The Hunt Frieze of Tomb II at Vergina:  A New Spatial and Iconographic Interpretation


Since their initial discovery in 1977, the three tombs beneath the Great Tumulus at Vergina in Macedonia have been a source of vigorous scholarly debate. Detailed arguments based on the form and style of individual artifacts, the human remains, and/or the larger political and social context have produced many proposals concerning the date and nature of the tombs and the identity of their occupants, without bringing about any sort of consensus, as clearly revealed by two recent examinations that reached opposite conclusions (Borza and Palagia 2007; Worthington 2008, Appendix 6). The unlooted Tomb II has been the main entry point for most authors writing on the subject, and scholarly opinion has coalesced into two camps: those arguing (like Manolis Andronicos (1984), the excavator of the tomb complex) that Tomb II had belonged to Philip II and one of his wives, and those supporting the identification of the occupants as Philip III Arrhidaeus, son of Philip II and half-brother of Alexander the Great, along with his wife Adea Eurydice.


Among the many pieces of evidence adduced by both sides in this debate is the elaborate and exquisitely painted frieze on the façade of Tomb II, depicting a hunting scene that includes a variety of human and animal figures in a complex composition. While some of the figures are non-descript, certain others appear to have individualized features and almost certainly were meant to represent historical individuals. These figures occupy prominent positions in the spatial arrangement of the painting and play a central role in the action depicted. They have found different identities assigned to them depending on what date a given scholar assigns the tomb itself and which king he or she thinks the tomb contained—and thus who the patron of the painting must have been: Alexander the Great, or Cassander, son of Antipater and regent of the joint kings Arrhidaeus and Alexander IV. Besides the identity of the figures, some of the main questions surrounding the frieze concern whether it is meant to represent one unified landscape or separate scenes, whether it depicts an historical event or is more symbolic in nature, and whether its iconography betrays more predominantly Greek or Persian influence.


If these questions could be answered conclusively, and independently of the other points of contention in the debate over the tomb, the resulting understanding of the frieze would have profound implications for the identification of the painting's patron, and thus of the tomb's occupants. This paper will attempt to answer some of the above questions in order to use the hunt frieze as a new entry point into the wider debate over Tomb II. My approach will use archaeological and literary evidence, especially Xenophon, Plutarch, and Arrian, to elucidate hunting practices and representations thereof in Greece, Persia, and Macedonia. Based on this examination, I shall argue that the composition of the hunt frieze was deliberately arranged to represent a symbolic geographical layout, moving from west to east as one reads the painting from left to right. In this understanding of the frieze, the deer hunt on the far left represents Greece, the bear hunt on the far right represents Persia, and both the boar and lion hunts in the center represent Macedonia and reflect its two major sources of cultural influence.

 
I shall subsequently propose a new interpretation of some of the figures in the scene, and conclude that the subject matter, iconography, and ideological message of the frieze make more sense as a monument commissioned by Cassander in honor of Arrhidaeus during the latter's elaborate royal funeral in 316 BCE, than as a monument commissioned by Alexander the Great in honor of the assassinated Philip II, with whom Alexander had had a growing rift. I will end with a discussion of how this new interpretation of the frieze and its tomb fits both with the historical evidence for the political situation in Macedonia in the late fourth century BCE – focusing especially on the public message and posturing of Cassander – and with the material evidence from the tomb complex as a whole. Finally, identifying Tomb II's occupants as Arrhidaeus and Adea based on the internal evidence of the hunt frieze as interpreted in this paper is shown to be a valuable contribution to scholarship on the Vergina tombs because of its ability to resolve some of the more contentious issues lingering in previous arguments supporting such an identification.
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