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Subject selection and viewer reception of
Greek portraits from Herculaneum and Tivoli

Sheila Dillon

Portraits of Greek philosophers, poets, orators, and generals, such as Socrates, Sophocles,
Demosthenes, and Pericles, were used in the Roman period to decorate the luxury villas of
wealthy upper-class Romans, serving as indices of their classical education and lending
authority to their intellectual pursuits.* Most commonly comprising a head copied from an
earlier portrait statue that was then mounted for display on a marble bust or herm pillar, these
images of Greeks of the distant past affirmed the owner’s sense of himself as an educated
gentleman, and provided an appropriate setting for the leisurely discussions of philosophy,
rhetoric, or poetry in which the villa-owner and his friends might engage.! Considering the
crucial réle the Roman house and its decoration is now recognized to have played in constructing
and communicating an owner’s personal identity,? these private portrait collections provide a
fertile site for exploring the intellectual and cultural interests and aspirations of the patrons,
and the tastes and concerns of the periods during which they were formed. I focus here on the
Greek portraits from the Villa of the Papyri at Herculaneum and the Villa of ‘Cassius’ at
Tivoli, two large and well-preserved bodies of material particularly well suited to such a
study. While the sculptural display of the Villa of the Papyri has been the focus of much pro-
grammatic analysis, with the Greek portraits playing an important role, few have recognized
the unusual nature of the portrait subjects included in this ensemble, and no one has yet consid-
ered the implications of this particularity in their interpretations. The portraits from the
Villa of Cassius are less known than those from Herculaneum, but the more familiar portrait
subjects represented there provide an illuminating contrast. I look first at the Greek portraits
from the earlier Villa of Papyri, and then censider the later (probably 2nd-c.) portraits from
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