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The legacy left by Alexander at his death at Babylon in
323 BC gave the world its first far-reaching cultural unity.
This legacy. known as Hellenism, sprouted in newly cre-
ated cultural and artistic centers built by Alexander and his
successors, Cities such as Alexandria. Antioch. Priene and
Pergamom became famous almost immediately as centers
of learning. Alexandria. the seat of the Prolemaic dynasty.,
wis renowned in antiguity for its Museion, a forerunner of
our own modern museum and library. For several centuries
the Library at Alexandria attracted learned men from all
over the Hellenistic world, poets such as Callimachus and
Apollonius of Rhodes, and scholars like Eratosthenes. Art,
architecture and artists also flourished in Alexandria under
the patronage of the Prolemies, as exemplified by the cele-
brated Lighthouse on the island of Pharos built by Sostratos,
which became one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient
Waorld.

Communication between Hellenistic centers was made
much easier as a result of common language, religion and
custom. Consequently, artists were frequently itinerant,
travelling wherever commissions would take them. It is not
surprising therefore 1o see how homogencous Hellenistic
art is, particularly in comparison with the more isolated art
of the Classical period. Indeed, it is sometimes difficult to
differentiate sivlistic characteristics of the great Hellenis-
tie schools. However, discernible sivles emerged within
these schools, setting each one apart from the other. These
styles, or rather trends, were often dictated by taste, either
official or public. One such case is the art of Alexandria, a
product of which is the focus of this paper.

AL the outset, Alexandrian sculpture is probably de-
rived from Attic tradition,’ or, more specifically, from the
style of the great fourth century sculptor Praxiteles” The
softened. languid Praxitilean rendering of the human form
and the characteristic “melting gaze™ as seen on the famous
Hermes from Olympia become the predominant features
of Alexandrian sculpture. This dream-like quality in sculp-
ture lent itself well 1o the use of portraiture. Many exam-
ples of royal Ptolemaic portraits exist throughout the world,
exhibiting various degrees of quality. One particularly fine
female head is now on indefinite loan from the collection
of Dr. and Mrs, Freddie Homburger to the John and Mable
Ringling Museum of Art in Sarasota, Florida (Figure la,
b, and ¢).*

This lifesize marble head is in a fine state, marred only
by shight damage to the nose and upper back of the head.”
The entire back of the head is missing, purposely made in
that condition to be covered over in stucco as was the usual
practice in Alexandrian sculpture.” Set on a long neck, the
head is tilied upwards and slightly 10 the left. The face is
finely polished while the neck and hair are rough. The hair is
centrally parted, carried over the temples and ears in long,
wavy strands and gathered together in a small bun at the
nape of the neck. A ribbon or fillet binds the hair. On the

neck. below the left ear, are two small drill holes which may
have been used for fastening a separate band or diadem.

The Praxitilean qualities of this beautiful head are read-
ily apparent: the shadowy, trance-like eves, the slightly
flaring nostrils and parted lips.” The soft. transparent qual-
ity of the face is paired with a rough impressionistic
blocking-out of the hair. a contrast frequently found in
Praxitilean expression. Heightening this effect is the Alex-
andrian tendency to contrast a smooth polished face with
rough crinkly hair The added stucco would have empha-
sized the sharp contrast. Uncharacteristic of the style of
the fourth-century master is the attenuated, almost man-
neristic neck demonsirating the eclecticism and originality
of the head’s anonymous sculptor.

Omne of the closest parallels wo the Homburger head can
be found in the Greco-Roman Muscum in Alexandria (Fig-
ure 2. The features are strikingly similar. Besides the
stylistic qualities already mentioned, the Alexandria por-
trait exhibits similar facial features: rounded face. fleshy
lips and close-set, deeply-recessed eves. Picard, who pub-
lished this piece in 1925, drew immediate attention to its
Praxitilean quality as compared with the Knidian Aphro-
dite.” He also pointed out the close resemblance in appear-
ance between the head and certain issues of Ptolemaic
coinage.” The use of a divine Aphrodite tvpe for roval
portraiture was justified by Picard on the basis that the
Macedonian Piolemies considered themselves divine as
did the ancient pharaohs before them. Thus, a sculptural
portriit resembling an Aphrodite type would not be hereti-
cal. The coin portrait Picard associated with the Alexan-
dria head was that of Berenice 1, the second wile of Plolemy
1. dating the head to the late fourth/early third century.”

Recently, however, the Alexandrian head has been re-
attributed 10 Arsinoe 111, the sister/wife of Prolemy 1V
Soter, who lived in the last decades of the third century
BC.M

A few definite portraits of this Hellenistic queen exist,
particularly coin portraits.” On a gold octodrachm in the
Hunterian Collection in Glasgow we find the rather ideal-
ized portrait in profile of Arsinoe (Figure 3)."" She holds a
scepter and is adorned with a necklace, earrings and dia-
dem, all trappings fitting for a regal portrait. From London
another octodrachm containing the same elements perhaps
better reveals the likeness of her portrait (Figure 4)."* The
neck appears long, and the cheeks fleshy, while her eyes are
wide with some modelling to the brow: but the more promi-
nent and significant features are the chin which juts out per-
pendicular to the lips and the long nose. A portrait head in
Boston, identified as Arsinoe 111 by Caskey,'” contains the
very same features found on the coins, including pierced
carlobes for the insertion of earrings (Figure 5).

Stylistically similar to the Boston head is a fine example
in Cairo, identified as Arsinoe Philopator by Adriani (Fig-
ure 6)." The diadem crowning the head certainly suggests
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a royal portrait and appears to parallel the features found
on the coinage: the fleshy cheeks. sharply modelled eves,
jutting chin, and long nose.

Other portrait heads identified as Arsinoe L1 display
these same identifying characteristics.” Two examples in
particular, from Mantua®™ and Dresden."” besides the stylis-
tic similarities. reveal a subtle quality of pathos in the
modelling of the face (Figures 7 and 8). Generally, those
portraits mentioned previously appear 1o display no emo-
tion but rather are stark and stately. The Mantua and
Dresden heads, however, betray hints of sadness in the
eves and, more importantly, the pursed lips. Indeed. the
Dresden piece. with the slightest tilting of the head and the
mournful upward gaze of the eyes, accentuates this emotion.

This same pathos is found in the Alexandria head, the
closest parallel to the Homburger portrait. Again, we note
the saddened visage, seeming almost doleful in appearance.
Yet the characteristic portrait features of Arsinoe I11 re-
main relatively unaltered, both in the Alexandria and Hom-
burger portraits,

Apart from coins and sculpture portraits of Arsinoe,
representations exist in other media. Numerous examples
can be found on gems which generally seem to follow the
numismatic renderings very closely.” Arsinoe may also
appear on the Archelaos Relief in the guise of Oikoumene
with Ptolemy behind her as Chronos erowning Homer (Fig-
ure 917" Also, many small faience heads exist representing
the Prolemaic queen, often articulated with the same pre-
cision, skill and characteristics found on the larger-scale
stone portraits.”

Thus because of stylistic parallels to already identified
portraits of Arsinoe 111 Philopator, 1 suggest that the Hom-
burger Hellenistic head of a young woman also can be
identified as this Ptolemaic queen.

Though much time and effort and scholarly writing
have been devoted to identifying her physical features and
portraiture, little is known concerning her life.”” Born some-
time between 230 and 225 BC, Arsinoe 111 was the daugh-
ter of Prolemy 11 Euergetes and Berenice 11. Unfortunately
for Arsinoe, she was also the sister to the heir apparent.
Prolemy IV, who was accounted one of the worst Prole-
maic kings by Strabo.** She first appears in history in 217 on a
battlefield in Syria where her brother (and future mate)
met and defeated the armies of another Hellenistic mon-
arch, Antiochus. In an account preserved in the third
Maccabees, the girl, who was still little more than a child,
ran hack and forth to the front encouraging the soldiers on

1 M. Bieber, Sculpture of the Hellenistic World, Ind ed., New York, 1961,
£9,

2 fhid.

3 The portrait head is one of several antiguities presently on indefinite
loan to the Ringling Museum of Art. | would like to thank Dr. and Mrs.
Freddie Homburger for their kind permission to publish this piece.
Akso, | would like to thank Mrs. Elizabeth Telford and Dr. William
Wilson of the RMA for their support during my stay in Sarasota.

4 PH 0,368 m. The surface of the marble contains several blotches of
discoloration as well as numerous scraiches and small nicks.
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to victory.” Polybius, generally a dry historian, gives no
such descriptive details but only confirms the fact that she
was present at the fighting.™

After this episode, her life as a Ptolemaic queen is
cloudy at best. Bits and pieces are preserved only in in-
scriptions and official decrees. Probably soon after the
defeat of Antiochus, Piolemy married his sister, an act not
unheard of among Macedonian royalty. Their son, the fu-
ture Prolemy V Epiphanes, was born in 2048 and it was prob-
ably the youth of the queen which accounts for the long
interval between marriage and the birth of Prolemy V.77

The death of Arsinoe came in 203, shortly after the
mysterious death of Prolemy IV, Ministers, who may or
may not have had a hand in his death, certainly did in hers.
It is known that Prolemy’s death was concealed for some
time for political reasons™ and there is some evidence that
Arsinoe may have been secretly divorced from Plolemy, an
event which would account for the absence of her name on
official decrees in the last years of Prolemy’s reign.™ It is
possible that, although well-loved by the Egyptian people,
Arsinoe may have been assassinated because her indom-
itable spirit, which she exhibited as a child on the Syrian
battlefield, proved an obstacle to the designs of the regents
for the new young king.

Upon her death it was announced that she and Prolemy
were accidently killed in a palace fire. Polybius describes
an emotional scene where the regents crowned the little
king before the Macedonian soldiers and displayed the
urns holding the ashes of Ptolemy and Arsinoe 1o be given
over for burial.” Rumors that she had died were now
publicly admitted yet the official reasons were disbelieved
by the populace. The love the people had for Arsinoe
turned to hate against her murderers who were ultimately
killed.

Arsinoe, then, was beloved by the people of Egypt.
Indeed. Eratosthenes wrote a book about her which, ex-
cept for one small fragment recorded in Athenaeus," has
not survived. Through her popularity a cult was estabr
lished by her son in her honor, as suggested by a passage on
the Rosetta Stone which names a priestess to Arsinoe
Philopator.™ Perhaps here we find the origin and the pur-
pose behind the numerous portraits of Arsinoe and possibly
the Homburger head. Polybius said that “Arsinoe endured
insult all her life.”™ The face of the Homburger portrait
expresses the brooding sadness of one who has known the
bitterness of life and yet reflects a gentle love which the
people of Alexandria and Egypt felt for their queen.
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Fig. la, b, ¢, Female head, collection of Dr. and Mrs, Freddie
Homburger, John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art,
Sarasota.
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Fig. 2, emale head, Musée Greco-Romain, Alexandria.

Hg. 3, Octodrachm with portrait of Arsinoe 111, Hunterian
Collection, Glasgow.



Fig. 4, Octodrachm with portrait of Arsinoe 111, British
Museum, London.

Fig. 5, Portrait of Arsinoe 11, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.
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Fig. 6. Portrait of Arsinoe 111, Cairo Museum.

Fig. 7, Female head. Palazzo Ducale, Mantua.
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Fig. 9, Detail of the Archelaos Relief. British Museum,
London.



