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Figural Corinthian Capitals in Syria
During the Roman Period

Varijante figuralnih korintskih kapitela u Siriji
u rimskom razdoblju

ABSTRACT

This study explores Corinthian capitals in Syria, categorizing them as deities (as Bacchus,
Minerva, and Faunus), animals (particularly eagles), masks, and human figures showcasing
a transition from Hellenistic to Roman influences. Despite dating challenges, a comprehen-
sive assessment places these capitals in the late 2nd to early 3rd century AD, aligning with
a period of architectural activity in the region.
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APSTRAKT

Autor istrazuje korintske kapitele u Siriji, kategorizirajuéi ih kao bozanstva (poput
Bakha, Minerve i Fauna), Zivotinje (posebno orlove), maske i ljudske figure koje po-
kazuju prijelaz s helenisti¢kih na rimske utjecaje. Unato¢ izazovima datiranja, sve-
obuhvatna procjena smje$ta ove kapitele u kraj 2. do pocetka 3. stoljeca, $to se po-
klapa s razdobljem arhitektonske aktivnosti u regiji.
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Introduction

Figural capitals are defined as the capitals of col-
umns that feature figures. The earliest examples of
these capitals can be found in Egypt. Additionally,
such capitals from Persia and Paphlagonia, deco-
rated with animal heads, became popular in other
countries due to Persian expansion during the 5t
to 6™ centuries BC." While in Hellenistic Greece, the
earliest examples of this type of capital date back
to the 4th and 3rd centuries BC.2

As for the capitals of classical orders, archaeolog-
ical evidence found to date indicates that figures
were present on various types of capitals, such as
lonic capitals.? However, the most important and
widespread type of these capitals is the Corinthi-
an. This is because its artistic design provides suit-
able space for additional decoration. Additional-
ly, the parts with plant decorations can easily be
changed to figural decorations or accommodate
figural elements.4

The tradition of figural decorations was common
in the Hellenistic world, but it is likely that the Co-
rinthian capitals of Messene were the first example
to use figural decorations in the Peloponnese. They
are canonical Corinthian capitals (fig. 1), with fiigu-
ral sculptures adorning the front, and date back to
the last quarter of the 2nd century BC.5

No figural Corinthian capitals from before the Ro-
man period have been discovered in Syria thus far.
However, at the onset of the Roman period, nu-
merous such capitals have been unearthed across
various regions of Syria.°

This article explores Corinthian figural capitals in
Syria, where there is currently no specialized re-
search dedicated to studying this type of capital.”
Although some figural capitals from Syria were
briefly mentioned in an article discussing addi-
tional elements on canonical Corinthian capitals
in the region, that study was conducted within a
different context from this article, and all the other
capitals studied in this article have not been pub-
lished before.®

This article expands the discourse on Corinthian fig-
ural capitals in Syria by providing additional scien-
tificinsights. Moreover, it examines these capitals,
attempts to date them, and seeks to understand
the contexts in which they were used.

Within the context of Corinthian capitals in Syr-
ia, various figures are present, falling into distinct
classifications such as representations of deities,
masks, depictions of animals, and human por-
trayals (Fig. 2).
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Deities representations

Corinthian capitals, featuring representations of var-
ious Greek and Roman deities, have been discovered
in various geographical regions.° Several capitals with
such depictions have been unearthed in Syria, par-
ticularly on the coastal region, in the city of Latakia,
formerly known as Laodicea during the Roman pe-
riod (Fig. 3)."

Three examples made of marble can be found in the
Latakia Museum. Additionally, a fourth representa-
tion made of local limestone, can be found on four
capitals situated on columns known as Columns of
Bacchus, located within the borders of the old city
Laodicea (Fig. 4)."

The capitals in the Bacchus columns exhibit three
faces incorporating all the essential elements of ca-
nonical Corinthian capitals, while the fourth face
features a bust (Fig. 5). The precise character of this
bust remains unclear due to substantial damage to
its features, with only its outlines detectable. Howev-
er, certain features can be recognised. The character
appears to have an arm, with a cluster of grapes held
in the palm of the hand. Additionally, there is an el-
ement resembling a spear behind the character on
the opposite side. These two elements, the bunch of
grapes and the spear, suggest that the figure in this
bust is associated with the god Bacchus.™

A more obvious representation of the god Bacchus
can be seen in one of the three capitals existed in
the Latakia Museum (Fig. 6). On this capital, the fig-
ure shows a visage of a bearded young man wearing
a Roman toga. This representation normally signifies
the god Bacchus, and the supporting evidence lies
in the inclusion of a carving of a wand called thyr-
sus behind the character—a symbol closely associ-
ated with him.”

The trio of capitals presently housed in the Latakia
Museum were discovered alongside several granite
column shafts at the same site during construction
activities, in the neighbourhood of Al Sleibeh, which
today comprise a large part of the old city Laodi-
cea (Fig. 3). Each of these capitals comprises two
parts—a lower one, which consists of the two rows
of acanthus leaves, and an upper part that features
the busts of the deities.

The depiction on the second capital represents a
woman with a notably stern and masculine expres-
sion. This woman is wearing what appears to be a hel-
met on her head, and she wears a medallion around
her neck that resembles Medusa (Fig. 7). These fea-
tures align with the attributes typically associated
with the goddess Minerva.™
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of Bacchus’s head is evident. Similarly, in Roman
Palestine, there is a capital featuring a small depic-
tion of the head of the god Tyche, resembling the one
found in Lebanon.”

Masks

In Roman architecture, masks were commonly em-
ployed, particularly in theatres and structures asso-
ciated with performances.” The Roman period wit-
nessed the widespread construction of theatres in
Syria, some of which endure to this day.” However,
despite the prevalence of theatres, Corinthian capi-
tals adorned with a mask-like figure were very rarein
Syria, with only one discovered in the Roman theatre
located in the city of Jableh, Roman Gabala, on the
Syrian coast.? The theatre’s history extends back to
the first half of the 3rd century AD, during the reign
of the Severian dynasty.”

Severely damaged, this capital retains only a frag-
ment of an acanthus leaf from the lower acanthus
row, with a partially visible mask in place of the aba-
cus motif. The mask, displaying two eyes and a smil-
ing mouth, is a distinctive feature (Fig. 9).2 A similar
mask can be found on a capital from unknow prove-
nance in Lebanon.

5 Animal depictions

Bacchus holding Across various regions and eras, Corinthian capitals
grapes in one hand have depicted different types of animals, including the
and a spear behind . .

him heads of cows, bulls, rams, lions, as well as various
Bakho drzi birds such as pigeons and eagles.?4 In Syria, a limited
grozde u jednoj number of Corinthian capitals featuring animal fig-
ruci, a iza njega .

jie koplje ures have been discovered. Among these, the rep-
(photo / foto: resentations have been restricted to eagles based on
A. Dawa) current findings. An example of such a capital made

of marble is on display at the Museum of Aleppo, Ro-

man Beroia (Fig. 10).

Although most parts of the eagle on our capital are
The figure on the last capital showcases a displeasing  damaged and challenging to discern, it is evident
face, with a unique beard, and pointed ears (Fig. 8).  that the eagle is depicted in a standing position. The
While this description strongly suggests that the char-  legs, notably resting on the inner parts of the calyx-
acter is the Roman deity Pan or Faunus, another de-  es converging at the central axis of the capital’s face,
finitive evidence supporting this inference lies in the  are the only distinct features. The wings of the eagle
prominent carving behind the bust. This carving re- are barely visible on either side, and the right wing’s
sembles a stick with a hooked end, akin to a shep- inner surface is adorned with grooves representing
herd’s throwing-stick known as lagobolon—a symbol  elongated feathers.

associated with this god.™ This freestanding pose of the eagle on the Corinthi-
No similar representations of the gods have been un-  an capital is a less common representation.? Similar
covered in the eastern Mediterranean region. In Baal-  shapes have been found on different elements in var-

bek, Lebanon, a capital features a miniature figure  ious sites in Syria, such as the lintel from the Baal-
depicting the god Bacchus, distinct from the figure  shamin Temple in Palmyra, dating back to the begin-
discovered in Latakia, where only a small rendition  ning of the 3rd century AD.?®

12



Peristil
67/2024

DPUH 9-20

Several capitals featuring representations of eagles in
the city of Tyre, Lebanon, depict the eagles standing
with their wings positioned at their sides, similar to
the capital in the Aleppo Museum.? Additionally, the
shape of a standing eagle was also observed on cap-
itals from Roman Palestine, although the wings were
spread out rather than positioned on either side of
the eagle’s body.*®

Depictions of eagles frequently carried symbolic im-
portance, especially within temples, where eagles
were closely linked with the gods.?® This symbolism
was evident, for instance, in the Temple of Baalsham-
in in Palmyra.°

However, establishing this connection proves chal-
lenging with the capital in Aleppo Museum. While
the eagle holds symbolic significance in Syria, deter-
mining its role in the Corinthian capitals under study
here presents difficulties. These capitals, crafted from
marble, were imported, as Syria lacks marble quarries.
The production of these forms likely occurred in work-
shops abroad, possibly based on pre-existing models
or pattern books.3' Consequently, confirming whether
the eagle carries symbolic weight becomes problem-
atic. Moreover, since these capitals do not belong to
specific structures like temples, explaining their sym-
bolic placement becomes challenging and speculative.
In neighbouring regions, various animals, including
pigeons, lizards, and snakes in Lebanon, and lions,
birds, and bulls in Roman Palestine, have been dis-
covered.3 However, in Syria, no representations or
shapes other than eagles on Corinthian capitals have
been unearthed thus far.

Human portrayals

The earliest instances of capitals with human figures
can be traced back to the Hellenistic period.2* Numer-
ous figural capitals featuring human representations
have been found in Syria, particularly in the south-
ernregions. Examples include those discovered in the
temples of Baalshamin and what was believed to be
Temple of Dushara in ‘Si" in As-Suwayda Governo-
rate, dating back to the beginning of the 1st century
AD (Fig. 11).34

The capital comprises a singular row featuring eight
acanthus leaves, surmounted by volutes, and topped
with an abacus. Positioned between the volutes’ stalks
and above the acanthus leaves is a nude male bust,
with his hands resting on the upper part of the axial
acanthus leaf.

Butler identified this temple according to a fragment
showing feet treading grapes to extract wine, possi-
bly depicting Dushara. However, Dentzer disputes this

Ahmad Dawa
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attribution, arguing that there is nothing to connect it
definitively to the Nabataean god Dushara.®s
Although it is not certain whether this temple was
dedicated to Dushara, it is possible that Dushara may
have been honoured there. The nude beardless male
bust depicted on the capital from this temple might
support this hypothesis, as it might indicate Dushara,
since the only type of Dushara confirmed on coins
from southern Syria is beardless.3®

Another capital is housed in Damascus Museum
(Fig. 12). This capital is composed of two rows fea-
turing four acanthus leaves, two volutes, and an ab-
acus. Within the space between the volute’s stalks,
there is a depiction of a male figure.

Figural Corinthian Capitals in Syria
During the Roman Period

The acanthus leaves on this capital suggest that it
belongs to a later period compared to the latter one.
Moreover, the human figure depicted on this capital
is dressed in a Roman toga, a departure from the na-
ked figure seen on the preceding capital. These details
may offer a more contemporary estimation for the
capital’s date, a topic that will be further addressed
in the subsequent section on dating.

This depiction of a human figure is present in Lebanon
on several capitals, including one of unknown origin
featuring what the writer describes as female char-
acteristics, dated to the early 2nd century AD.3” Addi-
tionally, other capital with similar human representa-
tions dating back to the Byzantine period, all portraying
female figures, have been discovered.?® Similarly, in
Roman Palestine, capitals adorned with female figures
have been found, dating back to the Late Roman pe-
riod.?® It is noteworthy that in both Lebanon and Pal-
estine, the human forms depicted are female, where-
as in southern Syria, only forms displaying masculine
features have been found.

Discussion

The Roman Near Eastern Sculpture in Syria could be-
long to Classical types, often found in the coastal re-
gion and made of marble, as seen in the capitals of
the Latakia Museum and the theater capital from Ja-
bleh. Additionally, this type of sculpture can reach the
interior areas of Syria, but its cost is high, indicating
the presence of wealthy communities in those areas,
as in the capital from Museum of Aleppo. The other
type of Roman sculpture in Syria can be imitations
and adaptations of Classical types of variable quality,
where local stone is used, often found in inner Syria,
such as the capitals of the columns of Bacchus in La-
takia. The last case includes works not derived from
Classical prototypes; in this case, the works are either
local or show Eastern influences, such as Persian art.
Such cases often appear in the steppe and desert, for
example, in Palmyra.4°

In addition to all these influences, typical regional
styles of Syrian art during the Roman period are ex-
emplified. The southern region of Syria is distinguished
by local Hauranite basalt, a hard volcanic stone that is
challenging to work with.4' There is considerable de-
bate over whether the inhabitants were Nabataean,
as they differed from those in Arabia Petraea. Some
scholars argue that these differences can be explained
by the influences of Syrian Hellenistic culture and,
to a large extent, ancient Syrian Aramaic traditions.
Therefore, some researchers suggest that the sculp-
tures in these areas should be termed as Hauranite

14
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rather than Nabataean.# This area is complex, with
its art reflecting a multitude of interactions between
various cultural and artistic traditions. The diverse mix
of types, styles, and motifs raises questions about the
presence of multiple workshops (occidental, orien-
tal, and indigenous) operating in close contact with-
in southern Syria.*3

Furthermore, there was urban activity in the south-
ern region of Syria to the Mediterranean coast during
the period of Herod, and his descendants until the
destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70. Although many of
the artistic influences utilized by Herod rely on Ro-
man antecedents, others draw inspiration from var-
ious Hellenistic centers such as Alexandria, Antioch,
and cities in Asia Minor. In addition, some elements
of Herod’s building program surpass Hellenistic and
Roman models, deriving from Hasmonaean anteced-
ents, local and eastern traditions, as well as Herod'’s
personal tastes and preferences.4

Nabataean art initially lacked figurative elements.
However, in the 1st century AD, diverse external in-
fluences—such as Alexandrian, Hellenistic, Parthian,
and provincial Greco-Oriental—prompted the emer-
gence of various figurative representations. Figurines
from the Nabataean period, primarily from the first
and 2nd centuries AD, predominantly feature animals,
with a smaller portion being anthropomorphic. These
figurines are presumed to have held religious signif-
icance, and only a few depict deities.*> The depiction
of the gods reflects the influence of Hellenistic cul-
ture, evident in the representation of the Nabataean
religion, which traditionally favoured aniconic forms
in the worship of the principal deity, Dushara. This
interpretation finds support in depictions of Dushara,
where anthropomorphism bears Greek influence, yet
the facial features have Nabataean characteristics.4°
For the later period, specifically during the 2nd and 3rd
centuries AD, the sculptures of Hawran maintained a
notable independence compared to other Roman re-
gions.# This implies a degree of independence, where,
for example, the capital of the Damascus Museum
exhibits acanthus leaf designs similar to those used
throughout Roman-controlled regions in Syria. How-
ever, the overall form of the capital and the figure it
adorns bear Hellenistic and Nabatean characteristics.
Finally, it is important to note the significant impor-
tance of grapes and wine throughout Syria.#® This is
clearly reflected in the worship of Bacchus, the god of
wine. We can expect a strong connection and influence
between the widespread cultivation of grapes and
wine and the worship of Bacchus. A dedicated tem-
ple to him can be seen in Latakia—or what remains
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of it—alongside the capital bearing his image in the
Latakia Museum. Additionally, Butler seems to have
drawn on the depiction of grapes and wine found
in the decorations of the southern temple in ‘Si’ to
connect it with Dushara, who was also a god of wine,
especially considering wines were important exports
from the region.

Dating

Dating most of these capitals proves challenging due
to the scarcity of information, their absence from any
archaeological context, and the lack of a clear asso-
ciation with any specific archaeological site. Howev-
er, the capital adorned with a mask in the theater of

15
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Jableh city is an exception. This particular capital can
be dated to the first half of the 3rd century AD, co-
inciding with the construction of the theater during
the reign of the Severian dynasty. The confirmation
of its connection to the theater is supported by both
the mask it bears and its discovery within the con-
fines of the theater.

The dating of other capitals relies on various factors,
including the type of stone used, the elements within
the capitals, and the analysis of political and military
situation. By considering all these aspects, it may be
feasible to determine a plausible timeframe.

In the late 2nd century AD, Laodicea suffered extensive
damage during the conflict between Pescennius Niger
and Septimius Severus.* However, following Severus’s
victory, the city garnered significant importance ow-
ing to its allegiance, prompting a renewed emphasis
on its architectural advancement. This urban revital-
ization aligned with Laodicea’s promotion to the sta-
tus of a metropolis and subsequently, a colony in AD
196.5° Concurrently, there was a substantial import of
marble pieces, including capitals, during this period.s’
Among this assortment, our three capitals, adorned
with divine representations, can also be dated to this
period. This dating is also supported by the notion that
the three capitals from the Latakia Museum consist of
two parts, and after the Antonine period, such capi-
tals no longer appear.s

As for the capitals on the Columns of Bacchus in the
city, which are crafted from local limestone, it is spec-
ulated that these capitals existed in their current loca-
tion either before or during the modernization phase
in the Severian period. Consequently, their dating can
be traced back to the late Antonine era or the Sev-
eran era.’?

Despite coastal cities having convenient access to
marble and granite imports,5 numerous artifacts
like columns, capitals, and bases made from various
imported stones have also been discovered in many
inland areas, far from the Mediterranean coast. The
peak of using imported marble in public and sacred
constructions in the Levant occurred during the An-
tonine and Severan periods. In the heart of Aleppo,
the citadel provided the original context for a few grey
granite columns and ‘pavonazzetto.’s> The Corinthi-
an capital decorated with the eagle from Aleppo can
also be dated to this period, specifically the late 2nd
century to the early 3rd century. This determination
is derived from a thorough examination of various el-
ements on the capital signifying this timeframe, in-
cluding the acanthus leaves in the first row, as well as
the shape of caulicole and the closed, high calyxes.

Ahmad Dawa Figural Corinthian Capitals in Syria
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Regarding the Basalt capital adorned with a human
image displayed in the Damascus Museum: the region
of southern Syria, once under Nabatean rule, fell un-
der direct Roman control in AD 106, marking a signifi-
cant shiftin Nabatean culture as it became integrated
into the Roman Empire. This transition brought about
notable social and art changes for the Nabataeans.>”
One of these changes involves in art is the influence
of Roman portrait sculpting. By AD 100, Roman busts
depicting portraits began to feature the shoulders
and tops of the upper arms, gradually expanding to
include the navel and upper torso, having previous-
ly depicted only the lower neck and shoulders. Addi-
tionally, these busts could take various forms, such
as cuirassed, nude, or draped, as in the case of the
Damascus capital 8 Consequently, the capital housed
in the Damascus Museum can be dated to the 2nd
and 3rd centuries AD, reflecting this artistic evolution.

Conclusion

Exploring Corinthian capitals in Syria reveals a rich
variety of representations including deities, animals,
masks, and human figures, though their exact sym-
bolic significance is challenging to ascertain due to
the lack of contextual ties to specific archaeological
structures. Capitals from Latakia feature diverse dei-
ty representations like Bacchus, Minerva, and Faunus,
found alongside granite column shafts, suggesting
their original architectural context nearby. These Syri-
an capitals are notable for their larger and more prom-
inent divine depictions compared to counterparts in
the eastern Mediterranean. Masks, such as a unique
smiling example found in Jableh's theatre from the
Severian dynasty, are rare on Syrian Corinthian capi-
tals but indicate theatrical influences on architectural
ornamentation. Animal depictions, particularly eagles,
are common on these capitals, distinguishing them
from others in the region. Human figures, influenced
initially by the Nabateans and later by Roman styles,
predominantly depict masculine forms, exemplified
by artifacts like the Roman-toga-adorned bust in the
Damascus Museum. Dating these capitals proves chal-
lenging, requiring consideration of factors like stone
type and architectural context, placing them gener-
ally in the late 2nd to early 3rd century AD, a period
of significant architectural activity in Syria.

This text was based on research for the PhD dissertation Corinthian
Capitals in Syria by Ahmad Dawa, submitted at Pdzmany Péter
Catholic University, Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences,
under the supervision of Dr. Beszédes J6zsef Zordn, Associate
Professor and Head of the Department of Roman and Late Antique
Archaeology.
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Varijante figuralnih korintskih kapitela
u Siriji u rimskom razdoblju

Rad se bavi korintskim kapitelima u Siriji, s posebnim naglaskom na njihove figu-
ralne prikaze, uklju¢ujuci bozanstva, maske, zivotinje i ljudske figure. U uvodu se
razmatra Vitruvijeva definicija korintskog kapitela i njegove proporcije, pri ¢emu se
ona razlikuje od kanonskog oblika koji je nastao u 4. stolje¢u pr. Kr. i stekao istak-
nutu ulogu tijekom razdoblja Rimskog Carstva. U nastavku se analiziraju varijacije
klju¢nih elemenata korintskih kapitela, $to omogucuje njihovu klasifikaciju prema
razli¢itim tipovima. Sredi$te istrazivanja ¢ine figuralni prikazi na korintskim ka-
pitelima u Siriji. Medu istaknutijim prikazima bozanstava isti¢u se Bakho, Minerva
i Faun, posebno zastupljeni u nalazi$tima u Latakiji. Maske su rijetke, no vrijedan
primjer ¢ini prepoznatljiva nasmijana maska iz kazali$ta u Jablehu. Prikazi Zivoti-
nja, osobito orlova, takoder su dokumentirani, iako njihova simboli¢ka povezanost s
bozanstvima ostaje nedovoljno razja$njena. Ljudski prikazi na kapitelima u poc¢etku
odrazavaju helenisti¢ke utjecaje, Sto je vidljivo na primjerima iz mjesta Siu provinciji
As-Suwayda, dok kasniji primjeri, poput onih iz Damaska, ukazuju na prevladava-
judi rimski utjecaj. Unato¢ izazovima preciznog datiranja, autor sugerira vremen-
ski okvir kraja 2. i pocetka 3. stoljeca, temeljen na ¢imbenicima poput vrste kame-
na, arhitektonskih obiljezja i povijesnog konteksta. Istrazivanje ovih kapitela pruza
uvid u ikonografsku raznolikost korintskih kapitela u Siriji te njihovu povezanost s
politi¢kim zbivanjima u vrijeme njihova nastanka.
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