
Sculpture and Ideology at the Roman Imperial Amphitheater at Puteoli 

Excavations at the Roman amphitheater at Puteoli discovered two large-scale mostly-

intact marble sculptures which have so far remained little known and unpublished yet provide 

important evidence for the decoration of this late Flavian amphitheater and demonstrate 

interesting programmatic parallels to other amphitheater decoration. The sculptures are clearly 

recognizable, almost lifesize images of eternal punishments from Greek mythology. One shows 

Ixion, preserved from knees to the base of his neck, strapped to the wheel while the other is of 

Prometheus, missing his arms and much of his right leg, chained to the rock with a bird eating 

his liver. The Ixion image is particularly significant as it is the only large scale surviving image 

of the myth from the ancient world and one of only 25 images in any media. The sculptures were 

probably originally displayed facing outward in the second floor arcade in the façade, a position 

where coin images of the slightly earlier Colosseum show sculptures in its façade. The subjects 

are important for two reasons. First, they consistently show the punishment of those who 

threatened the established order through their actions, in this case challenging the authority of the 

gods, suggesting a possible program for the decoration of the amphitheater that emphasized the 

reinforcement of state power in this public space. Second, the myths pictured are identical with 

those used in the mythological re-enactments to create theatrical prisoner executions as described 

by Martial (Lib. Spect. 7). His account of the inaugural games of the Colosseum attests to a 

Prometheus re-enactment staged to execute a convicted criminal. The correspondence between 

events that occurred in the Colosseum in Rome and those illustrated on an amphitheater built 

shortly after and directly modeled on the Colosseum suggests a consistent program for the 

decoration of these public entertainment spaces. The myths operate as metaphors for the brutal 

punishment of those who subvert Roman authority. In this way they fill the same role as earlier 



mythological imagery such as the Danaids at Augustus’ Temple of Apollo on the Palatine which 

were metaphors for Cleopatra and the conquest of Egypt, making her defeat just and inevitable. 

Comparisons can also be drawn to the contemporary Flavian amphitheater at Capua, also 

a large amphitheater patterned after the Colosseum with an extensive decorative program, but 

one that is better preserved and understood than either that at Puteoli or at Rome. The surviving 

40 of the original 80 marble reliefs from Capua’s amphitheater show almost exclusively scenes 

from Greek mythology including many mythological punishments that complemented the hunt 

and execution events in the arena. Among the scenes preserved at Capua are Prometheus and 

Marsyas reliefs, images similar or identical to prisoner executions performed as mythological 

enactments known from literary sources such as Martial, Strabo, Tertullian and Ulpian. In 

addition, four statues of Greek mythological subjects were found at the amphitheater at Capua 

reinforcing the role of mythological subjects as major components of the decorative programs of 

these buildings. The sculptures from Puteoli provide additional evidence that the mythological 

re-enactments described in literature were found, at least in art, in venues outside of Rome. Their 

correspondence with the decorative program at Capua suggests that amphitheaters, at least in this 

region and time, had decorative schemes that emphasized mythological metaphor and the 

punishment of those who transgressed against authority. 

 

 


