In the Presence of Gods, Kings, and Heroes: 

A New Reconstruction and Interpretation of the Decorated Ceiling of the 

Hall of Choral Dancers in the Sanctuary of the Great Gods, Samothrace

Ornamental marble ceilings seem to have been a favored form of architectural sculpture in the Sanctuary of the Great Gods on Samothrace. Sophisticated coffering systems crowned with sculpted floral, animal, and figural motifs adorn the ceilings of at least three buildings lining the processional route through the sacred precinct. These decorative embellishments represent a major investment of artisanship and expense for the Sanctuary.

The finest and perhaps most elaborate of the three Samothracian structures with finely carved ceilings is the Hall of Choral Dancers, so-named for the striking frieze of hundreds of sculpted dancers gracefully lining its entire perimeter. This building has the distinction of being the earliest and largest of the all-marble buildings in the sacred precinct once internationally renowned for its cult of the Mysteries. Placed squarely in the center of the sacred valley, it previously has been suggested that the building may have been dedicated by Philip II, father of Alexander the Great, himself, whom we know to have been an initiate into the cult and legendarily met his future wife (and mother of Alexander), Olympias, at the site. The sculpted ceiling scheme is complex, with massive marble beams supporting recessed coffered panels and lids with sculpted figural decoration, a rarity in Greek architectural sculpture, particularly among buildings from the mid-fourth century BCE. 

The quality and character of the sculpted heads and busts from the ceiling of the colonnaded porch of the Hall of Choral Dancers, which resemble Greek gods, heroes, and portraits of the Macedonian royal family, certainly suggest an elite donor and provoke discussion of the placement, identification, and meaning of these carved figures. Furthermore, the inclusion of such an ingeniously designed ceiling and its elaborate sculptural treatment on this prominent building invites a consideration of the significance of ceiling decoration as a sculptural type. This paper reconsiders the archaeological evidence for the coffered ceiling of the Hall of Choral Dancers and its dispersal across the architectural space in light of new excavations in the 1990s and offers a new interpretation of the presence of these gods, heroes, and kings co-inhabiting the architectural space with the newest initiates into the Samothracian Mysteries.  

