, see J. Beneker, ‘Plutarch and Saint Basil as Readers of Greek

Literature,’ SyllClass 22 (2011), 95–111.
60 P. Courcelle, Recherches sur les Confessions de Saint Augustine, second edition (Paris, 1968),

190–2; Anagnostou-Laoutides (n. 56), 133–54.
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Cacus as Vice (fl. late fifth/early sixth centuries CE; Myth. 2.3), while
Boethius includes the Cacus story among Hercules’ twelve labours,
which he sees as a parallel for the moral struggle of the sage (523 CE;
On the Consolation of Philosophy 4.13–35).

If the ‘unknown enemy’ in cubiculum N is Cacus/vice and the
Minerva panel refers to Hercules’ choice of virtue at the crossroads,
then all the figure scenes in cubiculum N are patently narrative scenes;
that is, they illustrate well-known stories about Hercules, showing the
hero in a positive light. This is an approach reminiscent of the earlier
labours-of-Hercules sarcophagi, where the series of Herculean labours
is thought to represent the deceased’s idealized journey through life.61

Kampen, Zanker, Newby, and others have argued that, in a burial
context, mythological imagery like this can stand for the kind of
conventional praise and consolation found in traditional funerary
eulogy, demonstrating that the deceased and their family are aware
of, and acting properly in accordance with, Roman social ideals.62

The respective eulogies of the pagan Praetextatus and his wife
Paulina, inscribed for each other on altars in Rome (c.384–7 CE),
show that these funerary conventions survived well into Late
Antiquity.63 Whatever else may be read into the imagery in cubiculum
N, then, at the very least the stories represented there reflect traditional
Roman values, particularly in relation to virtus. The potential for
antithesis in the Cacus and Minerva imagery helps to make these
sentiments clear.

To sum up, the ‘unknown enemy’ scene in cubiculum N shows
affinities with earlier Roman imagery that references not only the
triumphant Hercules but more specifically the defeat of Cacus and
the institution of Hercules’ cult in Rome. That is, while the scenes
on the Antonine medallions and third-century labours-of-Hercules
sarcophagi are not exactly like the unknown enemy scene, their
combined imagery correlates closely with the iconography used in the

61 Jongste (n. 11), 11; Tatham (n. 8), 179. Jongste cites some seventy examples of these
sarcophagi, including fragments.

62 N. B. Kampen, ‘Biographical Narration and Roman Funerary Art’, AJA 85 (1981), 45–58;
P. Zanker and B. C. Ewald, Mit Mythen Leben. Die Bilderwelt der römischen Sarkophage (Munich,
2004); Z. Newby, Greek Myths in Roman Art and Culture. Imagery, Values, and Identity, 50
BC–250 AD (Cambridge, 2016), 228–72. On Roman eulogy, see Polyb. 6.53.2–54.4; Dion.
Hal., Ant. Rom. 5.17.

63 CIL 6.1777–80 = ILS 1258–61. Compare these with the earlier Laudatio Turiae, CIL 6.1527.
M. Kahlos, ‘Fabia Aconia Paulina and the Death of Praetextatus: Rhetoric and Ideals in Late
Antiquity (CIL VI 1779)’, Arctos 28 (1994), 13–25; Tatham (n. 8), 186.
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‘unknown enemy’ panel and could have influenced the design of this
scene. In addition, identifying the defeated enemy as Cacus/vice allows
a possible reference in the western pendent panels to Prodicus’
moralistic tale of Hercules choosing the more worthy path of virtue.
Such a reading would suit programmatic themes and associations
already established in the other figure scenes in the room, which
similarly seem to reference conventional Roman values. Accordingly,
considering the ‘unknown enemy’ to be Cacus helps to provide a
coherent memorial for the deceased in the chamber as a whole, creating
an eclectic visual epitaph that suits the funerary setting.
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