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My Choice

By Jean-David Cahn

Towards the end of the Republic, politicians 
sought to win voters’ favour by putting the 
construction of permanent theatres, for which 
there had long been a demand, on their agen-
da. The first Roman theatre to be made of 
stone was built in Pompeii under Sulla in 80 
B.C. Rome owed the construction of its first 
permanent theatre on the Field of Mars (61 
B.C.) to Pompeius; Caesar initiated another 
one which was dedicated under Augustus as 
the Marcellus Theatre. These buildings were 
trend-setting. Designed as a solitary edifice 
with an exterior façade that shut out the 
outside world, a Roman theatre consisted of 
a semi-circular cavea (auditorium) support-
ed by substructures, in the interior of which 
were passages directing spectators to their 
places according to their social rank. On the 
opposite side the roofed scaena (stage build-
ing) closed off the complex. Its front section 
(scaenae frons), which became increasingly 
sophisticated architecturally, had main and 
side doors through which the performers made 
their entries. Depending on the theatre’s size, 
other parts of the cavea were also roofed over, 
often with a velum (tent roof). The imperial era 
marked a construction boom throughout the 
empire. Theatres in the provinces varied and 
many earlier constructions were rebuilt.

In Roman times, the theatre changed with re-
gard to content, intent and structure. The com-
mon people were entertained, thrilled to ecsta-
sy even, but also controlled by rules and social 
order. By investing in buildings and games, 
emperors and wealthy citizens cleverly used 
the theatre as a place of political and pecu-
niary representation: Pompeius's portrait stat-
ue in the theatre on the Field of Mars already 
symbolized the cult of personality; numerous 
imperial statues throughout the empire made 
the theatre the site of the cult of the emperor. 
With the decline of the Roman Empire, the de-
mise of the old Roman gods, and the reduction 
of public funding, the ancient theatre tradition 
also came to an end. Since the revival of the 
dramas of Antiquity in the Renaissance, how-
ever, ancient theatre has continued to exert a 
complex influence to this day.

Fig. 3: A MONUMENTAL ARM OF A RING LAMP OF 
CA. 1 M DIAMETER WITH COMIC MASK. L. 21 cm. 
Bronze. Roman, 1st-2nd cent. A.D.  CHF  16,000

A Geometric Warrior

This bronze statuette of a warrior 
from the Geometric Period makes a 
monumental impression. The figure 
has been pared down to its essen-
tials, the outline of the body clear-
ly delineated. Our gaze follows the 
long, muscular legs up to the slim 
waist and from there to the breast 
rendered as a broad triangle and 
along the vigorously raised, multi-
ply angled right arm. Captured in 
this remarkable gesture is the in-
stant at which the warrior thrusts 
the lance originally held in his 
drilled-through hand. His helmet is 
an Illyrian helmet of the first type. 
His hair and beard are rudimenta-
rily articulated; the nose and chin 
project out from the face and the 
expression is one of fierce, almost 
aggressive, determination. 

The lowered left arm is only par-
tially present and the feet, too, are 
missing. This raises the question 
of whether they have been lost – 
in which case the left hand per-
haps held a shield originally – or 
whether they were never executed 
at all, but rather deliberately left as 
stumps. After all, there is no sign of 
breakage on the left arm and legs, 
which on the contrary have round-
ed termini. 

The size of the bronze is unusual, as 
statuettes of this kind are normally 
about half the size of this one. These 
statuettes were made in centres of 
production near the Pan-Hellenic 
sanctuaries of the 8th century B.C., 
where they were purchased by vis-
itors and subsequently consecrated. 
The position of the arms, the drill 
hole through the hand and the style 
of our figure link it to a statuette 
from the Acropolis in Athens (21 
cm high), which is now in the Na-
tional Archaeological Museum in 
Athens (inv. no. 6616). Our statuette 
probably adorned a bronze tripod 
or a cauldron originally. 

I am drawing your attention to this 
important early bronze because 
pieces of this size and quality so 

STATUETTE OF A WARRIOR. H. 18.3 cm. Bronze. Greek, Geometric,  
ca. 800–700 B.C.                      Price on request 

rarely turn up on the art market. Most representations 
of humans from this period are found in vase painting; 
those made of terracotta are rarer and those in bronze 
rarer still. This particular object comes from a major pri-
vate collection built up by the book printer Henri Smeets 
(1905–1980) of Weert in the Netherlands and was pub-
lished in 1975 (E. Godet et al., A Private Collection, Weert 
1975, cat. no. 146). 




