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Heraclius, the Boar Hunter: 
Notes on the Hermitage Meleager and Atalanta Silver Plate1

A n c a  D an

cnrs-paris sciences lettres

οὗτοι δ’ ἂν εἶεν καὶ τοκεῦσιν ἀγαθοὶ καὶ πάσῃ τῇ ἑαυτῶν πόλει καὶ ἑνὶ ἑκάστῳ τῶν φίλων καὶ πολιτῶν. 
οὐ μόνον δὲ ὅσοι ἄνδρες κυνηγεσίων ἠράσθησαν ἐγένοντο ἀγαθοί, ἀλλὰ καὶ αἱ γυναῖκες αἷς ἔδωκεν ἡ 

θεὸς ταῦτα [Ἄρτεμις], Ἀταλάντη καὶ Πρόκρις καὶ ἥτις ἄλλη. /
For all men who have loved hunting have been good: and not men only, but those women also to whom the 

goddess [Artemis] has given this blessing, Atalanta and Procris and others like them . . .  
(Xenophon, On Hunting 13.18)

An Extraordinary Silver Plate:  
Hermitage Inv. No. ω 1 (fig. 1)

Among the exceptional objects in the collections 
of the Hermitage Museum, there is a circular sil-
ver plate dated to the 7th century a.d., usually 
considered one of the latest illustrations of pa-
gan myths in the Christianized Mediterranean. 
This early Byzantine plate entered the imperial 
collection in 1840. Its precise place of discovery, 
somewhere in the Tsarist Governorate of Perm, 
remains unknown. It has a diameter of 27,8 cm, 
and weighs 1523 gr.; it is supported by a ring foot 
1,2 cm thick, with a diameter of 12,5 cm. Its 
state of conservation seems quite good, despite 
the presence of an upper hole, under the rim (sug-
gesting that the dish was, at some point, hung 
down), and of some scratches and notches on 
the back. Unfortunately, we could not examine 
it directly.2 The photos kindly provided by the 
Hermitage show that the manufacture required a 
wide gamut of skills, for details like the different 
viewing plans the artist tried to suggest by inci-
sions; plants, walls, pelts and textile decorations 
were imprinted by points; facial expressions and 
body muscles were impressed by punches which 
look strange on the modern photos but which 
could have been originally polished. Five stamps, 
on the back, guarantee the fabrication of the plate 

between a.d. 613–629/630 in an imperial work-
shop which had a monopoly on silver. Besides 
the names of the imperial officials in charge of 
controlling the metal (Andreas, Philippos, Basi-
lios, Symeon), three stamps contain monograms 
of the emperor Flavius Heraclius Augustus, ruler 
of Byzantium from a.d. 610 to 641 (fig. 2).3 

The decoration covers the whole surface of the 
plate. The disc is divided into three symmetrical 
zones: the upper zone is occupied by a tree, its 
roots at the left extremity of the show-plate, and 
by the representation of a fortified settlement 
whose architectural shape confirms the late date 
of the plate. Both the tree and the fortification 
are schematic: the tree has a twisted trunk with 
four main branches, three of which bifurcate into 
two twigs. The contorted twigs and foliage recall 
the Mediterranean forests (of oaks?) but the aim 
of the artist was perhaps not to indicate a pre-
cise species. He rather seems to have filled the 
space to suggest that the action takes place in the 
wasteland, on the ἐσχατιά, between a Mediter-
ranean meadow and “a thicket intricate, where 
neither steed nor lance could penetrate” (Ovid, 
Metamorphoses 8.376–77: nisi saetiger inter opa­
cas / nec iaculis isset nec equo loca pervia silvas; 
cf. 8.369–71). 

Analogously, the fortified settlement in the 
middle of the upper part of the plate, built in 
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large regular blocks represented by double lines 
of dense dots, contains a round tower on a high 
foundation, with two (crossbow?) windows and 
covered by a shingle roof, and a lower (circular?) 
structure in the back, also built with large stones 
with two analogous windows. The sheltering tree 
and the fortification have good parallels on other 
early Byzantine show-plates: the tree can be com-
pared with the shrubs on the herdsman’s plate in 
the Hermitage (Inv. ω 277), dating back to ca. a.d. 
530 (fig. 3) or with the tree on the plate represent-
ing the biblical king David slaying a lion (fig. 4, 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art 17.190.394). 
The stronghold recalls the shapes of the fortified 
cities of Sochoh and Azekah on the largest plate 
of the series illustrating the story of David, and 
bearing stamps of the same emperor, Heraclius, 
now dated to a.d. 629–630 (fig. 5, The Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art 17.190.396). Therefore, the 
decor in the upper part of our dish fulfils a double 
function: spatially, it locates the scene in a middle 
ground, on the frontier between the civilized and 
the savage worlds. Chronologically, by its details 
of execution, it confirms the early Byzantine date 
of the plate.

The lower band is occupied by two excited dogs, 
ready for action, and a deployed net (Greek ἄρκυς). 
The dogs have complementary attitudes, one 
looking down to sniff the prey’s trace, the other 
barking while twisting his head up in order to call 
his master. They could belong to the two main 
Greek species used for hunting: the first, to the 
viewer’s left, is a fine scent hound, with long nose 
and ears, used for chasing the prey. He must be La-
conian (Xenophon, On Hunting 4; Aristotle, His­
tory of Animals 8. 28, 9.1–4 608a–b). The second 
looks like a stronger hound, able to find the prey 
and look after the master: his short ears, strong 
mouth with big teeth and longer hair around the 
neck make us think of a Molossian, attached to 
its master (Lucretius, On Nature 51063–72).4 An-
cient sculptors and painters usually paid attention 
to these differences: yet, their presence on our 
plate suggests that the public for which the model 
was created was not only familiar with the icono-
graphic codes and perhaps ideas related to these 
races but that it was also able to appreciate the 
dogs’ action in a hunt in general and in the hunt 
represented on the plate in particular.5

This kind of “exergue” and the triple frame 
of our plate’s decoration are stereotypes of the 

Western tradition of show-plates, at least from 
the 1st century b.c. The “Aulis” plate, which is, 
for us, the first of the Roman series (inspired by 
Hellenistic models), already follows this plan: 
while the upper band is occupied by the decor, 
the lower part contains indicators of the plate’s 
theme, which are not directly used in the main 
scene.6 Analogously, on this Hermitage plate, the 
dogs and the nets, key attributes of boar hunt-
ing (Xenophon, On Hunting 10.1, Virgil, Aeneid 
10.707–16, Ovid, Metamorphoses 8.331), are not 
the principal tools for the specific hunt suggested 
by the artist. The heroes on the major stage of 
the plate have horses and spears (rather than jav-
elins), according to the principles of heroic hunt-
ing, based on virtue not on cunning, according to 
Plato (Laws 7 822d–824a, cf. infra) and Xenophon.

The same tripartite frame is preserved on the 
marble Hadrianic tondos included in the trium-
phal Arch of Constantine in Rome: the medallion 
representing the hunting of a lion has the animal 
lying under the feet of Hadrian and his compan-
ions. The medaillon showing Hadrian and finally 
Constantine hunting the boar has the animal 
lying under the feet of the riders (fig. 6; cf. fig. 4 for 
David hunting the lion).7 This parallel offered by 
Hadrian’s (and Constantine’s) hunt is important 
for two reasons: first, it recalls the importance of 
hunting under Hadrian’s reign—and more gener-
ally from Flavian times onwards, when decora-
tions analogous with the model of our plate (if 
not the model itself of our plate) could have cir-
culated.8 Second, Constantine the Great, who 
used Hadrian’s tondos in his Arch, was a political 
milestone for Heraclius: therefore, if Constantine 
referred to Hadrian, Heraclius and his court were 
certainly trying to imitate Constantine, his es-
thetic and political choices.9

Following Hadrian, the tripartite frame of the 
circular show-plates, including a significant “ex-
ergue”, continued to have a great success in the 
Greco-Roman as well as in the Iranian world. Even 
if Sassanian silver plates illustrating a royal hunt 
remain indebted to the very old Eastern tradition 
of circular representations, they sometimes situ-
ate a killed animal in a kind of exergue, below 
the king in action.10 In the Greco-Roman tradi-
tion, the tripartite frame remains well attested on 
plates from the 4th/5th–7th century a.d., as on 
the famous silver plate representing a dance of Si-
lenus wearing a wineskin on his shoulders, with 
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a Maenad (Hermitage Inv. no. ω 282), contempo-
rary to our plate.11 The continuity of the tripartite 
design of the show-plates is a sign of continu-
ity for the way they were exposed (vertically, as 
shown also by the later whole); unlike in the East, 
the Roman plates were not made in order to be 
turned around on a ground. The long life of the 
triple frame does not allow us to precisely date 
the model of our plate but expands the span of 
time when this decoration could have been elabo-
rated. It also points to Late Antique intermediary 
models which supported the continuation of the 
tradition until early Byzantine times.

The middle zone, which occupies more than 
half of the plate’s surface, includes four stand-
ing figures, organized in two groups: one group is 
composed of three characters disposed in a semi-
circle facing the viewer; the other is represented 
by a humble character coming from the left. In 
the group of three, to the right, the main figures 
are a hunting hero, completely naked, and a young 
woman dressed in a wild fashion and turned to-
wards him. We recognize the most famous couple 
of hunters in the Greek and Roman mythology, 
Meleager and Atalanta. Meleager—in the center-
right—and Atalanta—in the center-left—are ac-
companied by their horses and disposed between 
two servants: Meleager’s servant to the right and 
the foreign, humble servant heading towards their 
group, from the left. Meleager, in the middle be-
tween Atalanta and his servant, resting with his 
left hand on his spear, the right hand on his ankle, 
takes the heroic pose well known from sculptures 
and gems going back to the 4th century b.c. and 
perhaps to an archetype by Skopas—as it has been 
supposed on the basis of Pausanias’ reference to 
the Athena Alea’s temple in Tegea, whose front 
gable was decorated with a representation of the 
Calydonian hunt (Periegesis of Greece 8.45.6). On 
the Hermitage plate, Meleager exposes his naked 
body frontally, the mantle wrapped around his 
arms and behind his torso: there can be no doubt 
that he represents the most important character 
on the plate, an ideal of young masculine beauty 
and virtue. Meleager’s servant, dressed in a short 
tunic above tight pants, adapted to his function 
of manservant or soldier, bears a spear and keeps 
his horse’s bridle in a pose suggesting his restraint 
and respect towards his master. Atalanta, on the 
other side of Meleager, wears a short, coarse tunic, 
which leaves naked her right breast, in a pose re-

calling an Amazon. Like Meleager and the fourth 
character to the extreme left, she wears Roman 
boots (caligae). She holds the spear (hasta pura or 
a scepter?) in her right hand, with the horse to the 
left: lacking a personal servant, she looks inde-
pendent, yet paying respect to Meleager, towards 
whom she is slightly turned. This representation 
of the virgin hunter can also go back to a Clas-
sical archetype although here Atalanta is not an 
archer.12 The symmetrical disposition of the two 
characters has parallels in the Roman imperial 
representations of the athlete Atalanta, next to a 
male competitor.13

The facial features of the three characters seen 
frontally by the viewer and their hair dresses are 
not carefully executed, making us think that the 
artist who made the drawing was more ambitious 
and skillful than the artisan who executed the 
chasing of the plate—in case the two were dif-
ferent. It is however clear that the artist created 
different hair dresses and perhaps two types of 
diadems for the two heroes (cf. infra). Atalanta’s 
horse raises the right hoof, in a spectacular trot-
ting pose, symmetrical with Meleager’s horse, 
which raises its left hoof while looking to the 
right. Their heads and arched coils turned one 
toward each other underline the symmetry and 
unity of the scene, despite the variation of forms 
and gestures.

Behind Atalanta is an almost savage servant 
covered by wild skins with four limbs, two hang-
ing down, two trailing back; we cannot identify 
the species of the animal that he hunted in order 
to get this skin, but the gravure of the fur sug-
gested that it was an indelicate beast, perhaps a 
boar. He walks in full contrast with Meleager’s 
more civilized, urbane servant. He advances bent 
towards the semicircle of the main characters to 
the right, and brings a dead animal, paws up in 
the air. Its species remains difficult to identify. Its 
ears make us think of a hare, but its fur and tail 
suggest rather a yearling, a young goat or, most 
probably, a lamb. In any case, it must be a mild 
animal, whose presence breaks the usual code of 
Meleager’s and Atalanta’s representations after 
the successful hunt, in the company of the Ca-
lydonian boar—or of its skull, as on the 6th–7th 
century a.d. München silver plate (fig. 7, Bayer-
isches Nationalmuseum L 56/113).14 Previous 
researchers identified this animal with a lamb, 
which would have served either as a sacrifice 
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victim or as a bait for the hunting net.15 However, 
on the plate, there is no fire altar or wine vase 
suggesting a sacrifice (unlike on the “Aulis” plate, 
mentioned above). The fresh, bloody carcass is a 
rather strange trap for feral pigs. Furthermore, the 
use of a bait and therefore the treachery (ἀπάτη) 
could diminish the heroism of the hunters, which 
is the main topic of the plate.16

The dead lamb looks like the animal at the 
bottom of the already mentioned 7th century 
a.d. plate that represents David’s slaying of the 
lion (fig. 4). There, the dead victim corresponds 
to the sheep from the flock, carried away by the 
cruel lion, as indicated by the biblical text which 
served as source of inspiration for the drawing 
(1 Samuel 17:34–37). Accordingly, the drawer of 
the David plate compiled in a snapshot two suc-
cessive narrative moments: the lion killing the 
lamb and David killing the lion. Following a simi-
lar pattern, the artist who made the final drawing 
for the Meleager and Atalanta plate could have 
represented here one of the victims of the Caly-
donian boar, which persuaded the heroes to begin 
the hunt in order to eliminate the evil and restore 
the peace and prosperity of the country. Indeed, if 
for Homer the wild boar ripped up the trees and 
flowers of Oineus’ orchard (Iliad 9.541–42), for 
Ps.-Apollodoros (Library 1.66) the beast became 
more dangerous and it destroyed also animals 
and people (τὰ βοσκήματα καὶ τοὺς ἐντυγχάνοντας 
διέφθειρεν).

If so, the Hermitage plate represents the justi-
fication of the hunt, emphasizing both the reason 
for a right pursuit and the youth and beauty of 
the heroes facing their heroic duties. At the same 
time, the triumphal positions of the heroes, near 
their horses, already suggest the successful out-
come of their action (cf. infra). The image could 
therefore be read as an all-in-one, the beginning 
and the (prefiguration of the) end of a hunt, through 
which a good Roman citizen reestablishes the or-
der and cleanses the edges of his domain, accord-
ing to his due.17 By doing so, he is acting bravely 
and rightly, in the Greek, Macedonian and Iranian 
aristocratic tradition, according to Platonic prin-
ciples of virtuous behavior. In Xenophon’s words, 
hunting “. . . makes the body healthy, improves 
the sight and hearing, and keeps men from grow-
ing old; and it affords the best training for war / 
ὑγίειάν τε γὰρ τοῖς σώμασι παρασκευάζει καὶ ὁρᾶν 
καὶ ἀκούειν μᾶλλον, γηράσκειν δὲ ἧττον, τὰ δὲ πρὸς 

τὸν πόλεμον μάλιστα παιδεύει. πρῶτον μὲν γὰρ τὰ 
ὅπλα ὅταν ἔχοντες” (On Hunting 12.1). 

More than any other, the Calydonian hunt, as 
a collective action, was adapted to symbolize the 
success of a group of heroes, sound in body and 
mind, as any successful army should be. Further-
more, since the hunt is also a metaphor of the 
erotic seduction, we also assist at the beginning 
of the love affair, of the adult life, and therefore 
of the initiation myth of Meleager and Atalanta.

Models and Possible Significances

In the Greek and Roman figurative arts, Me-
leager’s representation remained constant, from 
the 4th century b.c. original up to Roman impe-
rial copies (like fig. 8, a 2nd century a.d. marble 
statue in Rome, Galleria Borghese) and the last 
Byzantine attestations.18 Besides our plate, this 
last phase of Meleager’s iconography is illustrated 
by the silver plate in München (fig. 7): it shows 
the victorious hero alone, naked, a mantle on 
his right shoulder, resting on his spear, near the 
boar’s skull. This plate has no stamps and, there-
fore, its precise date is unknown: yet, the techni-
cal details of execution show that it can only date 
from the 6th–7th century a.d. probably between 
the epochs of Justinian and Heraclius himself.

The combination of a standing Meleager and 
a standing Atalanta, ready for the hunt or im-
mediately after the feat, seems unusual before 
the later Roman Empire. It is, in any case, differ-
ent from the common image of a standing Me-
leager and of a seated Atalanta (on Attic painted 
vases) and of a seated Meleager accompanied by 
a standing Atalanta, triumphant after the hunt 
and in love, as they are represented on the Pom-
peian frescoes of the 4th style—like the paint-
ing in the house of the Centaur, dating back to 
the years a.d. 40–50, where both figures face the 
viewer, while turning their heads towards each 
other (fig. 9, Museo Nazionale di Napoli Inv. 
8980). Meleager, totally naked, is seated to the 
left, Atalanta is standing, fully dressed, to the 
right. This scheme was common at least until 
the 4th century a.d., when it appears on the cen-
tral medaillon of one of the Sevso dishes (fig. 10, 
National Museum Budapest).19 

How can we date and explain the position of 
the heroes on the Hermitage plate? If we leave 
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aside the Etruscan bronze mirrors where the cou-
ple stands partially naked accompanied by other 
mythical characters,20 examples of standing 
Meleager and Atalanta appear from the 2nd–3rd 
century a.d. onwards, on mosaics (fig. 11, from 
Antioch, House of the red pavement, ca. a.d. 
140), marble reliefs and sarcophagi (fig. 12, Rome, 
from Saint Peter’s basilica, ca. a.d. 180–190), and 
polychromic textiles (fig. 13, ca. a.d. 400, in Rig-
gisberg, Abegg-Stiftung).21 The best parallel for 
our plate preserved to our day is the central il-
lustration of a 4th century fragmentary mosaic 
from a Roman villa in Cardeñajimeno (fig. 14, 
now in the Burgos Museum, Spain): Meleager and 
Atalanta, slightly turned one towards each other, 
face the viewer; Meleager wears a diadem and a 
spear, and has his horse at his left, while Ata-
lanta, crowned, is accompanied by a servant.22 
Of course, this combination of the two standing 
figures could be earlier than the Roman imperial 
times and go back to a late Classical or Hellenis-
tic archetype, but we have no proof outside the 
Etruscan world.

The presence of horses in hunting scenes is 
another sign of the late date of the composition. 
One of the first representations of a couple hunt-
ing with spears, between two horses accompa-
nied by riders (Dioscuri? slaves?), appears in the 
4th–5th century a.d on the border of the so-called 
Meleager plate in the Sevso treasure (fig. 10). The 
hunting couple remains unidentified but can be 
compared with other hunter couples chasing a 
lion, like the one on a plate in the Dumbarton 
Oaks Research Library and Collection (fig. 15, 
BZ.1947.12).23 Moreover, while our plate is a 
unicum for the representation of the two heroes 
near their horses, riding Meleager and Atalanta 
appear on several mosaics dating back to the 4th–
5th centuries a.d. (fig. 16, British Museum 1857, 
1220.439, from Halicarnassos).24

It is difficult to say to what extent the ico-
nography reflects a progress in the real hunting 
practices of Late Antiquity. It is however prob-
able that these innovations reflect a Late Antique 
evolution in the taste of the elites for representa-
tions of noble, idealized, heroic hunting. Indeed, 
the horses are a well-known aristocratic attribute 
in the Greco-Roman and Iranian worlds.25 The 
hunt with horses, which shows the bravery of the 
hunter, is the one recommended by Plato (Laws 
7 823d–824a), in opposition to the nocturnal hunt 

with nets, which remain in the lower register of 
the plate (trans. R. G. Bury, Loeb, 1926):

῏Ω φίλοι, εἴθ’ ὑμᾶς μήτε τις ἐπιθυμία μήτ’ ἔρως τῆς 
περὶ θάλατταν θήρας ποτὲ λάβοι μηδὲ ἀγκιστρείας 
μηδ’ ὅλως τῆς τῶν ἐνύδρων ζῴων, μήτε ἐγρηγορόσιν 
μήτε εὕδουσιν κύρτοις ἀργὸν θήραν διαπονουμένοις. 
μηδ’ αὖ ἄγρας ἀνθρώπων κατὰ θάλατταν λῃστείας τε 
ἵμερος ἐπελθὼν ὑμῖν θηρευτὰς ὠμοὺς καὶ ἀνόμους 
ἀποτελοῖ· κλωπείας δ’ ἐν χώρᾳ καὶ πόλει μηδὲ εἰς 
τὸν ἔσχατον ἐπέλθοι νοῦν ἅψασθαι. μηδ’ αὖ πτηνῶν 
θήρας αἱμύλος ἔρως οὐ σφόδρα ἐλευθέριος ἐπέλθοι 
τινὶ νέων. πεζῶν δὴ μόνον θήρευσίς τε καὶ ἄγρα λοιπὴ 
τοῖς παρ’ ἡμῖν ἀθληταῖς, ὧν ἡ μὲν τῶν εὑδόντων αὖ 
κατὰ μέρη, νυκτερεία κληθεῖσα, ἀργῶν ἀνδρῶν, οὐκ 
ἀξία ἐπαίνου, οὐδ’ ἧττον διαπαύματα πόνων ἔχουσα, 
ἄρκυσίν τε καὶ πάγαις ἀλλ’ οὐ φιλοπόνου ψυχῆς νίκῃ 
χειρουμένων τὴν ἄγριον τῶν θηρίων ῥώμην· μόνη δὴ 
πᾶσιν λοιπὴ καὶ ἀρίστη ἡ τῶν τετραπόδων ἵπποις καὶ 
κυσὶν καὶ τοῖς ἑαυτῶν θήρα σώμασιν, ὧν ἁπάντων 
κρατοῦσιν δρόμοις καὶ πληγαῖς καὶ βολαῖς αὐτόχειρες 
θηρεύοντες, ὅσοις ἀνδρείας τῆς θείας ἐπιμελές.

O friends, would that you might never be seized with 
any desire or craving for hunting by sea, or for angling, 
or for ever pursuing water-animals with creels that do 
your lazy hunting for you, whether you sleep or wake. 
And may no longing for man-hunting by sea and pi-
racy overtake you, and render you cruel and lawless 
hunters; and may the thought of committing robbery in 
country or city not so much as cross your minds. Nei-
ther may there seize upon any of the young the crafty 
craving for snaring birds—no very gentlemanly pursuit! 
Thus there is left for our athletes only the hunting and 
capture of land-animals. Of this branch of hunting, the 
kind called night-stalking, which is the job of lazy men 
who sleep in turn, is one that deserves no praise; nor 
does that kind deserve praise in which there are inter-
vals of rest from toil, when men master the wild force 
of beasts by nets and traps instead of doing so by the 
victorious might of a toil-loving soul. Accordingly, the 
only kind left for all, and the best kind, is the hunting 
of quadrupeds with horses and dogs and the hunter’s 
own limbs, when men hunt in person, and subdue all 
the creatures by means of their own running, striking 
and shooting—all the men, that is to say, who cultivate 
the courage that is divine.

We may summarize the question of the chro-
nology and aim of the Hermitage plate’s models 
as follows: if we take into consideration the de-
tails of representation of the tree, fortification 
and animal with their Late Antique and early 
Byzantine parallels, we may suppose that the fi-
nal image drawn on our plate was composed only 
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at the end of Antiquity and the beginning of Byz-
antine times (6th–7th centuries a.d.), most prob-
ably in Heraclius’ time. This image was based on 
previous models, going back to the 1st century 
b.c.–2nd century a.d. and following late Classi-
cal archetypal representations of Meleager and 
a woman-warrior/hunter (Amazon/Atalanta). 
While the “Aulis” plate fixes the terminus post 
quem for the tripartite frame of a Roman show-
plate with a mythical decoration and a political 
message by the middle of the 1st century b.c., 
Hadrian’s and, more generally, the Antonine, 
period was mostly favorable for the creation of 
hunting decors. At that time, the Romans redis-
cover the hunt as an activity able to reveal the 
virtues serving the social concordia (Dio Chrys-
ostomos, Oratio 70.2 [On philosophy], referring 
precisely to Meleager). Besides Meleager—who 
never went completely out of fashion, as we can 
see from Late Antique silver plates, textiles and 
mosaics—the lion-hunter (Heracles and then Da-
vid) and, more generally, the killer of monsters 
(Heracles but also Perseus and Bellerophon) are 
favorite models, comparisons or analogies for Ro-
man and then Byzantine rulers, in pagan as well 
as in Christian contexts.26

The ancient silver plates were prestige objects, 
used as royal and aristocratic gifts, in specific 
military, political and social contexts. They could 
be exposed in reception halls (the public parts of 
the domestic spaces), as symbols of the social rec-
ognition of their owners, or deposed in religious 
spaces (sanctuaries and churches), as reminders 
of those who offered them.27 These elites, still 
educated in the spirit of the Hellenistic and Ro-
man paideia deeply rooted in Platonic principles, 
were able to tell Meleager’s stories and probably 
to quote the famous literary texts, from Homer’s 
Iliad onwards, and even to acknowledge the most 
famous artistic models. They could also recog-
nize the ethical values attached to these charac-
ters in different contexts, and perhaps could point 
to prominent historical figures who compared 
themselves with such mythical characters, well 
known for their heroic and yet tragic destiny.

Byzantine pasticcio: Meleager,  
Achilles, Bellerophon

The silver show-plates of the 6th–7th century a.d. 
that are preserved open an exceptional window 

onto the aristocratic culture of early Byzantine 
times and on a mix of pagan and Christian mo-
tives which still need explanation, beyond Kurt 
Weitzmann’s and Ernst Kitzinger’s contributions 
to the study of the Greek mythological motives 
and, more generally, of the “perennial Helle-
nism” in Byzantine art.28 For the 4th–5th cen-
turies a.d., we have numerous literary texts, in 
Greek and Latin, illustrating the essential place 
of the pagan mythology in the contemporary edu-
cation.29 After the 5th century, despite the prog-
ress of Christianity which clearly dominates the 
literary creations, the rhetorical culture is still 
full of pagan exempla. Even if they are not objects 
of religious belief, they are occasionally brought 
to life in literature (as in Dracontius’ Romulea) 
and figurative arts in order to recall ancestral vir-
tues. The pagan mythological characters serve as 
both models for new Christian inspirational char-
acters, issued from the Bible, and as comparisons 
for the Christians who imitate these new Chris-
tian symbols.

The literary curriculum of the Hellenistic 
and Roman schools established a canon of in-
spirational heroes that we see often represented 
in private and public spaces frequented by edu-
cated men. Besides Meleager (with the two 
plates mentioned before, figs. 1 and 7), there is 
Achilles, whose anger has been one of the most 
long-lasting topics of rhetorical debate and ethic 
reflection throughout Antiquity.30 The so-called 
Scipio’s shield in Paris’ National Library (fig. 17, 
Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris, Cabinet 
des Médailles inv. 56.344), dated to the end of the 
4th–beginning of the 5th century a.d., represents 
a synthesis between the two terms of Achilles’ 
wrath, the abduction of Briseis (Iliad book 1) and 
the Achaean embassy (Iliad book 9). It is interest-
ing to note that one of the scenes integrated in 
this synthesis was still illustrated apart, as the be-
ginning and the end of Achilles’ withdrawal from 
war, determined by Briseis’ abduction and re-
turn, on a Hermitage silver plate (Inv. no. ω 350), 
stamped towards the end of the time of Justinian, 
ca. a.d. 550.31 At that time, Procopius (On build­
ings 1.2.7) confirms the importance of Achilles 
in the imperial expression of power: Justinian 
himself was represented through one of Achilles’ 
statues. The continuity of the iconographic tradi-
tion from which the “Scipio’s shield” was com-
piled is confirmed by another 6th century a.d. 
silver plate in the Hermitage (Inv. no. ω 279), il-
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lustrating the quarrel between Ajax and Odysseus 
and the judgment of the weapons after Achilles’ 
death. Odysseus, at the right of the viewer and 
left of Athena’s throne, is represented in a similar 
manner as during the embassy to Achilles, on the 
“Scipio’s shield” (fig. 17) and, more generally, in 
the long iconographic tradition of the Doloneia.32

The same technique of pasticcio—that we have 
also noticed on the Meleager and Atalanta plate, 
illustrating both the beginning and the end of the 
Calydonian hunt (cf. supra)—is visible on a plate 
devoted to another inspirational hero: Bellero-
phon, on the silver plate in Geneva (d 35,8 cm, 
817,5 g; Musée d’art et d’histoire, Inv. AD 2382, 
fig. 18).33 Judging by the 43 pieces brought to-
gether in order to reconstruct a part of the plate, 
the hero was shown near his flying horse, Pegasos. 
This pose probably evokes, at the same time, two 
episodes of Bellerophon’s myth: the capture of 
Pegasos near the source Pirene in Corinth with 
the help of Athena and Bellerophon’s fight with 
the Chimera, with the help of the flying horse. 
This silver plate is all the more important for 
our study, since it has been considered as being 
close for its manufacture to the München Melea-
ger plate (cf. supra, fig. 7). More than Meleager, 
Bellerephon is one of the pagan successful heroes 
whose positive actions are emphasized in early 
Christian times: his battle with the Chimera was 
an excellent representation of the victory of good 
versus evil, analogous to the biblical victories of 
King David. Moreover, unlike Heracles, Bellero-
phon was not one of the heroes with a cult.34 Il-
lustrating him—like Meleager—alone on a plate 
which served as a prestigious object proves that 
independently of the viewer’s adhesion to pagan-
ism or Christianity, the hero remained an inspi-
rational model in the young men’s education and 
behavior.

The King’s Political Exempla:  
David and Meleager

During Heraclius’ reign, we know of one Chris-
tian hero who benefited from borrowing the 
features of the pagan heroes and finally fulfilled 
their propagandistic functions in the imperial ico-
nography: the biblical king David, full of talents 
analogous to those of Achilles, Perseus, Orpheus, 
Bellerophon, Heracles and even Meleager, who 
delivered the Holy Land of the evil, monstrous 

beasts and enemies. According to currently ac-
cepted opinion, the series of nine plates discov-
ered in Lapethos/Lambousa (Cyprus), where they 
were buried before the Arab invasion of a.d. 653–
654, is a direct attestation of this phenomenon. 
Now divided between The Metropolitan Museum 
of Arts and the Nicosia Museum, the series was 
an illustrated feuilleton of the life of King Da-
vid. It seems plausible that not only the imperial 
elites but the Byzantine emperor himself used the 
image of the biblical king by analogy, in order to 
claim his authority and legitimacy as Christian 
king (πιστὸς ἐν Χριστῷ βασιλεύς), victorious upon 
the Barbarians (in a.d. 629).35 The similarity in 
the disposition of the characters on the misso­
rium of Theodosius, on the so-called Scipio shield 
(cf. supra, fig. 17) and on some plates of the David 
series could suggest a similar function of the il-
lustrations: express power in myth, history and 
contemporary politics.

Just like our Hermitage plate, the nine David 
plates discovered in Cyprus were made in the im-
perial workshops (perhaps of Constantinople36) 
and bear Heraclius’ imperial stamps prior to 630. 
Heraclius, the founder of the Byzantine dynasty 
of the Heraclids, born ca. 575, was crowned in 
610, after a period of instability following Phocas’ 
usurpation of Maurice’s throne (602). Descendant 
of a Cappadocian (or Armenian?) family said to 
have Arsacid roots,37 Heraclius managed to de-
feat the Avars and especially the Sassanians and 
to have some success against the Arabs. It is after 
his victories, in a.d. 629–630, that the imperial 
workshops could have chosen the David saga in 
order to glorify the king and to motivate his sol-
diers and collaborators. By recovering the Holy 
Cross from the Persians, by his efforts of uniting 
the Christians under the doctrine of monothele-
tism as well as by his battles against the Muslims 
(mentioned in the Surah 30), Heraclius appears 
until today as a champion of Christianity. The 
nine silver plates seem to perfectly fit Heraclius’ 
claim of final victory against the pagan Barbar-
ians (Zoroastrian Sassanians). They are supported 
by texts which explicitly compare or assimilate 
Heraclius to David, a new Heracles.38

Yet, Heraclius’ reign was not without contest, 
especially because of his second marriage to Mar-
tina, the daughter of his sister, who accompanied 
him in the military campaigns at least from a.d. 
624 onwards.39 The political, religious and even 
public opposition towards Martina culminated 
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after Heraclius’ death, in 641, when Martina 
tried, without success, to establish her authority 
over Heraclius’ two sons Heraclius Novus Con-
stantine III and Herakleonas. The turmoil of this 
long and particularly dramatic, sometime tragic, 
reign inspired analogies not only with David but 
with other biblical figures such as Daniel, Noe, 
Job, as well as comparisons with Heracles, Per-
seus, Achilles and Odysseus.40 In particular, the 
comparison between the Heraclids (Heraclius the 
Elder, the emperor Heraclius and his two sons) 
and Heracles is supported by their names, all de-
rived from the name of the hero. 

Even if we do not have clear literary attestations 
for an explicit comparison between Heraclius 
and Meleager, we might think that the presence 
of Meleager (with Atalanta) in the iconographic 
repertoire of the silver plates stamped by the im-
perial officials indicates that the hunting-hero re-
mained part of this series of pagan heroes said to 
have been surpassed by the emperor, according to 
contemporary propaganda.41 If our hypothesis is 
right, the use of Meleager’s image on show-plates 
(fig. 1 and 7, if the last one was done also under 
Heraclius) could have preceded and prepared the 
use of the images of David, after the final victory.

There are several reasons for which Heraclius 
himself or his contemporaries would have chosen 
Meleager as a political exemplum:

a. From Homer (Iliad 9.527–605) onwards, Me-
leager is the hunter of Calydon (in Aetolia), the 
one who killed or, at least, played an essential 
part in killing the boar sent by Artemis as a pun-
ishment for the hybris of his father, Oineus.42 
Therefore, Meleager is a good example of an aris-
tocratic hero who could pay for his father’s (or 
predecessor’s) errors.

In most ancient cultures, hunting (including 
men-hunting, war) was the main proof of virile 
virtue. As George of Pisidia states at the beginning 
of his first elogium of Heraclius returning from 
Africa (I [III] 5), many contemporary authors cele-
brated the armed riders and the successful hunters 
(ἱππεῖς ἐνόπλους, θηρολέτας <κατ>ευστόχους). We do 
not know to what works George of Pisidia was re-
ferring, but it is possible to suppose that Meleager, 
the best of hunters, could have been a mythologi-
cal paragon for the emperor and the elites in those 
works, already at the beginning of the reign.

Heraclius’ Armenian/Cappadocian-Iranian and 
Greco-Roman backgrounds justify the choice of a 

hunting hero: from Archaic times, in both Greece 
and Iran, hunting was an aristocratic, even royal, 
activity. The Macedonians, Alexander and his 
heirs, maintained the tradition of the represen-
tation of the king as a hunter (as illustrated, for 
example, in the pictorial decoration of Philip II’s 
tomb in Vergina or on the so-called Alexander’s 
sarcophagus in Istanbul).43 A change appeared in 
the West only at the end of Hellenistic times: if 
the Iranian kings who conquered the Seleucid ter-
ritories continued this tradition—up to the Sas-
sanians, whose favored pose on silver plates is 
that of the hunting king—Augustus and the Julio-
Claudians banned it from the repertoire of their 
signs of prestige for almost a century, until the 
Flavians and the Antonines. Hunting, however, 
related with triumph, the imperial cult or with 
the coming into function of the emperors and 
high officials, always remained an important part 
of the Roman spectacles.44 The uenationes were 
important public events from the 2nd century 
b.c. and up to the 6th or 7th century a.d. To this 
late period, the Byzantine art historians date the 
pavement of the Great Palace in Byzantium, cov-
ered by a mosaic with arable-pastoral and hunting 
scenes. Together with the plates of Bellerophon 
and Meleager, this pavement confirms the inti-
mate relationship between the triumphal chief 
and the figure of the successful hunter, a fea-
ture shared by Greco-Roman and Iranian kings, 
throughout centuries.45

What better symbol for an emperor said to have 
been able to kill the lions in the arena and many 
wild boars in unfrequented places (Fredegar, 
Chronicle 4.65 630: pugnatur aegregius, nam et 
sepe leones in arenas et in aerimis plures singulos 
interficit), than the figure of the boar hunter par 
excellence, Meleager? The importance of hunting 
as action revelatory of the royal virtues and of the 
hunting hero as an ideal king is even greater if 
we take into consideration Heraclius’ Armenian/
Cappadocian (not to say Arsacid) roots.46 Me
leager, son of Oineus and Althaia, the brother 
of Deianira, wife of Heracles, the hero who in-
spired the name of Heraclius, of his father and of 
his sons. This genealogical link could have been 
taken in consideration when choosing these ex­
empla. For instance, from Homer onwards (Iliad 
2.677; Diodorus of Sicily 5.54; Strabo 9.5.23), 
Heracles was the father of Thessalos (from his 
union with Chalciopé or Astyoché). Thessalos, 
the mythical ancestor of the Thessalians, was ac-
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cording to Hellenistic sources the father of Arme-
nos, the mythical ancestor of the Armenians47. 
Therefore, besides being the best hunter, Me-
leager could have appeared as a reminder of the 
Greek heroic origin of Heraclius the Armenian.

b. Heraclius’ relationship with Martina recalls 
the debated relationship between Meleager and 
Atalanta. Being Heraclius’ young niece and a very 
ambitious lady, Martina was never accepted by 
the people of Byzantium. The marriage, which 
produced several handicapped children, was 
criticized by Heraclius’ brother himself.48 The 
reason why Heraclius insisted so much on this 
union was perhaps not only sentimental but also 
political: the endogamous marriage—of Hera-
clius himself with his niece, but also of Hera-
clius’ first-born son, Heraclius Constantine III, 
with his paternal second cousin, Gregoria49—was 
a sign of continuity with the dynastic habits of 
the Iranian kings, or, at least, with the Armenian, 
Cappadocian or more generally Anatolian family 
practices.50 Analogously, a woman-hunter (and, 
according to some mythical variants, fighter and 
Argonaut) was necessarily a monster, rejected by 
Meleager’s companions. Whatever the conclusion 
of their relationship—either marriage, or Atalan-
ta’s preserved virginity—Meleager and Atalanta 
remained an excellent example of couple who 
put their love and warrior virtue in the service of 
their community.

c. Heraclius saved the empire, in a critical mo-
ment of the war with the Sassanians of Chosroes 
II. One of the generals of Chosroes II, who was 
most active in the confrontations with Heraclius 
and who even became shah of the whole empire 
for less than two months in a.d. 630, by his real 
name Farrukhān, of the Mihrān family, was called 
the “Boar of the Empire”, Šahrbarāz/Šahrwarāz 
(Gr. Σαρβάρος), because of his military talents.51 
For the Iranians, the boar was one of the animal 
incarnations of Warahrām/Wahrām, the warrior 
god of victory, companion of Miθra (cf. Yašt 14; 
also Yašt 10.70).52 After important conquests in 
Syria, Palestine (where he captured Jerusalem) 
and Egypt (611–616), Šahrbarāz/Šahrwarāz failed 
to take Constantinople. But just like the terrible 
boar of Meleager’s myth who caused much dam-
age before being hunted by Meleager and Atalanta, 
Šahrwarāz caused nearly fatal injuries to the Byz-
antines before being neutralized by Heraclius in 

625–626.53 In the end, he was helped by Heraclius 
to take the Sassanian throne from Ardašīr III. 

In a key moment of the military conflict—like 
the year 622, when Heraclius defeated and re-
jected Šahrwarāz from Anatolia and especially at 
the beginning of 624, when Heraclius, encouraged 
by his first success, started his major campaign 
over Persia and the Caucasus—Heraclius or his 
court could have answered to the Sassanian propa-
ganda of the “Boar of the Empire”, with the image 
of the greatest boar hunter in the Greek culture, 
Meleager, accompanied by his beloved Atalanta. 
The chronology of Heraclius’ military campaigns 
and of his marriage with Martina is, unfortu-
nately, not sure: for our plate, or at least for its 
model, the best solution seems to be the begin-
ning of 624, after the Anatolian military success 
but before leaving Constantinople on the 25th of 
March, together with his young wife, Martina. 
This moment seems to fit the scene, since the 
beginning of the hunt and of Meleager’s relation-
ship with Atalanta could recall the start of the 
war and the recent marriage; at the same time, 
the triumphal posture of Meleager and maybe the 
hastae purae, the spears “without iron”, signs 
of military success could have been justified by 
Heraclius’ previous victories and confidence in 
the future triumph. Furthermore, Theophanes 
Confessor (p. 303 de Boor) attests to the confisca-
tion of metal goods from rich particulars and big 
churches at the beginning of the campaign of 624. 
Our plate could have been made and offered as a 
military, political or votive gift, at that moment 
(right after Heraclius’ and Martina’s wedding and 
before the departure to Persia), or later, as a sou-
venir or compensation for that action.

This image would have clearly surpassed the 
possible equivalence between the two enemies, 
who compared themselves with Heracles: Hera-
clius was named after the hero-god; since the 
god Wahrām was often represented as Heracles, 
Šahrwarāz was indirectly claiming Heracles’/ 
Wahrām’s strength. Given the symbolism of the 
boar in the Armenian and Iranian religion, political 
communication and iconographies, the compari-
son of the Byzantine basileus with the boar hunter 
would have been an extremely powerful message 
of resistance and counter-offensive against the Sas-
sanian pretentions regarding the West.54

Finally, if Heraclius was really compared to Me-
leager because of his victory over an exceptional 
“boar”, he was not the first Roman who would 
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have confronted, in an allegorical hunting, an ad-
versary called “boar”: he belongs to a series which 
set apart, at least from the end of the 3rd century 
a.d. onwards, the image of the Roman emperor as 
a boar hunter. Already before the end of the 1st 
century a.d., Tacitus and Pliny the Younger seem 
to have used the metaphor of the hunting against 
the Gallic rhetor Marcus Aper.55 For Heraclius, 
however, the main reference must have been 
Diocletian, who became the legitimate emperor 
only after killing a boar—Arius Aper, Numerian’s 
father-in-law and Praetorian Prefect, in 284, at 
Nicomedia.56 After this crime, Diocletian, who 
had already killed a lot of real boars in his life be-
fore becoming an emperor, is said to have made a 
reference to the hunt of Aeneas, the founder of the 
Roman gens (who pursued Mezentius like a boar, 
Aeneid 10.707–716), but also to a prophecy he re-
ceived in his young years from a Druid woman: 
“you will become emperor when you have slain 
a Boar / Imperator eris, cum Aprum occideris”. 
The boar was, indeed, an animal associated by the 
Celts with the classes of kings and priests. It was 
also recognized by the Greeks and Romans as an 
attribute of Apollo: this is why its hunt appears, 
on Constantine’s arch, near a sacrifice to Apollo. 
After Diocletian, the tradition of the emperor 
boar-hunters is continued by Constantine’s heirs: 
a famous sapphire gem once in the collection of 
Marquis Folci Rinuccini in Florence (now lost), 
represented Constance II hunting the boar in Cae-
sarea of Cappadocia (fig. 19).57 Although this kind 
of scene is common in the 4th century a.d.—a 
good parallel being the Risley Park lanx (fig. 20)— 
precisely at the time when Meleager and Atalanta 
started to be represented with royal diadems (cf. 
fig. 14), Constance II’s gem could show that at the 
beginning of the 360s, in Cappadocia, a boar hunt-
ing could be the sign of legitimizing the Roman 
imperial power, in dangerous conflicts with the 
Sassanians but also with Western usurpers. Of 
Cappadocian origins, humiliated at the beginning 
of his reign when the Persians took Caesarea, 
Heraclius could have referred to this legitimizing 
boar hunting in Cappadocia, in 624, when he was 
starting his campaign to Armenia and Persia.

d. The choice of Greco-Roman heroic exem­
pla is not contradictory to Heraclius’ fervent 
Christian faith: at least one subtle sign allows a 
Christian reading of the scene. When compared 
with the rest of the tradition—and in particular 

with the mosaic in fig. 14—the most surprising 
feature of the Hermitage plate is the lack of the 
boar. The victim took the place of the slayer. The 
slain lamb, similar to the one represented on one 
David plate, could embody the Lamb of God (John 
1:29, 36; 1 Corinthians 5:7), the Christ (before the 
Council in Trullo, 691–692) and, through Him, 
the Christians, their Holy City and the Cross 
which had to suffer from the Persian conquest and 
devastation. 

In the footsteps of Constantine, Heraclius 
might have wanted to be seen as the providential 
hero called the revenger of the innocents and re-
storer of Christianity.58 Before him, at the begin-
ning of the 4th century a.d., another Armenian of 
Arsacid descent, established in the Cappadocian 
Caesarea, won against a royal “boar”, enemy of 
the Christians: this was Gregory the Illuminator, 
who converted the Armenians to Christianity in 
the time of Diocletian and Constantine. Accord-
ing to the legendary life of the saint, transmitted 
through several versions among which one in Ar-
menian, by Agathangelos, the king Tiridates be-
came mad, being possessed by demons, and began 
to behave like a boar, after killing some innocent 
maidens. Even if he might be persecuted by the 
king, Gregory agreed to cure him. In the end, the 
saint recovered the remains of the innocent mar-
tyrs who would inspire the Christian people of 
lambs.59

Obviously, this hypothesis must be taken with 
caution. First, even if we are sure that Meleager 
remained one of the heroes of the Classical pai­
deia in Late Antiquity, the identification of Hera-
clius with Meleager is not attested by any literary 
text. It is true that Heraclius remained a tragic 
figure in the public opinion—this is also why, 
centuries after, Pierre Corneille wrote the trag-
edy Héraclius, empereur d’Orient. In fact, when 
looking at the whole ancient literary tradition, 
Meleager is a tragic hero, who seemed to have 
all, even immortality, at his birth but who com-
mitted misdeeds and lost everything before his 
death. In the Greco-Roman political mentality, 
an exemplum is not only a hero that a young per-
son can never equal. An inspirational model must 
also have weaknesses and faults that he learns to 
surpass and, by doing so, he teaches the others to 
do so (like the biblical king David, Heraclius’ ex-
plicit model). Furthermore, in the Greco-Roman 
tradition, the tragic heroes were not only models 
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but also intermediaries in purging passions. 
Through the cathartic tragedy of Achilles, Hera-
cles, Bellerophon, Meleager, the young men could 
free themselves from the passions which would 
have brought them to error. Therefore, in order 
to understand the hypothetical choice of Melea-
ger as a possible comparison for Heraclius (and, 
more exactly, as a pagan model for the Christian 
emperor), we need to look deeper into the liter-
ary evidence of Meleager’s saga and observe the 
rhetorical reasons for which Meleager’s personal-
ity could have recommended him not only as an 
ideal of any young aristocrat but also as a tool for 
Heraclius’ propaganda.

A Tragic Destiny in Intentional History

In our modern languages, the name of Meleager 
remains related to that of the Meleagrides, the 
guinea fowl into which Meleager’s sisters or at 
least some women mourners were transformed.60 
Meleager’s death is indeed one of the most tragic 
in the whole Greek and Roman tradition: accord-
ing to Bacchylides, in the Underworld, even Hera-
cles is moved by the story of Meleager, who tells 
him about his unmarried sister, Deianira (the one 
who will be the cause of Heracles’ own death).61 
This is how Bacchylides the lyric poet enchains 
two of the most tragic destinies of the Greek lit-
erature (Epinikion 5.155–75, ed. and trans. R. C. 
Jebb, 1994):

Φασὶν ἀδεισιβόαν ᾿Αμ-
  φιτρύωνος παῖδα μοῦνον δὴ τότε 
τέγξαι βλέφαρον, ταλαπενθέος 
πότμον οἰκτίροντα φωτός· 
καί νιν ἀμειβόμενος 
τᾶδ’ ἔφα· «Θνατοῖσι μὴ φῦναι φέριστον 
μηδ’ ἀελίου προσιδεῖν 
  φέγγος . . .» Τὸν δὲ μενεπτολέμου 
ψυχὰ προσέφα Μελεά-
  γρου· «Λίπον χλωραύχενα 
ἐν δώμασι Δαϊάνει-
  ραν . . .»

. . . He said that then, and then alone, tears came to 
the eyes of Amphitryon’s intrepid son, in pity for the 
ill-fated hero’s doom; and he answered him with such 
words as these: “It were best for mortals that they 
had never been born, and never looked upon the sun-
light. . . .” And to him spoke the spirit of Meleager, 
steadfast in war: “I left Delaneira at home, in the fresh 
bloom of youth. . . . ”

In the 2nd century a.d., Pausanias (10.31.3–4) 
lists three different traditions about the causes of 
Meleager’s death: 

a. Homer (Iliad 1.566) says that the Erinys 
heard the curses of Althaia, Meleager’s mother, 
after her son killed her own brothers, the Thes-
tiadai, in battle.

b. The Hesiodic poem Eoiai (fr. 25.9–13 Merkel-
bach-West) and the Minyad (EFG p. 144 fr. 3 
Davies) agree in saying that Apollo helped the 
Curetes against the Aetolians, and that Meleager 
was killed by this god (in Pleuron). 

c. There was a folk story about a brand burning 
in the family’s foyer at the birth of Meleager. The 
Fates (Moirai) predicted to his mother, Althaia, 
that the child would live as long as the brand 
would not be consumed by fire. Althaia preserved 
the brand until she burnt it up in the passion fol-
lowing the death of her brother. This story was 
the subject of a drama in the 6th century b.c. by 
Phrynichos, in his Pleuronian Women (TrGF I2 3 
fr. 5–6 Snell): “For chill doom / He escaped not, 
but a swift flame consumed him, / As the brand 
was destroyed by his terrible mother, contriver of 
evil // κρυερὸν γὰρ οὐκ / ἤλυξεν μόρον, ὠκεῖα δέ 
νιν φλὸξ κατεδαίσατο, / δαλοῦ περθομένου ματρὸς 
ὑπ’ αἰνᾶς κακομηχάνου”. However, it appears that 
Phrynichos did not invent the story, but only 
touched on it as one already in the mouths of 
everyone in Greece.

Folk tales of many peoples include characters 
possessing or looking for immortality, who are 
associated with eternal youth and virtue. Since 
we have lost Phrynichos and Euripides’ tragedy 
(which were, however, still read in Roman times 
and, for Euripides at least, even during Late An-
tiquity), our main source for this variant of Me-
leager’s myth is Ovid (Metamorphoses 8.267–546; 
cf. Hyginus, Fabulae 171–74; Ps.-Apollodorus, Li­
brary 1.8.2). After the killing of the Calydonian 
boar, Meleager courts Atalanta with the hide, but 
when this is seized by his uncles, Plexippus and 
Toxeus, he slaughters them in his rage. Althaia, 
distraught with grief for her brothers, determined 
his fate by casting the brand into the fire, at which 
point Meleager succumbs to fever and dies.

This death of the young and victorious hero, 
who finally put the common interest higher than 
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his own life, became one of the most famous top-
ics of funerary decoration between the 2nd and 
3rd centuries a.d. More precisely, the ca. two 
hundred sarcophagi known until today, produced 
mainly in the West and decorated with episodes 
from Meleager’s life, represent the most numer-
ous group of mythological sarcophagi related to 
one hero.62 This is no surprise, since in his Melea­
ger (performed in 416 b.c.), Euripides, who seems 
to be the real inventor of the tragedy of the cou-
ple of Meleager and Atalanta, already formulated 
the essential message of Meleager’s tragedy: “Do 
good while people are alive; when each man dies / 
He is earth and shadow. What is nothing changes 
nothing // τοὺς ζῶντας εὖ δρᾶν· κατθανὼν δὲ πᾶς 
ἀνὴρ / γῆ καὶ σκιά· τὸ μηδὲν εἰς οὐδὲν ῥέπει” (fr. 
532 Nauck). Moreover, the three main episodes 
emphasized on these sarcophagi fit three com-
mon topics in the Roman funerary art: the hunt 
as heroic act, the funerary banquet (after the Ca-
lydon hunt), and the death moment—either by 
sickness, or in the Pleuron battle against the Cu-
retes, where Meleager would still have Atalanta, 
mourning companion and hypostasis of Artemis, 
by his side.

If Meleager and Atalanta appeared from Anto-
nine times onwards side by side as the exemplary 
couple united beyond Thanatos, they were al-
ready, at the beginning of the Empire, the couple 
united by Eros. Besides the poems of Ovid, Grac-
chus, Manilius or Seneca, an interesting testi-
mony about the success of this erotic couple is 
offered by Suetonius, who mentioned the shame-
ful representation of Atalanta performing fellatio 
on Meleager in Tiberius’ bedroom (Life of Ti­
berius 44).63 We do not have any figurative trace 
of this representation, but we may suppose that it 
could have been somehow related to the Etruscan 
drawings of the two naked heroes on bronze mir-
rors. In any case, Suetonius’ mention is all the 
more interesting since from Hellenistic times 
(when Meleager is mentioned as an Argonaut by 
Apollonius of Rhodes, Argonautica 1.190–91; cf. 
Diodorus 4.48.4–5; Ps.-Apollodorus 1.9.16) to the 
2nd century a.d.

Since the couple decorated the domestic walls 
of the Romans (in private, even erotic contexts), it 
is not impossible to suppose (with all the caution 
necessary in this kind of hypothesis, which is not 
directly supported by a text) that silver plates rep-
resenting the couple were already produced in the 
early Roman Empire. They could have been an 

appreciated gift for marriages—like the Augustan 
silver cup from Xanten-Lüttingen, Rheinisches 
Landesmuseum Bonn 58, 4, representing the mar-
riage of Jason and Creusa, which is supposed to 
have been offered as a gift to the army on the oc-
casion of Tiberius’ marriage with Agrippina (fig. 
21). The tradition of offering objects decorated 
with tragic weddings for marriage gifts goes back 
to Classical Greek times and continues up to the 
end of Antiquity. The practice can be explained 
by the purifying force of the Greek tragedy and by 
the exemplarity of the hero, who shows the way 
the educated elites have to follow.

There is another hint regarding the hypotheti-
cal matrimonial event which could have been 
echoed by our plate: the unique representation 
of the two standing characters, with harmless 
spears (scepters?) and horses, contrasting their 
asymmetrical pose in Roman painting and mosa-
ics. It is true that divine and heroic couples are 
represented rather side by side on early Byzantine 
objects—like the bucket with the images of six 
gods (Hercules and Minerva, Apollo and Diana, 
Mars and Venus) also wearing five stamps from 
the reign of Heraclius (in the Kunsthistorisches 
Museum, Wien, ANSA VIIa 95, fig. 22)64 and, 
more generally, like the latest representations of 
Meleager and Atalanta (figs. 12–14, mentioned 
supra). There is at least a couple represented in a 
similar pose in Pompeian painting: they are usu-
ally identified with Alexander the Great and Rox-
ane, represented as Ares and Aphrodite, during 
their wedding in Susa, in 324 b.c. (fig. 23, from 
the House of the golden bracelet, Pompei Anti-
quarium). The frame of a royal wedding fits both 
the narrative and the possible political context 
of our plate: the hunt of Calydon is their initia-
tion into life; if Heraclius and Martina or their 
entourage ever choose Meleager and Atalanta as 
their mythical paragons, they would have repre-
sented them as a royal couple, side by side, ready 
for action, before the tragic denouement of their 
story. The exceptional presence of diadems on the 
heads of the two heroes—as a bandelette, in the 
Hellenistic fashion, for Meleager and as a small 
crown for Atalanta—could confirm an emphasis 
on their royal status. Their clothes—Meleager, 
naked with his mantle, and Atalanta in her Ama-
zon dress, which fits her young bride status65—in 
contrast to the hunting costumes of Roman impe-
rial times, are further hints to the artist’s desire to 
go back to the Classical figures, better adapted for 
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anchoring a legitimizing claim deep into ancient 
Hellenism.

The presence of the imperial stamps on the back 
of the dish is not definite proof in favour of a po-
litical reading of the plate, even if they show that 
the product was checked by imperial authorities. 
But if our propagandistic interpretation is valid, 
Heraclius could have chosen the comparison with 
Meleager around a.d. 622–624, date of his first 
military success against the “Boar of the Empire” 
and of his marriage with Martina, in order to an-
swer both external and internal contestations of 
his authority. In this case, our plate would be a 
tool of “intentional history”, that is an attempt 
of the king or his court to impose a positive pub-
lic image, despite the difficult political and mili-
tary context.66 For composing the decoration of 
this plate, the artists of his court would have used 
a century-old mythological scene, in an elusive 
Christian perspective. Only those who directly 
identified the slain lamb with the Lamb of God, 
bearer of the Cross, were able to understand the 
full propagandistic message of Heraclius, basileus 
at the crossroads of civilisations.

For all those familiar with Homer and the 
Greco-Roman texts and images, Meleager was 
a good heroic exemplum: he was the champion 
of hunting, a favorite topic of the Greco-Roman 
and Iranian elites. Yet, unlike any other “black 
hunter”—the ephebe who runs away from mar-
riage and the political life of the city in order to 
make war, save his people and acquire glory—
the blond Meleager saves his fatherland and 
also shares his glory with the woman he loves, 
despite the disapproval of his relatives. His epic-
tragic destiny and, in our opinion, the game of 
Greco-Roman and Iranian propaganda around the 
warrior virtues of the boars, made Meleager and 

Atalanta one of the last survivors of the Greek 
pagan culture in Christian Byzantium before the 
8th century iconoclasm.

Conclusion

Inspired by a myth of great success since its in-
vention in Classical times, drawn with Late Clas-
sical figures in a frame which can go back to the 
1st century b.c.–2nd century a.d., the Meleager 
and Atalanta plate fulfilled the expectation of the 
Roman elites, increasingly interested in hunting 
since the 2nd and 3rd centuries a.d. This aristo-
cratic public recalled the hunting and erotic deeds 
of the hero in 4th/5th century a.d. banquets and 
still considered Meleager—together with other 
victors in hunting and in war, from Homer or 
from the Bible—as an inspirational model or at 
least as a pagan paragon in early Byzantine times.

The plate of Meleager and Atalanta was prob-
ably first manufactured between 622 and the 
spring of a.d. 624, on the occasion of Heraclius’ 
and Martina’s marriage and departure for war 
against Šahrwarāz. The composition, based on a 
long iconographic tradition, answered the taste of 
the elites for mythological representations under 
the influence of the traditional paideia and prob-
ably also fulfilled a role of propaganda for a hated 
imperial couple, who finally defeated the Persian 
“Boar of the Empire” and recovered the Holy 
Cross. This is only a hypothesis based on the his-
torical elements which could have inspired the 
comparison. Nonetheless, the Hermitage plate 
is a clear proof of the vitality of the Classical 
models and, more generally, of the Classical pai­
deia based on mythical exempla in post-antique, 
Christian Hellenism.
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Fig. 1. Frontal view of the Meleager and Atalanta silver plate in the Hermitage, a.d. 613-
629/630, Inv. no. ω 1. Photo by Svetlana Suetova. Courtesy of The State Hermitage Museum.
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Fig. 2. Heraclius’ stamps on the back of the Meleager and Atalanta silver plate in the Hermitage, Inv. no. ω 
1. After Althaus and Sutcliffe 2006, p. 58 and Dodd 1961, p. 177, no. 57.
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Fig. 3. The herdsman’s silver plate in the Hermitage, ca. a.d. 530, Inv. ω 277.
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Fig. 4. David slaying a lion on a silver plate in The Metropolitan Mu-
seum of Art, ca. a.d. 629/630, Inv. 17.190.394. Public Domain https://
www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/464375.

Fig. 5. David fighting Goliath on the main silver plate of the Da-
vid series in The Metropolitan Museum of Art, ca. a.d. 629/630, 
Inv. 17.190.396. Public Domain https://www.metmuseum.org/art/
collection/search/464377.
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Fig. 7. Meleager silver plate, 6th-7th century a.d., Bayerisches Na-
tionalmuseum, München. Foto-No. D5369 Haberland, Walter. Inv.-
No. L56/113. Photo courtesy of the Museum.

Fig. 6. Tondos of Constantine’s Arch in Rome: Hadrian has killed the lion; Hadrian (recarved as Constantine) hunts the boar.
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Fig. 8. Statue of Meleager, Roman 2nd century 
a.d. copy of a 4th century b.c. Greek original. The 
head is a modern restoration. Rome, Galleria Bor-
ghese, Arachne Foto Oehler 53/1953/5-6 EA 2714 
Anderson 4558, http://arachne.uni-koeln.de/item/
marbilder/8307925.

Fig. 9. Meleager and Atalanta on a fresco from the house of the Cen-
taur in Pompei, now in the MAN Napoli, Inv. 8980. Courtesy of the 
Museum.
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Fig. 10. The Meleager plate in the Sevso treasure of the National Museum, Budapest. Online https://mnm.hu/en/exhibitions/
temporary/seuso_treasure.

Fig. 12. Marble relief on a Roman sarcophagus, Rome, 
Saint Peter’s basilica, ca. a.d.180–190. Vatican Mu-
seum. After K. A. Rasf, ed., Roman Art at the Art 
Institute of Chicago, cat. 4, fig. 4.14.

Fig. 11. Mosaic, Antioch, House of the red pavement, ca. a.d. 140. 
Photo: Arachne 
http://arachne.uni-koeln.de/item/marbilder/3366475.
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Fig. 13. Meleager and Atalanta on a woollen wall hanging of the 4th-5th c., at the Abegg-
Stiftung, Riggisberg, 2003. Photo: Christoph von Viràg. Courtesy of the Foundation.
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Fig. 14. Meleager and Atalanta in the central emblem of a 4th c. Roman mosaic, 
from Cardeñajimeno. Burgos museo, Spain. Online images: http://mosaico.easd-
merida.es/mosaicos-romanos-en-el-museo-de-burgos/.
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Fig. 16. Riding Meleager and Atalanta on a mosaic from Halicarnassos, preserved in the British Museum 1857, 1220.439. Images 
AN254436001 and AN254497001. Courtesy of the British Museum.

Fig. 15. Hunting scene on a silver plate, 5th c., Byzantium. Dumbar-
ton Oaks Research Library and Collection BZ.1947.12. Online https://
images.app.goo.gl/4VMMxsvaVFXSBA758.
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Fig. 18. Bellerophon on a 6th-7th c. silver 
plate in Geneva, Musée d’art et d’histoire, Inv. 
AD 2382. Photo Bettina Jacot-Descombes. 
Courtesy of the Museum.

Fig. 17. The so-called Scipio shield in the 
French National Library, Paris, Cabinet des 
Médailles, inv. 56.344. Courtesy of the BNF.
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Fig. 19. Constance II, accompanied by a servant, hunts the boar in Cappadocian Caesarea, on a sap-
phire from the old Rinuccini collection in Florence, then in the Trivulzio collection in Milano, now 
lost. 4th century a.d. Beazley archive, online http://www.beazley.ox.ac.uk/gems/styles/EarlyChristian/
Image/12.jpg.

Fig. 20. Replica of the Risley Park silver lanx, 4th century a.d., now lost, from the British Museum, on-
line https://www.bmimages.com/preview.asp?image=00259059001.
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Fig. 23. The wedding of Alexander the Great and Stateira in Susa, in 324, 
on a Pompeian fresco from the House of the golden bracelet, Pompeii 
Antiquarium. Courtesy Pareo Archeologico di Pompeii.

Fig. 22. Mars and Venus on the six gods situla (bucket) in 
the Kunsthistorisches Museum, Wien, ANSA VIIa 95, on-
line https://artsandculture.google.com/asset/silver-bucket/
AAFwM3D5LpvYNA. Courtesy of the Museum.

Fig. 21. Jason’s wedding with Creusa on the Augustan silver 
cup from Xanten-Lüttingen, Rheinisches Landesmuseum 
Bonn 58, 4. Courtesy of the Museum.
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