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The Iconography of Athenian State Burials in the Classical Period

Reinhard Stupperich

In the ancient Greek polis as in modern states, public
burials, especially war burials, could be abused by being
made to serve as a means to an end. Thucydides in his
famous émitadrog Adyog of Perikles, as well as in his
introduction to it, however, implies that the Athenian
state burial was a purely democratic custom.! Probably
after the reforms of Kleisthenes,? the demos of Athens
began to honor certain select individuals with public
burials situated along the road running from the Dipylon
Gate to the Academy. Single burials were made possible
by means of a special decree. Communal burials of the
war dead took place annually following a certain ritual.

Though scholars disagree about the origin of this
custom, there is sufficient evidence in favor of the
Kleisthenic date; the arguments against such a date are
weak.? Certainly burials at public expense were known
earlier in Athens and elsewhere. It is equally true that not
all public burials were confined to the road leading to the
Academy. Location seems to have been of secondary
importance; nevertheless, the Academy Road was soon
embellished with monuments that became typical of
Athenian democracy. The separate burials in ten larnakes
and the casualty lists on ten stelai, one for each tribe,
speak clearly in favor of this custom originating with the
Kleisthenic tribal reforms. State burials would have been
an adjunct to the main reforms, such as, for example,
ostracism.* The earliest attested public burials on the
Academy Road belong to the period of the Tyrannicides
and Kleisthenes himself;® the earliest known war
monument is associated with the war against Chalkis and
other neighbors immediately after the reforms of
Kleisthenes in 506 B.C.;% whether those war dead were
buried on the battlefield like the Marathon dead in 490
B.C., or whether they were brought back to the
Kerameikos is another question. In favor of a Kleisthenic
date can also be cited the almost simultaneous appearance
of the state burial with the Athenian sumptuary law, both
being mentioned together by Cicero.” This decree can be
dated around 500 B.C., since this date marks the last
appearance of private grave monuments in Attica. We
need only compare “the last grave kouros” of
Aristodikos? with pedimental sculptures from the last
decade of the sixth century, for example, the

gigantomachy from the Old Temple of Athena on the
Athenian Acropolis or the Theseus-Amazon group from
the temple of Apollo Daphnephoros at Eretria.’

The parallel origins of public burial and sumptuary
decree as complementary institutions can serve to
highlight the significance of state burials. All large
mounds and grave buildings, stelai and statues, which
used to evoke the continuous hero-like existence of the
aristocratic dead and which supported the political
influence of their families by visual suggestion, suddenly
come to an end.' The large grave mounds in the
Kerameikos are given over to all people.! Private
funerary sculptures of great magnificence would soon be
used as readily available building material and embedded
into the new city walls.”? The large mounds — tumulus
and stele as yépac Oxvévrev in the Homeric sense’® —
would be reserved for the casualties of war and the dead
especially honored by the demos. Thus the demos of
Athens replaces the Attic gentry: an interpretation
supported by the fopoi of the laudes Atticae.*

The iconography of Athenian state burials at Athens is
not well documented, although the topography of the
demosion sema is known from literary sources.'> Apart
from Thucydides’ account, our main source is Pausanias,
whose description of tombs in a roughly topographical
order has been tentatively chartered in a series of maps
by Clairmont.”® As for the forms of state funerary
monuments, the sources give no indication except for a
few enigmatic hints, such as, for example, Pausanias’
mention of the otherwise unknown horsemen Melanoppos
and Makartatos."” Archaeological finds are scanty and the
area is now more or less inaccessible to archaeologists
being largely built over in modern times. No discussion
of the iconography of these tombs and its meaning is
possible without knowledge of their sculptured decoration
and its position on the tomb; here the evidence is rather
fragmentary, since there are no complete tombs of this
sort.

The few public burials which survive directly in front
of the Dipylon Gate in the Kerameikos are probably not
quite representative. The demos honored certain proxenoi
with public burials; their stelai, set on stepped bases,'?
are reminiscent of earlier representations of tombs on
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white-ground lekythoi about the middle of the fifth
century. One must also mention the tombs of the victims
of political unrest immediately after the end of the
Peloponnesian War.' As they were killed on the spot in
the Kerameikos, they did not require cremation as was
the custom for war casualties transported to Athens to
wait for the annual ceremony; instead, they were
inhumed. As for the tomb of the Lacedaemonians who
tried in vain to help the Thirty Tyrants, the retrograde
inscription is preserved on an upper row of blocks of the
funerary building.

Even less representative in comparison to the tombs of
the war dead may be the few examples of individual public
burials; their types were less set by custom and could be
determined by individual taste as other private tombs. A
possible example of a single public burial may be a circular
tomb with rectangular wings projecting on each side.® The
circular mound was crowned by a marble Panathenaic
amphora and the two wings by a pair of Molossian dogs (a
marble cauldron with griffin profomai also belongs here). In
this case, along with the archaic type of round tumulus,
heroic or aristocratic connotations have been integrated into
the rectangular type of funerary building. The question arises
whether circular tumuli, as at Marathon, or rectangular
enclosures were usual in the beginning. The simple rows of
ten stelai for the ten democratic tribes of Attica require
rectangular precincts.?' But in years with fewer casualties all
names could be fitted into a single stele. Thus we may
suppose that most of the annual burials were rectangular
precincts with stelai and reliefs on top of the front walls
similar to later family precincts on the south side of the
Eridanos River; and that they flanked both sides of the
Academy Road, with an open space of thirty meters in
between to accommodate the crowds for the ceremony and
the funeral oration and especially the émtédrog dydv.

There are few additional finds from the ancient
Academy Road that tell us much. Some elements do
certainly come from the area of the demosion sema;
others have been found elsewhere having been carried
away in ancient or modern times for building material;
still others were even transported farther away, obviously
on account of their historical value. Some elements can
only be ascribed to the demosion sema on the basis of
probability. Whereas fragments of the stelai with casualty
lists, many of which have been found in other places, can
easily be recognized and ascribed,” it is rather more
difficult to identify iconographic material from the
demosion sema, since we are not even certain of the
themes that were represented. In cases where just the
epigrams are preserved, it is impossible to draw
conclusions from any of the names mentioned. But from
key words in the epigrams and epitaphs, which are
related to one another, we do know of some categories of
iconographic material. We can also draw more or less
convincing conclusions for people buried in public tombs
from additional burial monuments (i.e. kenotaphia)
sometimes prepared for them in private family tombs.

The representation of a lion on the tomb of a hero

represents a long tradition.”* Lions, therefore, are used
not only on private burials, but also on the tombs of
those who fell in war, as was the case, for instance, at
Chaironeia and Amphipolis. In the Kerameikos a double-
sided lion stele from the middle of the fifth century B.C.
was found in the area of the demosion sema.” On the
fragmentary neck of a red-figure loutrophoros of the
third quarter of the fifth century, also from the
Kerameikos, is represented a grave stele topped by the
figure of a lion.” On some unpublished red-figure sherds
that were found at the beginning of this century in tombs
of the east side of the Academy Road just outside the
Dipylon, felines are also represented. We may conclude,
therefore, that lions formed part of the sculptural
equipment of public tombs, just as they were used in
some private monuments of the fourth century B.C., in
the same way as the Molossians were used on the
circular tomb with projecting wings.

There are no indications as yet for actual statues in
state burials, as had been usual before on aristocratic
tombs in the form of kouroi and korai. We know of only
stelai and reliefs. Two pieces come from the year 394
B.C.; earlier ones cannot be dated with certainty. A
question that arises is whether the reliefs were set on
public tombs right from the beginning or whether they
stem from a later date and perhaps belong to the
reintroduction of private grave reliefs at the beginning of
the Peloponnesian War. Sometime at least in the late fifth
century B.C. they must have been adorned by rich
anthemia with motifs of scrolls with flowers or palmettes
of the kind normal at that time, as is attested by two
examples, one from the year 394 B.C.7

The theme best documented in state burials is the
battle scene, usually of a warrior, often on horseback, in
the decisive moment of his fight. Such a scene is
representative of both aristocratic ideals and the
andragathia. Andres agathoi, not heroes, was the usual
denomination in Athens for those fallen in war.
Variations of this motif of fighting were used on reliefs
of different kinds. Similar to the public tomb reliefs are,
for example, the votive relief of the hipparch Pythodoros
in Eleusis?® and some of the smaller temple friezes.

A fragment of a late archaic stele in Copenhagen with
two warriors fighting to the left® might point to the
existence of a predecessor, since the scene is oriented
contrary to the normal direction; but without certain
provenance it is too difficult to tell. The most important
relief is the so-called Albani relief,® which had been
brought to Rome in antiquity; stylistically it can be dated
to the beginning of the Peloponnesian War. Other such
reliefs include the fragment of a frieze with fighting
scenes in Oxford,*! which preserves the heading of a
casualty list in large letters, and the relief with the
casualty list of 394 B.C. already mentioned. A fighting
relief documented by Fauvel has been lost and therefore
cannot be considered in this study.”

There are also a number of private reliefs with
horsemen and foot soldiers fighting. One of them is that
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of Dexileos, who fell in 394 B.C., and whose name is
written on the stele of the state burial of that year (Fig.
1).* The inscription on the base of the relief provides
more detailed information about his dates than any other
classical Greek tomb inscription. The situation of the
family tomb may illustrate how such reliefs may have
been placed in a state burial. To the Dexileos relief
several other private monuments can be added.* Their
iconography helps to reconstruct and identify a fragment
found a few years ago in secondary use in Roman
foundations on the corner of Plataion and Kerameikos
Streets, exactly in the area of the demosion sema. The
scene is of a man being overrun by a horse and is similar
to that of the Dexileos relief. Since it can be dated to the
later fourth century B.C., it has been suggested that it
could belong to the monument of the year of the battle of
Chaironeia.® To the same category belong representa-
tions of warriors storming forwards, but without an
enemy shown, as have been found in Attica and Boeotia
on stelai from the time of the Peloponnesian War.* The
Boeotian flat stelai with faint patterns to be filled in with
colors follow a scheme that had obviously been
developed in Attica.

Fig. 1. Grave relief of Dexileos. Kerameikos Museum.
Photo German Archaeological Institute (Athens) Ker. 5976.

A fragmentary relief of Pentelic marble, dating from
the end of the fifth century B.C., in Rome in the
nineteenth century, but now in New York, shows fighting
between Greeks and barbarians.”’ Since no inscription is
preserved, it cannot be stated with certainty that the relief
belonged to a state burial. The fact that it was brought,
perhaps in antiquity, to Rome may point to a situation
analogous to that of the Albani relief. What is left of the
figures in the fragment are the opponents, in flight, just
at the moment of being struck by the victor, and a foot
soldier who is not preserved except for his knee. The
barbarian he kills is reminiscent of an amazon. The
oblong format of the frieze and the number of enemies
allow one to postulate that there was at least a second
victor involved. It is thus probable that it belonged to a
state burial, although a solitary warrior can deal with a
number of enemies, as occurs on the private marble
loutrophoros of Philon in Athens.*®

A sculptured base with the bedding for a stele on top
comes from the Academy Road; it may have carried a
casualty list.*” The Dexileos motif on the front of the
base is repeated on both sides in such a way as if it was
being regarded from both sides, just as a piece of
sculpture in the round. The Tyrannicides are represented
in the same way on a contemporary red-figure cup with
Theseus’ exploits by the Kodros Painter in London.® The
reliefs on the base suggest that there were also statues of
men on horseback at the top. Red-figure loutrophoroi
with such battle scenes, some of which were reported to
have been found in the area in the nineteenth century,
seem to have been used as part of the burial cult in the
demosion sema.*' A red-figure loutrophoros, formerly in
the possession of Schliemann, shows the dead warrior as
a horseman standing calmly in the midst of his
relatives.*

Representations of warriors standing calmly might
have been borrowed from the iconography of state
burials, as seems to be the case with scenes of fighting.
The horse which accompanies a soldier is an indication
of his social status or rank, just as it is in votive reliefs
for heroes. The great relief of a horse guided by a small
black boy (Fig. 2), which was found near the Larissa
Railway Station in Athens, is likely to be a
supplementary relief of a big sepulchral monument. It is
probably better dated to the late fourth century B.C.,
rather than to the Hellenistic period as has been proposed
several times.** The fragmentary relief from the area of
the demosion sema which repeats the motif of the
Dexileos relief is stylistically similar to it.* Just like the
latter, this horse relief might have originally belonged to
a late fourth century public tomb and have been removed
at some time in antiquity.

Judging from the accompanying epigram, the stele of
Athenokles, found in the Agora excavations and showing
the warrior standing quietly, comes from a state burial.**
We may thus imagine a big stele with a warrior, like that
which was said to have been found on the street from
Athens to Megara,* to have formed part of the demosion
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Fig. 2. Grave relief with horse and groom. Athens National
Museum 4464. Photo German Archaeological Institute (Athens)
NM 69/40.

Fig. 3. Grave relief of Chairedemos and Lykeas. Piraeus Museum.
Photo German Archaeological Institute (Athens) Pir. 204.

sema. The same scheme of a warrior standing quietly is
used for one of the brothers on the relief of Chairedemos
and Lykeas (Fig. 3), which is dated to 412/11 B.C. by
mention of Lykeas in a casualty list.*” Warriors standing
side by side give the impression that they are part of a
phalanx.

Two warriors on an extraordinary grave relief from
the Taman peninsula on the Black Sea wear Corinthian
helmets (Figs. 4-5).* Normally soldiers depicted on the
earlier classical Attic grave reliefs wear a pilos and light
weapons; later on the pilos is replaced by the Attic
helmet or even by the Macedonian type. The Corinthian
helmet is rarely worn and may indicate a hero. Single
helmets represented on grave stelai as a symbolic
crowning motif are of the Corinthian type.** Since the
Taman relief is influenced by Attic art, its prototype may
well have belonged to a state burial.

Often two soldiers are united with one another by a
hand clasp. Some of the earliest examples of this famous
standard motif occur in classical Attic grave stelai, the
oldest example with Corinthian helmets;® this scene later
becomes popular in family group reliefs. Few reliefs with
dexiosis are earlier than the reintroduction of grave
reliefs in Attica, and these have been found outside
Attica. This suggests that the theme of warriors in
dexiosis may have been selected as a symbol of homonoia
in order to visualize the unanimity of the democrats with
regard to state burials.”! The dexiosis of soldiers with
their relatives, who are regularly mentioned in the
epitaphios logos, also represents this homonoia.

It has been suggested that sepulchral rites may have
been represented on Attic tombs and thus might also have
been depicted in state burials.*? A fragmentary relief, for
example, from the Kerameikos showing two old men on
a cart has been suggested to represent the ekphora of the
phylai larnakes.” The evidence for this interpretation,
however, is quite slender. An athlete with a torch
running past a stele on a white-ground lekythos has been
interpreted as one of the participants in the torch race on
the Academy Road which took place every year as part
of the émitédrog &ydv in honor of the dead warriors.>*
The vase, thus, should have been intended for use at the
demosion sema. The running athlete, however, can be
more easily understood as the figure of a dead sportsman
who may have won a torch race.

The case is completely different with the relatives who
are left behind mourning and who are addressed and
consoled by the speaker of the epitaphios logos. They are
shown on the back side of an early warrior lekythos that
might derive from a state burial.** These mourning
figures are symbols of the grief and sorrow felt by the
relatives and by all Athenians for their casualties. We
cannot exclude, therefore, the idea that the relatives may
well have played a role in the iconography of the state
burial. They are to be found standing in sorrow between
several different grave stelai on a red-figure loutrophoros
from Athens;*® three women sitting in sorrow are
depicted on a metope found in the area of Hadrian’s
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Fig. 4. Relief from the Taman Peninsula.
Moscow, Pushkin Museum. Photo author.

Library.”” The inspiration for the sarcophagus of
mourning women from Sidon may even be Attic.*®
Grief caused by the casualties of war can also be
shown by the figure of the soldier himself, as can be
seen on a number of grave reliefs and white-ground
lekythoi.®® One of these is the small grave relief of
Demokleides who is sitting on the bow of a ship (Fig.
6).% It is interesting to note that the navy, despite its
importance for Athenian democracy, does not play a role
in the iconography of the state burial. Rowers and
marines were closely linked to the new democracy; yet,
there was no tradition of their representation in funerary
art. The traditional formulae inherited by the early
democracy may well have been felt to be sufficient. Both
trierarchs and thetes may well have thought it much more
imposing and desirable to have a victorious aristocratic
or heroic horseman as the symbol on their tombs rather
than a ship on which they had been continuously rowing.
A great number of vases for sepulchral rites,
especially loutrophoroi, will have been needed for those
fallen in war, since many of the young soldiers were
unmarried. That these vases were prepared specifically
for the state burials can be seen from their iconography,
especially in the fighting scenes which sometimes take
place in front of the tombs. The fighting does not take
place over the tombs by ghosts at midnight, as Langlotz

Fig. 5. Relief from the Taman Peninsula (detail).
Moscow, Pushkin Museum. Photo author.

once implied.®' Rather, the individual pictorial elements
must be read as symbols: death is indicated by the tombs
themselves, and the fighting warriors despite their death,
symbolize victory and glory for the defenders of Athens
and the right cause. It may well be that the
monumentalizing of these vases in marble was inspired
by the public tombs, since some of the earliest examples
of marble loutrophoroi and loutrophoros stelai show
warriors shaking hands.®

The representation of myths seems to have played only
a small part in the iconography of state monuments in
comparison with that played in the epitaphioi. In the
annual burial speech, the praise of Attica and of its
constitution was followed regularly by a recounting of the
mythical fights of the Athenians for the right of the weak
and against the hybris of the strong, a theme which the
Athenians also loved to quote in their political speeches.®
Based on later historical events, they are divided
typologically into fights against barbarian invaders, such
as the Persians, symbolized by amazons, centaurs,
Thracians, and the Greeks’ enemies par excellence, the
Trojans, and by fights against other rival Greek states
who in the eyes of the Athenians were tyrannizing over
their less strong neighbors. These themes are well known
from vase painting and temple friezes. Yet, only the
amazonomachy occurs on late classical sepulchral



98 Reinhard Stupperich

Fig. 6. Grave relief of Demokleides. Athens National Museum 752. Photo German Archaeological Institute (Athens) N.M. 404.

monuments and heroa.* As such, it may also have been
depicted on the friezes of the monuments of the state
burials. There is, however, no certain evidence for this.
The analogy of the fighting scenes on the Nereid
Monument at Xanthos® to amazonomachies does not help
any more than the fighting Scythians on a monumental
relief from the Taman peninsula.® But there are amazons
fighting on the red-figure loutrophoros already
mentioned, once in the possession of Schliemann, as well
as on the main frieze of three others, one said to have
been found in the Kerameikos.*’

One theme, however, does irresistibly evoke the idea
of the Athenian state burial, that of a dead warrior being
brought home by Thanatos and Hypnos. This story, used
in the epic cycle of the Trojan War in connection with
the deaths of both Memnon and Sarpedon,®® occurs in
early Attic red-figure vase painting at the end of the sixth
century B.C., about the time of the Kleisthenic reforms.*
It may perhaps reflect the Athenians’ discussion about the

idea of transporting war casualties back to Attica. The
warriors represented on the vases are given names as
though they were Athenian citizens. The same scheme
was also used for the scene of the return of Patroklos’
body,” which evokes even more the impression of
Athenian citizens collecting their dead after the battle.
The scene with Thanatos and Hypnos reappears in
Athenian vase painting in the late fifth century on the
sepulchral genre of white-ground lekythoi; this motif may
have been adopted from its use in state burials.”' By
bringing the dead home, Athens gives the same honors to
her andres agathoi as are given to the heroes in the liad.
In epitaphios speeches of the late fourth century, the
fallen warriors are addressed as ones who have departed
to the islands of the blessed.”” In some versions of the
Thanatos-Hypnos story, both in literature and in painting,
Hermes Psychopompos is involved. He also appears on
occasion in Attic sepulchral iconography together with
the deceased, a motif which may indicate heroic






