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Domestic Dionysus? Telete in mosaics
from Zeugma and the Late Roman Near East

Katherine M. D. Dunbabin

The study of Dionysiac imagery has never lacked maiter for cortroversy, and the problers
of interpretation appear especially vividly when that imagery is used as decorabon in 2
dameshic context. When scenes thal may be taken to bear a reference to Dicnysiac cull and initi-
ation, supposedly performed in condilions of secrecy and seclusion, are fonnd decorating the
walls, floors, or ceiling of whal appear to be rooms used {or reception, open to a wide range of
vigitors, what réle do allusions to initiation and the mysleries play in such a setting? They
have been seen as prafessions of faith on he part of the patcons wha commissioned them, and
records of their persenal comenimment to the god and his cult, or as elements of fashionable décor
cnptied of “real” religious significance.) Scholars have used the evidence of these represen-
tations as the foundatipn for reconstruclions of the content and pracedure of the ceremonies
Mote recent critics have stressed the polysemy of such images, the possibility they offer of
multiple readings, their ability to address different messages to different audicnoes, depending
o the cespeclive culture and levels of preparabion®

Dhscussion has lang focesed on the monuments of Rome and Pomped from the Lale Republic
and Early Empire, and espedially on such well-known and well-preserved complexes as the
Villa of the Mysterdes at Pompett or the paintings and stuccoes of the Farnesina ¥illa in
Rorme? But modern schelaiship has been no more unandmous in addressing the sigrificance of
the ubiquitous Dionysiac imagery on the domestic mosaics of the mid- and Late Empire. Only 2
[ew contain elements that have been taken 10 bear a direct reference to mysteries and initia-
tion, directly compatable to ithe scenes ol cult from the st ¢ 8C. and 1sk € 4D nolably the
mosaic from the Maison de Baechus at Cucul {ernila), which incledes a scane of the unveiling
of the fikngn,d and, more conlreveresially, the mesaics (rom Lhe Maison de la Procession
dicnysiaque ab Thysdous (El Djem)® The great majority of Dionysiac mosaics are thoroughly
ambivalent, susceptible to interpretations that could vary acgording to the inclinabons of the
observer; lheir keynotes are feslivity, tryphe, wire, and a general Dhonvsiac almosphere

The question of lhe significance of Dionysiac imagery in a demestic esnlext and its relation.
ship o cult is raised in a new and vivid form by @ nember of mesaics from the gastern provinces,
dating from the 3rd and dth c. and even later; many of these are recent discoveries. Amaong the
most remarkable are the maosaics from the House of Dionysos at Sepphoris, excavated in the
late 1980s, and dated Lo the late 2nd or early 3td ¢ A.D5 The mosaic of the large triclininm heve

I For an overview of the guestion, see Wyler 2004; Gever 1977 (with review Sy G Zwmmer, Gromon 52
1930] 633-65). For an example of interpretaton in the mvstical sense, see Hom 1972 Merkeloach 1965,

T Misson 1957 Matx 1964; Turcan 2003, especialiy 2135-41; and infra oo 35 37.

4 Wyler 2004, ef Tailler 1993, 18591

3 Villa dei Misteri: Sauron 1098; Yeyne 19498; Failler 2000; and the arucles in Gazda 2000, Farnes:na
Willa: Bragarntini ard de Vas 1932, 91-92, 138-34, 191, 193-9%, pis. 27, 73-74, 78-79, 100-I, 112-13,
119-20; Wyler 2003

5 Blanchard 1980; Dunhakin 1578, 1759-80; Geyer 1977, 142-53; the dawe is probably (he scvond half of
the 2ol or Seginaing of the 3rd c.

&  Foucher 1963, 113-29 and 146-54; Cunbabin 1975, 175-76; Geyer 1977, 112-14 and 117-24; prooably
mid-Znd c. Both the Djemida and El Djem mesates are accepted by Tuzcan (2003, 123-26 and 151-313} in
ki eopus of documents illusteating initiatocy situal, e latrer with some resenvations.

7 See Gever 1977, 11H-12 and 15B-60; Dunbabin 1978, 185-87; Turcan 2003, xxiil, quoting ). Bavel for
“un dionysisme d'atmosphire”. For Dionysiac motifs on mosaics ol Greel houses of Lhe 4th and 3ed o,
B.C.. see Guimmier-Sotbets 2004; for Mionyses on mesaics and in other media in late actiguity, see
Parrish 1293 and 2.

4 Talgamand Weiss 2004; date: ibid. 2725, the house was destroyed, apparently by an carthguake, i the
mid-dthc. | am very grateful to €. Weiss for hus readiness bo peovide pholographs of the mosacs and te
disenss Lhe issoes that they raise.
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