Aristeas’ Gold-Guarding Griffins: Reinterpreting the Düver Frieze

Located ten kilometers west of Haçilar in southwestern Anatolia, the site of Düver has yielded several fragments of terracotta revetments dating from the first half of the sixth century, pieces decorated with a motif of a horseman pursuing a griffin. After many years of looting, little evidence remains about the citadel of Düver, which was occupied from archaic to late Roman times, except for these elaborate terracotta decorations known as the Düver frieze (Mellink 1964). The Düver frieze is not Greek, but it is the work of a Phrygian artist under Greek influence. The Phrygian culture began to ebb in the first quarter of the seventh century as Greek art began to take over Phrygian workshops, and the Düver frieze was a product of this subsidence of Phrygian culture and art (Akurgal 1968). 

The frieze itself presents a continuous horseman/griffin motif that fills the space between the upper and lower mouldings. The characters lack expressiveness, an absence that detracts from the highly-charged nature of the scene, but is typical of sixth-century Anatolian art. Despite the apathetic nature of the rider and the griffin, the urgency and speed emanating from the horse’s body language heighten the scene’s actions, a hostile confrontation between rider and griffin. 
Apart from brief examinations of the form and fabric of the frieze, little effort has been made to interpret and situate the frieze in its historical context. Previous attempts have proved fruitless, with most scholars interpreting the scene as either a procession or hunt and offering no evidence for these claims (Mellink 1964, Thomas 1964-1965). Because of the lack of evidence regarding the building itself and the wide distribution of fragments throughout the world, scholars have abandoned studies on the frieze; the Düver frieze, however, is an artistic product of cultural interaction, a prime example of cultural fusion, and deserves reconsideration. Appreciation of the frieze depends not only on our understanding of the cultural influences present in its beautiful, yet primitively rendered, figures but also on the motif.
The motif is unusual and has no contemporaneous parallels from neighboring sites, making interpretation difficult but not impossible. This paper will argue that the iconography of the Düver frieze echoes a lost archaic poem, the Arimaspea, that described a battle between gold-guarding griffins and one-eyed horsemen from Scythia desirous to possess their treasure (Herodotus III.116, Pliny H.N. X.70). According to Herodotus, the author of the poem, Aristeas of Proconnesus, learned of the legend from the Issedones in the far North (Herodotus IV.13-16). References to the Arimaspea appear frequently in both literature and art; scholars, however, have yet to connect the poem with the frieze. In order to see the influence of the Aristean myth, both literary and archaeological evidence must be considered. I will present this argument in three sections: first, a brief analysis of the figures; second, a study of the motif in tandem with ancient literary sources and later artistic representations; and, finally, a discussion of the significance of the Aristean poem on a sixth-century Phrygian building. This approach reveals how an Anatolian artist used the Düver frieze as a medium for conveying ideas also associated with the Aristean poem. 
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