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The preoccupation of Rome with the Orient was obsessive - and as such a powerful 

element in the cultural process of shaping and re-shaping Roman identity through

out imperial times.1 From the reign of Augustus onwards ‘Orientalism’ in Rome 

became an increasingly explicit and complex issue oscillating between such diffe

rent poles as cultural demarcation and social integration.2 These poles were com

plemented by a great fascination regarding all aspects of the Oriental.3 This diversi

ty of the Orient, which is so manifest in Roman imagery, has rarely been addres

sed.4 On the contrary, in modern research dominating has been, and still is, an un

derstanding preconditioned by modern ideologies of friend and foe: portrayals of 

supreme and invincible Romans contrasted by portrayals of despised and subjuga

ted barbarians.5 In the visual narratives of imperial Rome, however, the Oriental - 

and he was not the only cultural Other - was clearly a more dazzling figure. Dressed 

in rich Oriental garb he embodied almost every identity from the east: mythical and/ 

or religious figures such as Attis, Ganymedes, Mithras, Orpheus and Paris; figures 

of the past such as the Trojans, the mythical forefathers of the Roman; bygone and 

current enemies such as the Persians, Parthians and Sasanians. Even as the enemy 

the Oriental often took on the double role of despised barbarian and admired stran

ger. And, in distinctive contrast to the Roman figures of all other barbarians, only 

the Oriental was portrayed in irresistible beauty and in the gesture of actual service

ableness. These visual concepts of Orientalism continued into the imagery of late 
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antiquity. Another continuing concept was the historicizing naming of the Sasani- 

ans by ancient writers. As their predecessors they were often called by the vague 

but ideologised ethnic term Persae, sometimes even Parthi.6 The basic changes in 

the public, religious and domestic life of late antiquity stimulated new intricate in

terpretations of the Orient and the Oriental, interpretations which were again inten

sively addressed and articulated in the imagery of the time.

6 Chavout 1992. pp. 115-125; Schneider 1998. pp. Ill; Drijvers 1999, p. 195.

7 For a historical comparison of the two (super) powers, Howard-Johnston 1995, pp. 157-226; 

Winter / Dignas 2001; Wiesehofer 2003 (discussing also the ideological preconceptions of such 

history).

8 Atiya 1991; Wiesehofer 1993, pp. 362-382; Brown 1996. especially pp. 15-94. 136-158, 198- 

216; Wiesehofer 2001, pp. 199-216; Wiesehofer (in print).

9 Dodgeon I Lieu 1991, pp. 34-67; Millar 1993, pp. 151-157; Wiesehofer 2001, pp. 160-161. 

From the same time onwards Roman prisoners of war (in particular engineering personnel) and 

other deported ‘western’ artisans were used by Sasanian authorities to implement new infra

structural and artistic measures in Persia (Kettenhofen 1997, pp. 298-308; Winter I Dignas 

2001, pp. 259-260). This stimulated new activities in Persia, also non-intended ones such as 

new forms of cultural exchange and new enforcement of Christianity.

10 Herrmann 1989, pp. 13-33; Meyer 1990, pp. 237-302; Hofkunst 1993. pp. 72-88 (L. Vanden 

Berghe); Herrmann 1998, pp. 38-51; Alram 2000, pp. 268-272.

11 Herrmann 1989, pp. 13-33 figs. 1-4 pls 1-18; Meyer 1990. pp. 237-254 fig. 1.

The quantity and quality of these changes was drastic. The rising power of the 

Sasanian empire challenged Rome and Constantinople in unparalleled ways.7 A new 

administrative structure, political hierarchy and imperial ideology determined the 

Roman empire of late antiquity, and new mechanisms in its relationship to ancient 

Persia. Christianity in becoming the new state religion of the Roman empire not 

only increasingly dominated social life but it also increasingly expanded beyond its 

cultural borders — including Zoroastrian Persia.8 And, new Christian communities 

inside and outside the Roman world provoked controversial discussions of new con

cepts of Christian life and belief - and Christian power.

The countless portrayals of the Oriental in late antique art opened up new histo

rical dimensions for Roman perceptions of Persia. They provide evidence reaching 

beyond the horizon of written history - thus setting up new pathways to the com

plex issues of Roman Orientalism in late antiquity. To understand the paramount 

power of this imagery and ideology I will begin with a non-Roman portrayal of an 

Oriental, the Persian portrayal of a Sasanian king. This portrayal highlights more 

than any other the fundamental changes in the relations between Rome and Persia 

after 224. With the rise of the Sasanian kings for Rome the unthinkable happened. 

Shapur I defeated two Roman emperors, Gordianus III in 244 and Valerianus in 

260, and forced Philippus Arabs in 244 to sign a costly peace treaty.9 Shapur I cele

brated his victories over the Romans with five large rock reliefs.10 One of these 

reliefs was placed in the heart of the royal Achaemenid necropolis of Naqsh-i Rustam 

near Persepolis (fig. 2).11 Alone the actual site of this relief was significant: next to 

the grave facade of the famous Achaemenid king Dareius I and opposite a panegyr

ical inscription translated into three different languages (Persian, Parthian, Greek), 
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the famous res gestae of Shapur I.12 This portrayal shows the exact reversal of the 

visual ideology used by imperial Rome: now the subjugated Roman emperor, Phi- 

lippus Arabs, has to kneel on the ground, with hands submissively stretched for

ward to the supreme Sasanian king high up on his horse. All this was an outright 

challenge to the Roman tradition showing the Oriental kneeling before a Roman 

authority (fig. I).13

12 For the inscription, Huyse 1999.

13 For this tradition, Schneider 1986, pp. 23-26, 29-50, 75-78 pls. 16,3-5, 17,7-9, 18,1-3, 19,1- 

5,20-21,23,2&4; Schneider 1998. p. 99, 100-101, 104-105 pl. 2.1. pp. 100-101, 108-109 pls. 

1,3 (here, fig.2), 2.1-2, 14.1.

14 L’Orange/Gerkan 1939, pp. 103—136 pls. 24a-c, 25a-b, 26b-c, 27b-c, 28a-c, 29a-b, 30b-c, 31a- 

c.

15 L’Orange / Gerkan 1939, p. 112 no. 1 pl. 24a.

16 Pensabene / Panella / Jones 1999; Elsner 2000, pp. 149-184; Giuliani 2000, pp. 269-287; Con- 

forto / Melucco Vaccaro / Cicerchia 2001.

17 Kienast 1990, p. 295.

However, both despite and because of the Sasanian victories the imperial ima

gery and ideology of Rome did not change its course. On the contrary, the figure of 

the subdued Oriental remained a key motif of the visual narratives of late antique 

Rome. I will approach this imagery from two different historical contexts, which 

both show Orientals commissioned mainly by members of the Roman and Christian 

elite: imperial monuments erected in the political centres of Rome, Thessaloniki 

and Constantinople; and the Christian imagery of the three Persian Magi adopted 

throughout the Roman empire.

Conquered eastern (and northern) barbarians are the main subject of the reliefs 

decorating the pedestals of the triumphal arch of Constantine in Rome.14 The bear

ded figure from one of the south pedestals is a typical Roman interpretation of the 

Oriental (fig. 3).15 He is wearing long trousers, a long-sleeved tunic, a Phrygian cap 

and a mantle which falls in folds on his back. This Roman standardisation of the 

Oriental garb is complemented by a non-Roman stance, namely legs crossed and 

hands bound. Although the arch was (re-)built in memory of Constantine’s dome

stic victory over his political rival Maxentius in 312 most of the reliefs show the 

emperor as triumphator omnium gentium.16 This was the title transferred to Con

stantine immediately after the victory over Maxentius, on 29 October 312, the very 

day on which he marched triumphantly into Rome.17 Already in earlier imperial 

imagery portrayals of subjugated people from east and north visualised the ideolo

gy of the absolute power of Rome, a power traditionally embodied by the Roman 

emperor. New and trend-setting, however, was the imagery of the arch of Constan

tine as regards of the exceptional quantity, comprehensive selection and visual om

nipresence of non-Romans. All this demonstrated the prime importance of non-Ro- 

mans for the public self-representation of the Roman emperor in late antiquity. Now 

no other portrayal legitimised his power more than the portrayal of non-Romans.

Portrayals of the Oriental were also present in the very heart of imperial life. 

Noteworthy are two reliefs of a richly decorated arch built between 308-311 for
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Galerius’ palace at Thessalonike (figs. 4 & 6).18 Two imperial servants are por

trayed in its two spandrels, both youthful Orientals of exotic beauty carrying an 

imago clipeata above their heads: the left one holds the personification of the city of 

Thessalonike, the right one the portrait of the Roman emperor Galerius.19 In con

trast to earlier Roman depictions of beautiful servants from the east now the tunic 

and trousers of the two Orientals are richly embroidered similar to those shown in 

some portrayals of Sasanian kings (fig. 20).20

18 Schneider 1986, p. 93; Stefanidou-Tiveriou 1995; Mayer 2002. pp. 65-67 pl. 10.

19 Originally portrayed was not the bust of the city of Thessalonike (as such remodelled between 

311-314) but of the empress Galeria Valeria; Stefanidou-Tiveriou 1995, pp. 40-47, 110-113 

pls. 4, 11.

20 See below note 68.

21 Schneider 1992, pp. 897-899, 902, 905-907, 916, 927-928; Gruner 2005.

22 Grassinger 1999, pp. pp. 60-61. 208-209 no. 40 pl. 36.1; 37.1-3.

23 Laubscher 1975; Schneider 1992, pp. 934-935.

24 Laubscher 1975, pp. 57-61, 133-134 pls. 40,1, 43-44 (“Fries B I 18”); Stefanidou-Tiveriou 

1995. pp. 34-35, 109 pl. 16.

25 For the Herrscherbild in late antiquity, Engemann 1988, pp. 966-1047. For the iconography of 

tribute processions, Schneider 1992, pp. 934-941, 944—956; Ploumis 1997, pp. 125-141; Gru

ner 2005.

Tribute Processions in Imperial Imagery: Orient and Occident

A major change in the visual vocabulary of imperial narratives is marked by the 

invention of an imagery borrowed in part from the Classical past.21 An important 

forerunner is shown on the front of a Roman sarcophagus in Paris made about 200 

(fig. 5).22 The Oriental Priam is kneeling in front of the Occidental Achilles (only 

partly extant). Priam is followed by a procession of Trojans all dressed in rich Ori

ental garb. They are carrying precious vessels to ransom Hector’s body. The image

ry of such processions, however, was formally standardized and systematically used 

for the first time in late antiquity, namely in the motif of the tribute procession of 

non-Romans offering gifts to the Roman emperor. An early example of this image

ry is handed down by a relief panel decorating the triumphal arch next to Galerius’ 

palace at Thessaloniki (fig. 7). Built perhaps in 303 the arch shows a complex visual 

interpretation of the emperor’s victory over the Persians in 298.23 The ideological 

relationship between the motif of the tribute procession and the Roman emperor is 

explicitly addressed, especially by the presence of Victory leading a parade of con

quered Persians.24 The fantastic splendour of their exotic homeland is shown in the 

form of precious metal vessels, richly filled boxes, luxurious fabrics, Indian ele

phants and rare beasts of prey.

Tribute processions of non-Romans from the Orient and Occident represent one 

of the most significant and powerful narratives of imperial imagery in late antiqui

ty.25 Core aspects of this imagery are exemplarily articulated by two ambitious mo

numents erected in Constantinople: the obelisk of Theodosius I and the column of 
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Arcadius. In 390 Theodosius I placed in the middle of the spina of the Hippodrome 

the city’s first Egyptian obelisk.26 And, for the first time in the history of any Egyp

tian obelisk its marble base was decorated throughout with sculpted portrayals. The 

relief on the north-west side distinguished by the Greek version of the dedicatory 

inscription shows a detailed depiction of Roman imperial power in two panels (fig. 

8).27 The larger upper panel depicts four enthroned Roman emperors sitting inside 

the imperial box: Theodosius I, the tallest of all, is represented in the middle; next to 

him and considerably smaller are the two other Augusti, Valentianus II on the right 

and Arcadius on the left; and further on the left the prince Honorius. The four em

perors are framed by two rows of imperial officials standing outside the imperial 

box: the lower row in the foreground shows high magistrates of the imperial court; 

the upper row in the background members of the imperial guard recognizable as 

Teutons by their distinctive hairstyle. The smaller lower panel shows two tribute 

processions of kneeling barbarians symmetrically and hierarchically related to Theo

dosius I, who is sitting exactly in the centre above them. The non-Romans offer the 

Roman emperor precious gifts from their homelands: on the right representatives of 

northern tribes wear mantles made of wild skins; on the left Orientals are dressed in 

the luxurious garb of the east. The main message of this portrayal is obvious: the 

Roman emperor Theodosius I is the one and only true centre of the world domina

ting all its people and benefiting from both Orient and Occident in different ways. 

The Teutons in the upper panel indicate in pointed juxtaposition to what extent bar

barians were a vital element of the identity of the Roman emperor in late antiquity. 

In the upper panel i.e. in an elevated position on a level with the emperor northern 

barbarians represent trustworthy military servants. In the lower panel i.e. in a hum

ble position northern barbarians are portrayed doing obeisance to the Roman em

peror above them. This imagery was a striking demonstration of the universal po

tentialities of imperial power.28

26 Effenberger 1996, pp. 207-283; Schneider 2004, pp. 168-170. For further obelisks in Constan

tinople, Iversen 1972, pp. 34-50.

27 Bruns 1935, pp. 36-43 figs. 36-43; Kiilerich 1998, pp. 34-45 figs. 5-9 & 12, pp. 132-135 figs. 

63-64; Deckers 2002, pp. 11-12 fig. 1 (bibl.); Mayer 2002. pp. 115-124 pl. 16,3.

28 This complexity merits further attention, Schneider 1992, pp. 943-944; Mayer 2002, pp. 231- 

232.

29 For these drawings, now in the possession of Trinity College, Cambridge, Kollwitz 1941, pp 

19-20.

30 Freshfield 1921/22, pp. 87-104; Kollwitz 1941, pp. 33-58 Beilage 5-7 (Beilage 6: west side); 

Engemann 1984, pp. 345-349; Deckers 2002, p. 21 fig. 8; Mayer 2002, pp. 144-150 fig. 53.

Probably in the early 5th century Arcadius commissioned a column with a spiral 

of sculpted bands. Erected on his own Forum in Constantinople, this monument has 

now been almost entirely destroyed. However, it is described by later travellers and 

documented in several drawings, the best of which are from 1574.29 Crucial for my 

argument are the depictions shown on the column’s base, in particular the reliefs 

which originally decorated the west side (fig. 9).30 Organised in four horizontal 

panels one above the other the reliefs were closely related to each other: by their 

visual syntax and ideological readings as well as by their strict symmetry and verti
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cal hierarchy. The central focus of the top panel is the cross set into a wreath which 

is held by two flying Victoriae thus emphasizing the cross as the ultimate symbol of 

the victory of Christ. The central figures of the second panel from the top are the 

two Roman emperors, Arcadius and Honorius, framed by members of the imperial 

court. Next to the emperors are placed the high magistrates followed by the imperial 

guard. The first figure on each side carrying a shield with a Christogram may be 

distinguished as a member of the personal bodyguard of the emperor. The third 

panel from the top shows two tribute processions of gift-offering barbarians both 

led by a figure of Victory vertically related to the two emperors and the symbol of 

the cross above: on the left are tribes from the Occident, on the right people from 

the Orient. Only the latter are additionally characterised by an exotic predator, a 

tiger or leopard. The bottom panel is reserved for figures of conquered enemies and 

captured arms. Predominant here are the weapons of the east, especially bows, ar

rows and quivers. The four panels show the first known imperial depiction which 

portrays the victorious cross of Christ in relation to the power of the Roman emper

or over the world.

This imagery set a new standard in the visual narratives of late antiquity. A 

famous example is the ivory diptych Barberini from an eastern workshop of the first 

half of the 6th century (fig. 12).31 The diptych displays the same ideas of hierarchy, 

symmetry and ideology. The centre of the top panel depicts the bust of Christ as 

cosmic imago clipeata carried by two Victory-like angels. The large middle panel 

is reserved for a Roman emperor sitting in full array on a horse. The panel below 

him is given to two tribute processions of barbarians, this time Orientals only, Per

sians on the left and Indians on the right. They are related to both the imperial figure 

of Victory between them and the Roman emperor above them.

31 Delbrueck 1929. pp. 188-196 pl. 48; Volbach 1976. pp. 47-48 no. 48 pl. 26; Cutler 1991. pp. 

329-339 pl. 51-59; Schneider 1998, pp. 117-117 pl. 18; Cormack 2000, pp. 44-45 colour fig. 

22; Deckers 2002, p. 15 fig. 4b.

32 For written descriptions of such portrayals now lost, Kollwitz 1941, pp. 37-38, 54—55.

33 On victory celebrations, McCormick 1990, pp. 35-130.

34 Guterbock 1906, pp. 4-26; Helm 1932, pp. 387-436; Treitinger 1938, pp. 197-204; Kollwitz 

1941, pp. 38-43, 64-66; Diebier 1995. 187-218; Deckers / Restle / Shalem 2005. For tribute 

payments of Roman emperors to eastern kings, Isaac 1995, pp. 129-132.

35 Cutler 2001, pp. 247-278.

36 Delbrueck 1929, pp. 196-199 no. N 49 pl. 49; Volbach 1976, pp. 48-49 no. 49 pl. 26.

The numerous portrayals showing processions of gift-offering Orientals doing 

obeisance to the Roman emperor (normally placed in a panel above) point to a visu

al interpretation of an imperial ceremony widely attested by late antique writers.32 

This ceremony applied to all regardless of whether they were actually conquered or 

not.33 Legations from as far as Britannia and India regularly came to the imperial 

court of the Roman emperor in Constantinople.34 Particularly legations from the 

rich kings of the east offered in humble posture precious gifts.35 This is explicitly 

addressed on the fragmented diptych Castello Sforzesco, a diptych probably made 

in Constantinople of the early 6th century (fig. 10)36. The imperial diptych Castello 

Sforzesco refers to the same ideas of hierarchy, symmetry and ideology as the im
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perial diptych Barberini (fig. 12). The upper panel replaces the bust of Christ with 

the bust of Constantinopolis which is carried by two figures of Victory; the large 

middle panel now lost portrayed a Roman emperor; the lower panel depicts two 

tribute processions of barbarians, again solely of Orientals: here Persians offer to 

the (absent) Roman emperor above not only their exotic treasures but also their own 

people as their most valuable gifts.

Legations offering gifts belonged to the most important imperial ceremonies. 

Roman emperors received and sent legations for many political and ideological rea

sons.37 For example, whenever a new Roman emperor or a new Sasanian king was 

installed both were expected to inform each other by a special legation.38 The conti

nuous flow of legations to Constantinople demonstrated and legitimized more than 

any other imperial act the ubiquitous power of the Roman emperor over the peo

ples, resources and territories. In this respect the court of the Roman emperor in 

Constantinople was a place of unrivalled cosmopolitan prestige, a place which 

housed the most colourful people, the most costly commodities and the most exotic 

gifts from all over the world.

37 Helm 1932, pp. 387-397,415^122; Kollwitz 1941, pp. 40-42; Deckers / Restle / Shalem 2005.

For the interplay between imperial ceremony and urban context, Bauer 1996, pp. 379-388; 

Bauer 2001, pp. 27-61.

38 Helm 1932, pp. 388-389.

39 Kehrer 1909. pp. 1-102; Gerke 1963; Deckers 1982, pp. 20-32; Vikan 1991, pp. 80-87; Schnei

der 1992, pp. 944—953; Jastrzebowska 1994, pp. 105-113; Gaborit-Chopin 1995, pp. 49-63; 

Korol 1996, pp. 213-224; Teteriatnikov 1998, pp. 381-391; Centanni / Molteni 1999, pp. 93- 

146; Attula2000.

Tribute Processions in Christian Imagery: The Three Persian Magi

A more complex reading of the reality and imagery of tribute processions from the 

east developed in the context of Christian narratives, namely with the new portrayal 

of the adoration of the Infant Jesus by the three Persian Magi.39 This portrayal was 

introduced in Rome around or shortly after 300, i.e. roughly at the same time as 

tribute processions of gift-offering barbarians became popular in imperial imagery. 

The portrayal of the three Persian Magi quickly became one of the most frequently 

depicted and most widely distributed bible stories in late antique art. The three Per

sian Magi constituted not only one of the most common portrayals of the Oriental 

but also one of the most prominent Christian depictions linked to imperial imagery. 

Portrayals of the three Magi were present in most Christian contexts, especially 

churches and catacombs, and were represented in most of the visual media of late 

antiquity: mosaics (figs. 16-17), paintings, reliefs and sarcophagi (figs. 14-15, 19) 

as well as metal and ivory vessels, ivory diptycha (figs. 10, 12-13), gold glasses, 

pulpits, church doors, reliquaries, pilgrim ampullae (fig. 18), pilgrim tokens, texti

les (fig. 16), gems, etc.

An elaborate example of the adoration of the Infant Jesus by the three Persian 

Magi is shown on the bottom panel of the ivory diptych Etschmiadzin from an ea
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stern workshop of the 6th century (fig. 13) 40 The top panel depicts two angels car

rying the cross as the symbol of Christ’s victory; the centre panel depicts enthroned 

Mary with the Infant Jesus; the bottom panel depicts again Mary with the Infant 

Jesus, this time in the context of the three Persian Magi. The Magi are of different 

ages and richly dressed in the Oriental garb. They are humbly bent forward to pre

sent gifts with hands covered. The Infant Jesus is sitting on Mary’s lap; both are 

distinguished by her high chair, the Christian cathedra. At the back of the cathedra 

Joseph (?) is sitting probably on a low footstool. A hovering angel behind the three 

Magi points to the Infant Jesus, who is guarded by another angel standing in the 

background.

40 Brentjes 1974, p. 119 pl. 73 (splendid illustration); Volbach 1976, pp. 94-95 no. 142 pl. 75 

(right); Deckers 1982, pp. 21-22 figs. 2, 3b; Schneider 1998, pp. 117-118 pl. 19.

41 Perhaps first written in Antiocheia at the end of the 1st century the gospel was later further 

edited and substantially revised, Hopkins 1999, pp. 290-321; Kraszewski 1999, pp. 15-18; Luz 

1999, 1033-1034; see below note 74. For the non-biblical texts on the three Persian Magi star

ting in the early 2nd century, Kehrer 1908, pp. 11-20; Dassmann 1973, pp. 316-322.

42 For the text with intensive critical commentary, Brown 1977, pp. 166-201.

43 For further discussion about the three Persian Magi, Centini 1999, pp. 61-91; Panaino 1999, 

pp. 31-60; Piras 1999. pp. 7-30.

44 Bovini 1954, pp. 56-61 no. 8 (especially pp. 60-61) fig. 15; Koch 2000, p. 523 n. 18 (bibl.).

This visual narrative differs significantly from the one written biblical source, 

the gospel of Matthew (II, 1-12).41 Matthew reports: “After Jesus was born at Beth

lehem Magi from the Orient (magi ab oriente) arrived in Jerusalem, asking ‘Where 

is the King of the Jews who has just been born? We observed the rising of his star, 

and we have come to pay him homage’.” After the Magi had met king Herod to ask 

him about the new bom King (rex) they set out, “and the star which they had seen at 

its rising went ahead of them until it stopped above the place where the Infant was. 

At the sight of the star they were overjoyed. Entering the house, they saw the Infant 

with Mary his mother, fell down to the ground in homage to him (... et procidentes 

adoraverunt eum). Then they opened their treasures and offered him gifts (mune- 

ra): gold, frankincense, and myrrh. But, since they had been warned in a dream not 

to return to Herod, they went away to their own country by another route.”42

The gospel makes it evident as to how much the visual narrative of the diptych 

Etschmiadzin embellishes the written text. The gospel says nothing about the num

ber, the dress, the covered hands and the age of the Magi; and nothing about Mary 

being seated, her prestigious chair, her husband Joseph and the two angels.43 Much 

of this visual interpretation derived from the imperial imagery of tribute processi

ons and the Oriental. The dress of the three Magi is based on the Roman perception 

of the Oriental garb. The same applies to the iconography of the Magi’s age. The 

first has a longer beard, the second a shorter one, whereas the third has no beard. 

Such differentiation of age is already depicted on a Christian sarcophagus in Casti- 

liscar from the middle of the 4th century (fig. 19).44 Here, the exotic Otherness of 

the three Persian Magi is highlighted by three camels standing in the background. 

Up to the 5th century, however, the three Magi were normally portrayed without a 
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beard, a portrayal which emphasised their desirable beauty and attractive youthful

ness.45 The Christian angels of the diptych Etschmiadzin took shape and function 

from the goddess Victory and imperial officials in late antique art: the angel on the 

right replaces Victory leading a tribute procession of barbarians (figs. 7, 9, 12), the 

angel on the left the imperial guard of the Roman emperor (figs. 8-9). The same 

applies to the gesture of covered hands. It refers to an imperial ritual depicted, for 

example, on the column of Marcus Aurelius erected in Rome around 190. Here 

Sarmati are portrayed with hands covered, dressed in Oriental garb and bent for

ward to pay obeisance to the Roman emperor who is standing on a raised platform 

(fig. 11).46 The gesture of covered hands is also common in the imagery of rock 

reliefs commissioned by the Sasanian kings, Ardashir and Shapur I.47 Here the cu

stom seems to be used to characterise people near the king.48 Not only singular 

motifs but the entire composition of the diptych Etschmiadzin (fig. 13) was closely 

related to imperial narratives: the Christian diptych shows the same formal layout, 

semantic symmetry and ideological hierarchy as in imperial imagery (figs. 8-10, 

12).

45 For this visual tradition which is attested from the reign of Augustus onwards, Schneider 1998, 

pp. 104-105, 107-110.116-118.

46 Scheid / Huet 2000, p. 358 fig. 68; Deckers 2001, p. 11 fig. 26. For the imperial tradition of this 

motif and its adoption in late antiquity, Treitinger 1938, pp. 63-67; Deckers 1979, pp. 628-629 

fig. 17, pp. 650-651 fig. 34 (A); Darmon 1980, pp. 121-125 no. 31 pl. 90; Deckers 1996, pp. 

151-156; Engemann 1996, pp. 548-549.

47 Relief of Adrashir near Istakhr: Hinz 1969, pl. 57. - Reliefs of Shapur 1 near Bishapur: Herr

mann 1980, fig. 5 (figures 3-5,7), pls. 54-56; Herrmann 1983. fig. 2 pls. 9, 10-12.14, 15b, 16- 

19. - Relief of Shapur I at Naqsh-i Rustam: Herrmann 1989. fig. 1 pls. 1&3.

48 Meyer 1990. pp. 252-253.

49 See above note 39.

50 Klauser 1966, pp. 39-40. 78-79 pl. 28.1; Nestori 1996. pp. 80-82 fig. 73; Dresken-Weiland 

1998, pp. 52-54 pls. 56,4, 57,1-2; Deckers 2001b, p. 745.

51 Schafer 1989, pp. 46-195.

Numerous portrayals of the three Magi attest how explicitly elements of the 

imperial imagery were selected, how obviously they were transformed and how 

widely they were used.49 To outline the range of visual and ideological potentiali

ties related to this imagery I will discuss four portrayals. Selected from different 

media, contexts and times these four portrayals represent four different perspectives 

which highlight the process of the ongoing re-telling and re-interpretation of the 

New Testament story.

I will begin with the depiction on the narrow side of the sarcophagus of Catervi- 

us and Severina from the late 4th century now standing in the cathedral of Tolentino 

(figs. 14-15).50 Here the three Persian Magi are set within the architecture of stately 

power: prestigious city-gates and fortified walls provide for the Christian narrative 

an imperial-like frame. Mary with the Infant Jesus is not sitting on a Christian ca

thedra but a sella curulis, an official symbol of power which was in real life reser

ved for imperial males and Roman magistrates.51

A very different imperial portrayal of the three Persian Magi is shown on a 

mosaic from around 440 in Santa Maria Maggiore in Rome built between 432 and 
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440. Here the three Persian Magi are prominently placed on the upper left side of 

the triumphal arch (fig. 17).52 This (unique) image and the others next to it portray 

stories related to Christ’s infancy. Now the three Persian Magi are organised in 

strict symmetry to the centre, the Infant Jesus. He is sitting on a monumental throne 

of imperial splendour and showing his insignia of power, the nimbus and the cross. 

The throne and footstool are made of gold studded with jewels, gems and pearls. 

Behind the imperial throne four angels act as Jesus’ personal guard dressed in pure 

white and grouped in pairs around the star right above him. This heavenly aspect is 

complemented by a historical landmark, the fortified town of Bethlehem on the 

right. On either side of Jesus’ throne sits a woman: on his right Mary brought up to 

date by her imperial robe richly adorned with jewels and gold in colour; on his left 

probably Rachel wearing a plain blue mantle over a golden dress. Next to Rachel 

are two of the Persian Magi, the third is to Mary’s right and next to this Magus is 

another figure, Joseph. Thus the symmetry is complete - and Joseph intricately lin

ked to the three Persian Magi. The gifts offered by the three Persian Magi are placed 

on silver trays. This depiction is one of the most detailed, colourful and formalised 

portrayals of the three Persian Magi known to us from late antique art. The rich 

ornament, jewellery and garb of the three Persian Magi is related to both distinctive 

elements of the dress code of Sasanian kings as well as to a specific Roman inter

pretation of it.53

52 Hack 1967, pls. 6, 18-20; Brenk 1975, pp. 24-27 fig. 48; Deckers 1982, pp. 27-28, 30 fig. 14; 

Gandolfo 1988, pp. 112-115 with colour fig.; Miles 1993, pp. 159-160; Schubert 1995. p. 85; 

Marini Clarelli 1996. pp. 336-337; Cormack 2000. pp. 33-34 colour fig. 14; Ensoli / La Rocca 

2000, pp. 635-637 (A. Millela).

53 See below note 68.

54 Grabar 1958, pp. 16-17 no. I pls. 1-2; Volbach 1958, p. 93 pl. 254 (bottom); Deckers 1982, pp. 

27, 29 fig. 13; Conti 1989, pp. 28-33 no. 1; Vikan 1991, pp. 77, 80-87; Jastrzebowska 1994, 

pp. 108-109 fig. 3.

Furthermore the entire composition of the mosaic’s narrative is linked to impe

rial imagery: not only the throne, the guards and the splendour but also the central 

composition stressing both hierarchy and symmetry. This mosaic stimulated rea

dings both different and complementing. One reading was certainly to demonstrate 

the unique divinity and absolute supremacy of Christ. This message was enhanced 

by the presence of the three Orientals, the Persian Magi offering gifts to the Infant 

Jesus. Another reading was to mark the obvious proximity between Christian religi

on and imperial ideology, between the ultimate power of Christ in heaven and the 

actual power of the Roman emperor on earth.

Pilgrim ampullae produced in vast numbers in 6th century Palestine and made 

of lead and tin document the enormous diffusion of centralised compositions of the 

three Persian Magi throughout the Mediterranean. New visual elements within this 

imagery are shown on an ampulla now in the treasury of the cathedral of Monza 

(fig. 18).54 Again the Infant Jesus held by Mary marks the centre. This time she is 

sitting like an empress on an imperial-like throne. To the right of Christ are the three 

Persian Magi, to his left three shepherds. This shows two important visual inventi
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ons, both perhaps introduced in the 6th century:55 the first of the three Persian Magi 

is now kneeling in a similar way to the kneeling barbarian in imperial imagery (figs. 

1, 8—9);56 and three shepherds have been added. In contrast to the three Persian 

Magi who offer their gifts in ritualised formality the three shepherds are depicted 

more informally, each in a different stance and with a different emotion. The three 

shepherds stimulated new readings. Formally they are necessary for the symmetri

cal set-up of the depiction; in most other aspects, however, they are deliberately 

portrayed as an asymmetrical complement to the three Persian Magi. Both groups 

typify ideas portrayed in imperial imagery: the rich garment of the three Persian 

Magi reflects the luxurious garb of the Oriental, whereas the rustic simplicity of the 

three shepherds corresponds to the rudimentary clothing of the northern barbarian. 

Both groups embody different religious, social, ethnic and cultural contexts thus 

emphasizing further aspects of the all-encompassing powers of Christ.

55 For the imagery of both the three shepherds and the three Magi. Warland 1994, pp. 371-385;

Attula 2000, pp. 46-47.

56 For the imagery of kneeling figures in front of Christ, Krause 2000, pp. 22-34.

57 Deichmann 1958, pls. VI1I-X (colour), 311, 351-375; Deichmann 1969, pp. 241-243, 247- 

248, 254-256; Deichmann 1976, pp. 165-166, 178-187; Engemann 1984. pp. 348-356; Elsner 

1995, pp. 177-189; Angiolini Martinelli 1997, pp. 207-214, 217-219 colour figs. 421-427, 

434-440, 451-460; Cormack 2000, pp. 58-62 colour figs. 32-34; Deckers 2002, pp. 22-38.

58 Deckers 2002. pp. 29-38.

59 Deichmann 1958, pls. 360-361, 367; Angiolini Martinelli 1997, p. 214 colour fig. 440; Teter- 

iatnikov 1998, pp. 382-384 figs. 1-2; Deckers 2002, pp. 28-29. 35-37. - For a bronze ring 

showing the three Magi without Jesus and Mary, Vikan 1991. p. 87 pl. 11c.

The last depiction is perhaps the most pointed and intricate of all. It marks furt

her aspects of the complex relations between imperial and Christian imagery. This 

depiction is part of a unique set of mosaics in the apse of the church of San Vitale in 

Ravenna built and decorated around 540.57 These mosaics transform all the walls 

into gold and flood them with colourful imagery: this creates a powerful visual spa

ce beyond the conventional confines of interior architecture. The pictorial centre

piece of the church, the mosaic of the dome of the apse, shows Christ as kosmokra- 

tor sitting on top of the celestial globe. Directly related to this portrayal but placed 

in a lower zone are two mosaics, both on each side of the apse wall and both depic

ting members of the imperial (and Episcopal) court. The two mosaics portray a 

procession of worshippers represented in much detail but not related to any specific 

historical event.58 On the left wall the emperor Justinian is holding a shallow gold 

basket; on the right his wife, the empress Theodora, a gold cup studded with gems 

(fig. 16). Both are characterised by the holy nimbus. Theodora, however, is particu

larly distinguished: her nimbus is much larger than that of the emperor, only she is 

placed in front of prestigious architecture, an apse-like niche, and only she is dres

sed in an imperial robe richly embroidered with figures. Woven with golden thread 

into the lower hem of her purple robe is a small portrayal of the three Magi offering 

gifts. Missing, however, are the Infant Jesus and the Virgin Mary (fig. 16).59

This unusual and subtly placed portrayal of the three Magi must have stimula

ted many, even seemingly contradictory readings - and must have inspired a wide 
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range of religious, political and ideological connotations. The most frequently sug

gested reading so far is: as once the Persian Magi so now the Roman emperor and 

the Roman empress offer precious gifts to Christ who is sitting high above them in 

heaven on top of the celestial globe (an imperial seat already used in the imagery of 

Roman emperors).60 More specific and complex are the implications resulting from 

the immediate context of the portrayal of the three Magi shown on the empress’ 

robe: one after another, the first one half hidden behind a fold. Why were they de

picted on Theodora’s dress, why next to her feet, and why without the Infant Jesus? 

The hem position indicates not only a personal relationship between the empress 

and the three Persian Magi but also a hierarchical difference between them and 

Theodora, a reading strengthened by late antique writers. They repeatedly emphasi

se how much the empress liked to receive foreign legations and demand the Persian 

Proskynesis.61 Additionally the absence of Jesus allows an assimilation of Mary 

and Theodora, the most distinguished person depicted on the church’s mosaics. 

Theodora is the only one besides Christ to receive adoration and gifts from the three 

Persian Magi.62 This pointed relationship between Theodora and the three Persian 

Magi could have stimulated further readings. The empress was an active supporter 

of the Monophysites, a powerful Christian movement little favoured in the west but 

particularly popular in the east63 In this respect the three Persian Magi could have 

embodied also a specific religious and political loyalty of Oriental Christianity to 

Theodora: as the imperial patroness of the Monophysite movement in the east and 

as the empress of paramount (Christian) powers portrayed in the west. To sum up, 

the portrayal of the three Magi at Theodora's feet underlines the wide range of visu

al strategies used by the imperial court. A main characteristic of these strategies was 

to select, adopt and manipulate from Christian imagery what was thought to be 

effective for the purposes of imperial ideology. This raises the question as to whe

ther the empress herself was involved in the intricate design and the subtle messa

ges of the mosaic(s) in San Vitale. Of similar significance was another portrayal of 

the three Persian Magi in the same church. Archbishop Agnellus (557-570) singled 

out the figures of the three Persian Magi to adorn the famous purple altar cloth and 

placed his own portrait next to them.64

60 Schneider 1997. p. 109 pl. 8.2.

61 Procopius, Panegyricus in Anastasium 15,15 & 30,23; Paulus Silentarius 58 ss.; Lydus, De 

Magistratibus Populi Romani 26,23; Zonaras 14,6-7; Justinianus, Novellae 8,1, 28,5, 29,4.

62 For further connections between the empress Theodora and the Virgin Mary in Italy, Cormack 

2000, p. 62.

63 For Theodora, Spruit 1970, pp. 109-136; Browning 1971; Irmscher 1988, pp. 89-94; Pazdernik 

1994, pp. 256-281; Leppin 2000, pp. 75-85. - For the Monophysite movement, Frend 1972.

64 Mango 1972, p. 108 (Agnellus. Liber pontificalis ecclesiae Ravennatis, XXVIII [De Agnello c. 

88]). For the purple altar cloth commissioned by archbishop Maximianus (546-556), Mango 

1972, pp. 106-107 (Agnellus, Liber pontificalis ecclesiae Ravennatis, XXVII [De Maximiano 

c. 80]).
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Orientalism in Late Antiquity

Different sources highlight the constant and obvious preoccupation of late antique 

Rome and Constantinople with the east: not only the ongoing discourse about the 

Orient handed down by numerous writers but also and, in particular, the outstan

ding quantity, quality and variety of portrayals of the Oriental in imperial and Chri

stian narratives. It was a preoccupation of such omnipresence that it seems to equal 

if not outmatch the widespread Orientalism of earlier imperial times. The historical 

focus of Roman Orientalism remained the Persian, who was politically brought up 

to date in late antiquity by the regime of the Sasanian kings. In general the Roman 

portrayal of the Oriental was not based on indigenous models of different peoples 

but standardized by the ideologised imagery of western art. This imagery was con

ceptually integrated into the different landscapes of Roman life, into the very heart 

of Roman culture. At the same time, it was an imagery of cultural counter-models 

confirming core aspects of Roman identity and Roman ideology. As in earlier im

perial times Roman views of the Persian were manifold, oscillating between the 

despised barbarian subdued by Rome and the fascinating cultural Other represen

ting aspects such as exotic splendour, irresistible attraction, outright admiration - 

and legendary power. In the imagery of late antiquity these complex sets of diffe

rent perceptions were newly addressed and articulated.

The invented motif of barbarians offering some of the world's most precious 

gifts was now especially linked to portrayals of servile Orientals, portrayals refer

ring to all the people of the east, from the Persian Magi to the Sasanian kings. Figu

res of Orientals in late antique art were often shown with new detail and ornament 

in their dress:65 in imperial imagery, for example, the triumphal arch of Galerius 

(fig. 7) and the arch attributed to his palace (figs. 4 & 6) both in Thessaloniki, furt

her the diptychs Castello Sforzesco (fig. 10), Barberini (fig. 12) and Halberstadt;66 

in Christian imagery, for example, the three Persian Magi depicted in Santa Maria 

Maggiore in Rome (fig. 17), an ambo from Thessaloniki and the ivory diptych 

Etschmiadzin (fig. 13).67 A richer ornamented Oriental garb related such portrayals 

more explicitly to the extreme luxury of eastern fabrics and the lavish dress code of 

the Sasanian kings as shown, for example, on the Sasanian silver-gilt plate of Yazd- 

gard I in New York (fig. 20).68 A similar interest in more narrative detail might 

have also stimulated a further differentiation in the age of the three Persian Magi as 

65 A distinct tendency to detail regarding the ornament and colouring of the Oriental dress is al

ready manifest in paintings showing Mithras, paintings datable to the 2nd century: Andreae 

1973, colour pls. 105-106.

66 Volbach 1976, pp. 42-43 no. 35 pl. 19 (Halberstadt), pp. 48-49 no. 49 pl. 26 (Castello Sfor

zesco).

67 Ambo from Thessaloniki: Volbach 1958, p. 59 pls. 78-79; Warlandl994, pp. 371-385; Enge

mann 2001, pp. 57-60.

68 Harper 1981, pp. 63-64 pl. 16. For similar ornamentation of the official dress of Sasanian kings 

depicted on Sasanian silver-gilt plates, Harper 1978, pp. 48-50 no. 12 with colour fig.; Harper 

1981. pp. 57-61, 68-70, pls. 13-14, 20, 38. - For Roman descriptions of the luxurious dress 

code of Persian-Sasanian nobles. Herodianus, 6,4,4; Ammianus Marcellinus, 18,6,22; 19.1,3; 

23,6,84; Scriptores Historiae Augustae, Elagabalus (2?>,3),Aurelianus (28,4-5; 29,2; 33,1-34,6).
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shown on the ivory diptych Etschmiadzin (fig. 13) and the Christian sarcophagus in 

Castiliscar (fig. 19).69

69 But see above note 44.

70 Translation after Mango 1972, p. 114. For the imagery of the church in Bethlehem, Kiihnel 

1987, pp. 133-149. especially pp. 134—135.

71 Duchesne-Guillemin 1985. pp. 149-157 ; Graf 1996. pp. 24—36. 48-54, 99-100; Jong 1997; 

Den Boeft 1999, pp. 207-215; Burkert 2003, pp. 113-133.

72 Johannes Chrysostomus, in Matthaeum homiliae 6,1 & 7,4-5 (= Patrologia Graeca 57-58, 65. 

77-79); Augustinus, sermones 33,3 (= Patrologia Latina 54,242); Leo Magnus, sermones 38,1 

(= Patrologia Latina 54,260).

A significant but late interpretation stressing the lifelike imagery and the power 

of Christian portrayals of the three Persian Magi is an ekphrasis handed down in the 

epistola synodicapatriarcharum orientalium (VII,8). Here it is argued that even the 

Persian forces when ravaging eastern parts of the Byzantine empire were spellbound 

and overpowered by this imagery. The ekphrasis is part of a petition alleged to have 

been addressed to the emperor Theophilus by a council held at Jerusalem in 836: “ 

... Helena ... erected the great church of the Mother of Gods at ... Bethlehem, and 

on its outer western wall she depicted in mosaic [perhaps at the time of Justinian] 

the holy nativity of Christ, with the mother of God holding the life giving Infant on 

her bosom and the adoration of the gift-bearing Magi. When the godless Persians 

devastated all the cities of Romania and Syria, and burnt to ashes the holy city of 

Jerusalem [in 614| they came to the holy town of Bethlehem, and when they beheld 

the images of their fellow countrymen, i.e. of the Persian Magi versed in astrono

my, they respected the persons represented as if they were alive, and out of re

verence and love towards their ancestors, left the great church unharmed and free of 

any damage ...”70

The most important change in the use and understanding of the late antique 

imagery of the Oriental, however, is its new religious dimension, its explicit and 

constant integration into the heart of Christian narratives from around 300 onwards. 

In this context the western complexity of the Persian Magi is of particular historical 

interest. In Classical Greek and Latin sources, the term Magi refers primarily to a 

peculiar sect of Persian priests who performed all sorts of strange ‘magic’.71 From 

Hellenistic times the Magi become more and more stylised as the incarnation of 

wise men. Leading Christian authorities of the 4th and earlier 5th centuries such as 

Pope Leo I (Rome), Johannes Chrysostomus (Antioch and Constantinople), and 

Augustinus (Carthage, Rome and Milan) link the three Magi explicitly to Christian 

power and imperial ideology.72 They often call the Magi barbarians and interpret 

their adoration of the Infant Jesus as the ultimate manifestation of his dominion 

over the world. In the 4th century Athanasius, bishop of Alexandria, uses the adora

tion of the Magi as the obvious example to demonstrate the universal belief in Christ 

and his power over all people, especially the cultural Other and the non-Christian: 

“He was born in Judaea, and the Persians came to worship (KpooKwijoott) him. He 

it is who even before his bodily manifestation won victory over the opposing de

mons and trophies of idolatry. So all gentiles everywhere, rejecting the customs of 
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their fathers and the impiety of idols, are henceforth placing their hope in Christ and 

dedicating themselves to him, as one can see with one’s own eyes.”73

73 Athanasius, de incamatione 37,5 (= Sources Chretiennes 199,398). Translation after Thomson 

1979. pp. 224-227.

74 The Christian mission at the end of the 1st century, the history of Matthew’s own community 

and pre-Matthean narratives contributed to the shaping of this story; for further discussion. 

Brown 1977, pp. 181-183, 190-196.

75 Schneider 1992, pp. 944-953.

76 Wiesehofer 2002, pp. 209-232.

Above all it was the portrayal of the three Persian Magi that constantly remin

ded the late antique viewer of the interrelation between imperial and Christian ima

gery - and imperial and Christian Orientalism. The scope and the power of this 

interrelation was explicitly addressed: the three Persian Magi of Christian art (figs. 

13-19) are barely distinguishable from the gift-offering Orientals of imperial ima

gery (figs. 7, 9-12), and vice versa. How much the special focus on the three Persi

an Magi was indeed a result of Christian strategies, imperial ideologies and Roman 

Orientalism is manifest in further evidence. In the New Testament the story of the 

three Magi only appears in the gospel of Matthew. It was an addition which shows 

how consciously and eagerly the narrative of the three Magi was shaped and de

veloped as a core element of both first the New Testament and later Christian ima

gery.74 We have no information about the very beginning of this imagery and its 

original context. The earliest known images of the three Magi, however, are atte

sted in Rome, in catacombs dated around 300 or a little later. Shortly afterwards two 

different visual concepts of the three Magi appeared throughout the Roman empire: 

a row of three Magi proceeding to Mary with the Infant Jesus or a symmetrical set

up with the central focus on the Infant Jesus sitting on Mary’s lap.75 This process of 

reception suggests two prototypes, perhaps invented in or pre-shaped by Rome.

In the light of imperial ideology of late antiquity and its relationship to the new 

state religion of Christianity the basic reason for the selection of this particular nar

rative as a new focus of Christian identity becomes obvious. The story of the three 

Persian Magi is the only New Testament narrative which links the birth of Christ to 

adoration by religious and cultural Others. The exceptional success of the imagery 

of the three Persian Magi throughout the Roman empire can be attributed to further 

reasons. One was their distinct Otherness regarding eastern religion and philosophy 

based on their legendary reputation as ‘magic’ priests and keepers of unrivalled 

wisdom. Another was the ethnic body of the Magi, the Persian, the most outstan

ding representative of the cultural Other in Roman discourses about non-Roman 

cultures. Persia was, more than any other realm, the only other cultural, religious 

and military superpower directly adjacent to the empire of Rome; and considered 

the antagonist of the west since the glorified victories of the Greeks over the Persi

ans.76 This aspect was further highlighted by the singular rank given to the portrayal 

of the three Persian Magi in the context of Christian narratives: this portrayal was 

the only Christian depiction explicitly articulating the adoration of the Infant Jesus.

The continual preoccupations, interpretations and re-constructions of Roman 

Orientalism in late antiquity mark also basic differences in the reception of the cul
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tural Other in Rome and Persia. As far as we know the Sasanians did not invent and 

cultivate a similar preoccupation with the Occident as the Romans did with the Ori

ent. In general the Sasanian discourses on Rome seem to have been distinctively 

different from the Roman discourses on Persia. This again has many reasons. One 

of them is manifest in the different structure and strategy of both religions: mono

theistic Christianity deliberately addressed all peoples whereas polytheistic Zoroa

strianism mainly focused on Persian ‘nationals’.77 Although both religions were 

closely linked to state power, the often postulated concept of a Zoroastrian ‘state 

religion’ implemented by the first Sasanian kings is not endorsed by contemporary 

sources. For the most part the Sasanian authorities responsible for politics and reli

gions did not urge non-Persians to become worshippers of Zoroastrianism. Howe

ver, they did not allow members of the Persian elite to convert from Zoroastrianism 

to Christianity - only under sentence of death by the Magian clergy.78 On the other 

hand, Persians normally granted non-Persians permission to worship their own 

God(s) as long as they paid tribute and remained loyal to the Sasanian state. This 

applied also to the Christians who constituted (despite occasional persecution main

ly in the 3rd century) the largest and most important religious minority in Sasanian 

Persia.79 In the 6th and 7th century Nestorian Christians served Sasanian kings, espe

cially Chosraus II, even in the highest public offices.80 Consequently persecuted 

were only the Manichaeans, and these equally from Roman and Sasanian authori

ties because of their universal religious doctrines and their loose re-interpretation of 

key terms borrowed from both Christianity and Zoroastrianism.81

77 For a present understanding of Zoroastrism. Boyce 1984; Boyce / Grenet / Beck 1991; Gnoli 

1993; Wiesehofer 2001. pp. 199-200, 210-215; Stausberg 2002; Burkert 2003. pp. 109-133.

78 Brock 1984, p. 5-7.

79 Brock 1984. pp. 1-19; Wiesehofer 1993, pp. 362-382; Brown 1996, pp. 204-211; Wiesehofer 

2001, pp. 199-216. Furthermore, see above note 9. - For persecutions of Christians also, Win

ter I Dignas 2001, pp. 240-244, 247-249.

80 Brock 1984, p. 3; Brown 1996, pp. 207-208.

81 Wiesehofer 2001. pp. 206-208; Winter / Dignas 2001, pp. 237-240.

82 Bellen, 1994. S. 11-15; Ando 2000, pp. 346-349; Deckers 2001a, pp. 3-16.

Any Zoroastrian equivalent of the Christian imagery of the three Magi was 

unthinkable. This was one of the principle contrasts to Roman Christianity: while 

Persian Zoroastrianism was factually restricted to Persian culture and ethnicity, 

Christianity aimed principally at the opposite, to convert all people regardless of 

their specific belief, ethnicity and culture. This expansive and missionary character 

of Christianity gave the Roman emperors from the 4th century onwards a new ideo

logical base, a base from which they claimed power over the peoples, religions and 

cultures of the world: those who adored Christ also did obeisance to the Roman 

emperor.82 It is in this context that the late antique imagery of the Oriental and the 

three Persian Magi became one of the most distinctive and powerful symbols of 

Roman Orientalism.
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Photo credits

Fig. 1: Ashmolean Museum (Oxford). - Fig. 2: from Herrmann 1989, pl. 1. - Fig. 3: from L’Orange 

/ Gerkan 1939, pl. 24a. - Figs. 4-7, 11-13, 19: Photographic library, Museum fur Abgiisse Klassi- 

scher Bildwerke (Munich). - Fig. 8: from Bruns 1935, fig. 37. - Fig. 9: Trinity College (Cambridge). 

- Fig. 10: from Delbrueck 1929, pl. 49. - Figs. 14-16: Deutsches Archaologisches Institut (Rome), 

negative nos. 60.1404, 60.1405. 57.1760. - Fig. 17: from Brenk 1975, fig. 48. - Fig. 18: Hirmer 

Fotoarchiv (Munich), negative no. 561.3118. - Fig. 20: from Harper 1981, pl. 1
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Fig. 1 Oxford, Ashmolean Museum, reverse of brass sestertius of Trajan 

(Rome, 1 14-117): Trajan appointing the Parthian king Parthmaspates

Fig. 2 Naqsh-i Rustam, Rock relief (after 260):

Philippus Arabs kneeling in front of Shapur I
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Fig. 3 Rome, arch of Constantine, pedestal, south side (312-315): 

Oriental captives (female, child, male) and trophy

Fig. 4 Thessaloniki, marble arch, from Galerius’ palace (308-311): 

Oriental carrying an imago clipeata of Thessalonike
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Fig. 5 Paris, Musee du Louvre, Roman sarcophagus (about 200):

gift procession of Trojans with Priam kneeling in front of Achilles (only partly extant)

Fig. 6 Thessaloniki, marble arch, from Galerius’ palace (308-311): 

Oriental carrying an imago clipeata of Galerius
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Fig. 9 Constantinople, lost relief of Arcadius’ column, west side (c. 400), shown in an anonymous 

drawing (1574): barbarians from Orient and Occident paying tribute to Arcadius, Honorius 

and the cross of Christ
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Fig. 10 Milan, Castello Sforzesco, iyory diptych, upper and lower panel (early 6th century):

Persians paying tribute to a Roman emperor (not extant) and the bust of Constantinopolis

Fig. 11 Rome, column of Marcus Aurelius, scene no. 49 (c. 190):

Sarmati with covered hands doing obeisance to Marcus Aurelius
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Fig. 12 Paris, Musee du Louvre, ivory diptych Barberini (first half 6th century):

Persians and Indians paying tribute to a Roman emperor and the bust of Christ
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Fig. 13 Yerevan, Matenadaran, ivory diptych from Etschmiadzin’ (6th century): 

the three Persian Magi adoring the Infant Jesus held by Mary
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Fig. 14 Tolentino, cathedral, sarcophagus of Catervius and Severina, narrow side (late 4th century): 

the three Persian Magi adoring the Infant Jesus held by Mary (left part)

Fig. 15 Tolentino, cathedral, sarcophagus of Catervius and Severina, narrow side (late 4th century): 

the three Persian Magi adoring the Infant Jesus held by Mary (right part)
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Fig. 16 Ravenna, San Vitale, imperial mosaic of the apse (c. 540):

Theodora with the three Persian Magi portrayed on the hem of her robe
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Fig. 20 New York. Metropolitan Museum of Art, silver-gilt plate of Yazdgard I (399—421): 

the king slaying a stag




