Barbarian Captives at Ancient Corinth and in the Athenian Agora
The so-called Captives Façade at ancient Corinth is just one of many public installations rare elsewhere in Roman Achaia. Dated from Neronian to Severan, its motivation and function are still debated. The upper level of this screen-like monument was adorned with colossal barbarian supports, probably representing Parthians. At least two male Captives survive, plus two female heads that also belong to this program; their bodies have not been recovered. Another head (Corinth S 1456), recently discovered in the sculpture storeroom at the Corinth museum, belongs to a third male Captive. The fragment preserves the left side of the face with a distinctive rasped surface, curling locks framing it, and part of the “Phrygian’ cap. The side of the hat survives. It was smoothed with a shallow wrinkle or fold worked horizontally along its surface. The top of the hat, now missing, was an added piece; the fragment was prepared with anathyrosis for its attachment. 

In addition to this new male member of the Captives Façade program, another female head has been recognized, bringing the number of colossal statues in the attic level to at least three males and three females. Along with these works, several over life-sized, non-joining faces with rasped surfaces are connected with the Captives Façade because of similar scale, surface treatment, and modeling of the face. Parallels for the over life-sized figural supports of the Captives Façade can be found in Roman Greece, notably the Giants and Triton porch of the Odeion in the Athenian Agora, not only because of scale but also the bases with relief decoration that supported the figures. This monument has been dated to the mid second century C.E. A search for additional comparanda in the Agora produced some surprising results. Agora S 1367, a fragment from a colossal head, was found in the cleaning of the Stoa of Attalus. The piece preserves the left side of a face with rasped surface, framed by deeply carved locks reaching the shoulders. In addition, part of the smooth side of a hat remains. And the top of the fragment was prepared with anathyrosis for an added piece – the tip of a Phrygian cap. In scale, in the treatment of the hat, the carving of the hair, and the modeling and finish of the face, the Agora head closely resembles those of the male Captives at Corinth, especially the recently found head fragment with its pieced hat. It is possible then that there may have been a monument in Athens featuring colossal barbarian statues similar to those at Corinth. Affinities in style and working details suggest that they are close in date and might even have been produced by the same workshop. Along with this head fragment, part of an over life sized, non-joining face found nearby resembles the ones at Corinth mentioned above. Thus the Agora “Captives” monument may have involved more than one figure.

The Captives Façade at Corinth may have celebrated Lucius Verus’ victory over the Parthians in the 160’s C.E. It is just possible that another victory monument honored the emperor in the Athenian Agora.

