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partly as a product of choosing oblique and pedantic Latin hex­
ameters that are epic in form and content. Such stock phrases as 
"three times ten days" have been adopted from famous Latin 
authors, including Vergil. 

Where the Latin text is generalized, the Greek text is specific. 
Instead of the epic conceit of the speaking obelisk, we find a 
straightforward third-person narrative in pentameter about a 
four-sided column. Although the translation is somewhat un­
clear, the specificity of thirty-two suns, or thirty-two days, or 
the morning of the thirty-second day is very different from the 
Vergilian "three times ten." Both the epic and elegiac meters 
would be familiar to such a highly literate audience as the im­
perial court, but the factual specificity of the Greek text may 
have had greater appeal to a less epically inclined audience. It is 
worth noting that the name of Theodosius is centralized both 
visually and textually in both the Latin and Greek inscriptions 
(PLATES 4, 5). 

Regardless of the degree to which its contents could be under­
stood, the mere fact of an inscription was significant. MacMul­
len has demonstrated that "the epigraphic habit ... was taken 
seriously," and although the height of the epigraphical fashion 
antedated the Theodosian obelisk base by some two centuries, 
the implications of a formal inscription in stone must still have 
been clear. The ability to erect an inscription was proof of social 
status in antiquity, a status naturally held by the emperor and his 
representative, the urban prefect. An inscription was important; 
it commanded attention and respect; and it was usually ad­
dressed to a whole community, 35 even if its contents were not 
accessible to all or even most members of its audience. The 
same must be even more true for a large-scale work of public 
art that so prominently incorporates inscriptions. 

Besides the language of the inscriptions, the artistic language of 
each side of the base can be linked to its intended audience. As 
noted above, the iconography is repetitive but it is also dif­
ferentiated on each side. The quality of the reliefs also differs on 
each side. This is not a question of diverse styles or of stylistic 
'modes', which are indeed present on the base; nor is it a 
product of different degrees of wear or weathering. There is no 
such thing as an objective aesthetic judgment, but generally 

35 R. MacMullen, "The Epigraphic Habit in the Roman Empire," AJP 103 
(1982) 244, 246. 
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agreed-upon qualitative criteria do exist and observations made 
in situ can be supplemented by old photographs (PLATES 6-9). 

The southeast side facing the imperial box-surely the best 
carved (PLATE 8)-has both the greatest number and highest 
degree of individualized figures and faces. Here we see the 
most varied draperies, the sharpest relief, and the most solid­
looking architecture with the most inventive grillework. The 
next-best-carved side, the northwest facing the circus partisans 
(PLATE 9), also has some sensitive portraits. Only on these two 
sides is there some compositional modulation-some of the 
Gothic guards turn away from the emperor, adding variety to 
the otherwise centrifugal and static poses. Nevertheless, the 
carving of the architecture on the northwest is a little less fine 
than on the opposite side of the base: the kathisma arch seems 
squeezed into the available space and the balustrade curves up 
at the left side. 

In contrast to the high artistic quality of the southeast and 
northwest sides, the figures on the southwest-all with identical 
wavy-cap hairstyles-are very monotonous (PLATE 6). But the 
carving on the northeast is the least accomplished of all (P LA TE 
7): the relief is very flat and the figures outside the kathisma are 
all cookie-cutter repetitions, frontal and stiff. The presence of a 
vertical channel, which made the base into a fountain, also 
shows that this was perceived as the least important side, even if 
the channel was originally less conspicuous. This hydraulic 
function was probably planned along with the reliefs and was 
not a later addition, because the overall upper-base composition 
of kathisma and flanking functionaries has been maintained and 
no figures have been destroyed. 36 

Byvanck noted that the northeast face differed from the 
others and attributed it to a change in style during the reign of 
Theodosius' son Arcadius. 37 But the idea that the sides of the 
obelisk base were carved at different times is problematic. A 
change in ruler is unlikely to alter sculptural quality or even 
style. The obelisk base was not such a huge project that its 
completion required many years; we know of no specific 
historical circumstances that might have mandated a delay; and 
it is so centrally and publicly located that its unfinished state 

36 Scholars disagree about when this was done and how the fountain would 
have looked: cf Bruns (supra n.1) 18ff with F. Krauss' appendix (85f). The 
circus barrier was typically composed of water basins and fountains, hence 
the name" euripos" channel. 

37 A. W. Byvanck, L 'art de Constantinople (Leiden 1977) 45. 
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might well have been a dynastic embarrassment. It is difficult to 
agree with Bruns that the southeast and southwest sides were 
carved under Theodosius and the northwest and northeast 
sides under Arcadius. This assumption led Bruns to label the 
south sides (PLATE 2) as Al and A2 and the north sides (PLATE 
3) as Bl and B2.38 These labels introduced highly tenuous 
notions of style and patronage that have attained the status of 
fact through frequent repetition in the secondary literature. The 
sculptor of the high-quality southeast side, however, is un­
likely to have executed the mediocre southwest face and the 
sculptor of the northwest did not carve the weak northeast 
side. Instead, better artists were most likely responsible for the 
southeast and northwest sides, which face the most important 
spectators. 

III 

At this point we must return to the fundamental question of 
context. How visible were the iconographic and qualitative 
differences to their respective audiences? Could the spectators 
on different sides of the circus see and appreciate the nuances 
of epigraphical and artistic language? First we shall address the 
question of visibility and legibility, then assess the different . , 
vIewers responses. 

The best visibility is clearly from the long sides of the Hippo­
drome, the sides closest to the base-in other words, the sides 
occupied by the imperial retinue on the southeast and the 
circus partisans on the northwest. In his recent study of Roman 
circuses, Humphrey calculated (588) that the minimum ade­
quate single-track width was just under 30 m., which can sup­
port twelve chariot teams at a breadth of 2.5 m. per team. The 
average width of Late Antique circuses was 67-79 m., including 
the two tracks plus the width of the central barrier with its 
water basins and statuary (Humphrey 635). The interior width 
of the Hippodrome at Constantinople, based on the surviving 
dimensions of the sphendone established by twentieth-century 
excavation and supplemented by Hero of Byzantium's tenth­
century calculations, is approximately 80 m. 39 Dividing by two 
to determine the width of each track and subtracting the width 

38 Bruns (supra n.1) passim, already criticized by Kollwitz (supra n.1) 427 
and Wrede (supra n.10) 192. 

39 Dagron 328; cf Casson (supra n.19) Plan II. 
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Figure 2: Diagram of the Hippodrome at Constantinople, showing 
dimensions of the arena and cavea, and relative distances between the 
base of Theodosian obelisk and spectators on all sides. Drawing by R. 
A. Fellerman. 
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of the obelisk base, we can deduce that the nearest spectators­
on the southeast and northwest-sat about 38.5 m. from the 
base at track level (Fig. 2 and PLATE 11). 

Spectators seated in the upper tiers of seats along those sides 
are obviously farther away. To calculate this distance we must 
know the depth of the seating area, which is the width of the 
preserved sphendone, approximately 22 m.,40 and the height of 
the seats. Robert of Clari, who saw the Hippodrome as a 
crusader in the early thirteenth century, attests thirty or forty 
rows of seats. 41 We may estimate a height of approximately 35 
cm. per row, based on the relatively intact and well-excavated 
circus of Lepcis Magna and the Circus of Maxentius at Rome 
(Humphrey 33, 591). Both of these were smaller than the Hip­
podrome at Constantinople, but this would affect the number 
of rows rather than the heights of individual tiers. The simple 
calculation a 2 + b2 =c 2 yields the distance of the seats farthest 
from the obelisk base at the center of the southeast and north­
west sides: these spectators were approximatcl y 61 m. from the 
base (Fig. 2). 

Can the reliefs and inscriptions be seen from a distance of 38.5 
m., let alone 61 m.? Investigation is hampered by the impos­
sibility of obtaining a clear view of the base and its plinth from 
those distances today; they are partly below the current ground 
level and further obscured by protective fences (PLATE 10). 
Nevertheless, field testing, proportional observations, and pro­
fessional manuals on visibility indicate that the reliefs would 
have been visible to fourth-century audiences on the southeast 
and northwest, and that these spectators should also have had 
little trouble reading the inscriptions. 42 By analogy with other 

40 Dagron 328; Casson (supra n.19) Plan II. 
41 Janin (supra n.l) 186; Dagron 327. 

42 Many physical and psychological factors can have an impact on visibility 
and perception, but I assume, arguendo, an 'ideal' viewer with normal 
eyesight: see J. Follis and D. Hammer, A rchitectural Signing and Graphics 
(New York 1979) ISf. To test the legibility of the inscriptions the following 
experiments were performed. (1) A series of smaller carved inscriptions at 
Dumbarton Oaks were surveyed at proportionately reduced distances. These 
were all readable, especially when sunlight produced strong contrasts of light 
and shade. (2) In Istanbul the first word of the Greek inscription was drawn 
to scale and read by several people without difficulty from 38.5 m.; the glare of 
the sun on white paper was the only problem. Illustrating this, however, is 
difficult: what was visible to the eye was small and far away in the camera 
lens, and this distortion is only increased by reproducing photographs or pro-
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ancient relief sculpture, the reliefs on the obelisk base were 
certainly augmented with paint and possibly with gilding or 
metal attachments. Such coloristic treatment would render all of 
the carvings significantly more legible, and sculptural details are 
still visible today at 38.5 m. The inscription fields (PLATES 4, 5), 
in the form of a tabula ansata, measure about 100 cm. high and 
the letters, approximately 10 cm. tall, are separated enough to 
offer clear legibility at 38.5 m. In all likelihood these too were 
originally colored, making them more legible at even greater dis­
tances. Spectators seated in the upper tiers and those who were 
less literate could still see the epigrams and recognize their 
power and weight as inscriptions even if they could not read 
them. 

What about the more distant audiences, those in the sphen­
done seats and the charioteers and others in the carceres ? The 
average interior or arena length for Late Roman circuses is close 
to 450 m.43 The length of the Hippodrome in Constantinople is 
not certain because the carceres have not been excavated, but it 
was between 370 and 450 m.; M uller-Wiener gives a length of 
400 to 420 m.44 From the inner edge of the sphendone to the 
obelisk base is 242 m., according to the excavation plan of the 
1920s (ef PLATE 11). By other calculations the distance is less, 
but in any case too far for the inscriptions to be legible even if 
the sphendone audience were literate, which is doubtful. At 242 
m. the reliefs can still be seen, though not very well, and not by 

jecting slides. (3) Because many art historians prefer to see first-hand obser­
vation bolstered by reliance on a text, manuals on graphics standards used by 
architectural signage firms and by such organizations as the U.S. Department 
of Transportation were consulted. One such manual indicates that one-inch 
(2.54 em.) letters can be read from a distance of 50 ft. (15.24 m.); it seems 
reasonable to extrapolate that letters of 10 cm. should be readable from a 
distance of 61 m. (Follis 18, 21; I am grateful to George Sexton and Jerry 
Moore for discussion of this topic). Theoretically, then, the closest and most 
important spectators, those on the southeast and northwest, should have had 
little trouble reading the inscriptions. And their distance presented no 
problem at all in 'reading' the reliefs: even small sculptural details are clearly 
visible at 38.5 and 61 m. 

43 Roman circuses range in exterior length from 244 m. at Gerasa to the 620-
m.-Iong Circus Maximus: see Humphrey passim. 

H Dagron 328; W. Muller-Wiener, Bildlexikon zur Topographie Istanbuls 
(Tubingen 1977) 64. With conviction not borne out by evidence, Pasquato 
(supra n.28: 88) gives dimensions of 500 x 125 m. for the Hippodrome. 
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those whose VIew was blocked by other monuments on the 
barrier. 45 

Compensating somewhat for the distance from the sphen­
done and the carceres, the width of the obelisk base on the 
southwest and northeast is about 36 cm. greater than that of the 
two flanking sides. If this is deliberate-that is, if the discrepan­
cy does more than just echo the irregular shape of the lower 
edge of the obelisk-then it belongs to a long Roman tradition 
of optical compensation for distance. For example, Trajan's 
Column, erected in 113, has spiral relief bands 1.25 m. high at 
the top versus 0.89 m. at the bottom; on the column of Marcus 
Aurelius (ca 180) the spiral relief bands are all the same height, 
but the depth of carving is greater at the top. Both of these 
solutions help compensate for the increasing distance from the 
viewers below.46 

Another significant way in which the obelisk may have re­
lated to specific Hippodrome audiences is in the shadow it cast 
at different times. Races went on all day and throughout the 
year, but at certain times the obelisk shadow must have pointed 
to, or even fallen on, the emperor in the kathisma. This 
potential is evident in situ in the Hippodrome and its effect of 
pointing at the emperor can perhaps be connected with the 
possible use of the obelisk as a sundial, a function of obelisks in 
the Roman world since the time of the first Roman emperor. 
Augustus' obelisk in the Campus Martius was purportedly the 
gnomon of a sundial that pointed to the altar of the Ara Pacis on 
the emperor's birthday.47 If we knew the precise location of the 
kathisma in Constantinople, we might be able to determine the 
significant anniversary of Theodosius. 

45 Visibility from the sphen done in situ cannot be tested because of the 
presence of a modern edifice halfway between the obelisk and the end of the 
sphendone. Two hundred forty-two meters in the other direction, however, 
towards the original carceres, corresponds to a vantage point just past the 
fountain of William II (cf PLATE 11). 

46 Platner-Ashby 243; R. Bianchi-Bandinelli, Rom. Das Zentrum der Macht 
(Munich 1970) 240f. 

47 E. Buchner, "Solarium Augusti und Ara Pacis," RM 83 (1976) 319-65, and 
"Horologium Solarium Augusti, Vorbericht tiber die Ausgrabungen 1979/80," 
RM 87 (1980) 355-73. 
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IV 

The particular placement of the obelisk base clearly shows an 
awareness of the social status, the literacy, and the distances of 
its audiences. But what did the programmers or patrons of the 
work want to communicate, and what did the audiences bring 
to it? Of course we shall never know the entire range of respon­
ses to a Late Antique work. Surely there were individual dif­
ferences, just as there would be today; an example might be the 
furor over the Louvre pyramid in Paris or the Vietnam 
memorial in Washington, both works that are highly praised by 
some and harshly criticized by others. All we can hope to do is 
generalize about patterns or middle ranges of response from 
each group of spectators. 

Jauss' formulation of reception aesthetics suggests that each 
social group has a distinct "horizon of expectations. "48 In the 
fourth century this horizon was affected by familiarity with 
sculpture in Constantinople in general and in the Hippodrome 
in particular, including imperial and non-imperial imagery. Thus 
all viewers were familiar with large, impressive monuments like 
the column of Constantine and the new monuments erected in 
Theodosius' Forum Tauri between 386 and 394. These no 
longer survive, but they included an equestrian statue and a 
column with spiraling reliefs. The Theodosian column, the first 
such monument in Constantinople, must have been a striking 
addition to the urban topography, whether or not observers 
recognized the Roman antecedents.49 In a similar way, the new 
obelisk in the Hippodrome would command particular atten­
tion as the first such 0 bj ect in the ci ty. 

48 H.-R. Jauss, Aesthetic Experience and Literary Hermeneutics, tr. M. 
Shaw (Minneapolis 1982), and Toward an Aesthetic of Reception, tr. T. Bahti 
(Minneapolis 1982); reiterated by M. Kemp, "Seeing and Signs. E. H. 
Gombrich in Retrospect," Art History 7 (1984) 239: "There is actually no way 
in practice that we can operate as artists or judge as spectators outside a 
context of expectation. It simply is not possible .... The artist and spectator 
inevitably work within a series of cultural contexts, in which theoretical, 
historical and institutional factots all impinge upon and help articulate our 
judgments." See also J. P. Tompkins, ed., Reader-Response Criticism 
(Baltimore 1980). 

49 On the column of Theodosius, soon supplemented by that of his son 
Arcadius, identical in conception and similar in iconography, see G. Becatti, 
La colonna coclide istoriata (Rome 1960) 83-150, and Sande (supra n.8). 
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Sculpture was definitely a part of the everyday environment 
in Constantinople. 50 Relief sculpture may have been excep­
tional, however, as most works listed in the eighth-century Para­
staseis syntomoi chronikai were evidently freestanding. In the 
absence of any contemporary inventory, determining what was 
present in the fourth-century Hippodrome is impossible. The 
Serpent Column dates from Constantine's era, 51 but the date for 
erection of the cut-stone obelisk at the southern end of the 
barrier (PLATE 10) is unclear. 52 There were statues of Herakles, 
Augustus, and other deities and emperors,53 but all of them 
could not have been on the barrier. In general the Hippodrome 
became more crowded with sculpture as the Byzantine cen­
turies progressed; for example, the four bronze horses over the 
carceres installed under Theodosius II (probably the group that 
now dominates the entry to San Marco in Venice) were not a 
distraction when the obelisk and base were erected. 54 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, scientists studying 
how the visual world is perceived invented a means of photo­
graphing eye movement. 55 This technology showed that the eye 
goes to the center, then jumps about to fixate on areas of 
greatest information. We can imagine this unconscious process 
at work in the Hippodrome. Whether the Theodosian obelisk 
was at the center of the Hippodrome or the center of the 
barrier, it was a monument to catch the eye. From any seat in 
the circus its centrality was powerful: the vertical axis of the 
obelisk and base created a tension with the horizontal axes of 
the barrier and the circus. The power of the center would be 

50 See C. Mango, U Antique Statuary and the Byzantine Beholder," DOP 17 
(1963) 53-75. 

51 Euseb. V. C. 3.54.2; see now T. F. Madden, "The Serpent Column of 
Delphi in Constantinople: Placement, Purposes, and Mutilations," ByzMGrSt 
16 (1992) 111-45. 

52 Muller-Wiener (supra n.44: 65), Wrede (supra n.10: 187ff), and Dagron 
(324) suggest that it was put up by Constantius II or Theodosius 1. 

53 Cameron and Herrin (supra n.23) 48-51, 136£, 248ff. S. Guberti Bassett, 
"The Antiquities in the Hippodrome of Constantinople," DOP 45 (1991) 88, 
summarizes the antique statues in the Hippodrome as apotropaia, victory 
monuments, public figures, and images of Rome. 

54 Cameron and Herrin (supra n.n) 160f. 
55 R. Dodge, "Five Types of Eye Movement," American Journal of 

Physiology 8 (1902) 307-29; more recently, A. L. Yarbus, Eye Movements and 
Vision (New York 1967); K. T. Spoehr and S. W. Lehmkuhle, Visual 
Information Processing (New York 1982) esp. 163-66. 
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reinforced by the well-known cosmological symbolism of the 
circus, in which the obelisk represents the sun-it was said to 
be shaped like a sunbeam-while the chariots, sporting four 
different colors representing the four seasons, race seven laps 
suggestive of the days of the week, and so on.56 The power of 
the center also operates on the obelisk base: on every side of 
the base the viewer's eye surely goes first to the emperor, who 
is centralized and framed by architecture. The center is em­
blematic of authority (PLATES 1,6-9).57 

Objects in the visual field that attract the most attention-in 
other words, the longest involuntary fixation of the eyes-are 
those that are the least expected. As is well known, repeated 
exposure to a stimulus renders it practically invisible and 
everyday things fail to be noticed. But spectators on their initial 
view of the obelisk base were probably surprised to see the 
emperor in the kathisma implicitly presiding at the games. In 
fact, no earlier examples of this subject survive (Dagron 311). 
This striking innovation imitates reality by integrating the 
spectators with the setting and fusing real and represented 
space. This fusion or elision of image and prototype underlies 
the power of images in Late Antiquity, when insulting a statue 
of the emperor was equivalent to insulting the emperor 
himself.58 Despite the novelties of form and presentation, much 
of the visual and textual information presented on the base 
would have seemed compellingly familiar to the Hippodrome 
audiences. 

The obelisk's indisputably imperial and triumphal character is 
reinforced on every side of the base. 59 Such tangible evidence of 
victory was an especially important aspect of imperial propa­
ganda after the Goths' crushing defeat of the Romans at Adri­
anople in 378. As McCormick has shown, six triumphs were 

56 Humphrey 269ff; Dagron 330ff. This symbolism was especially well 
developed in the sixth century: P. Wuilleumier, "Cirque et astrologie," 
MelRome 44 (1927) 184-209; A. Cameron, "Corippus' Poem on Justin II: A 
Terminus of Antique Art?" AnnPisa 5 (1975) 156 with n.D8. 

57 R. Arnheim, The Power of the Center (Berkeley 1988). 
58 Basil. In Isaiam 13, Migne, PC XXX 589A-B; E. Kitzinger, "The Cult of 

Images in the Age before Iconoclasm," DOP 8 (1954) 83-150 (=id., The Art of 
Byzantium and the Medieval West [Bloomington 1976] 90-156); see also D. 
Freedberg, The Power of Images. Studies in the History and Theory of 
Response (Chicago 1989) 318ff; 392. 

59 See esp. S. MacCormack, Art and Ceremony in Late Antiquity (Berkeley 
1981) 56-67; BaIty (supra n.l0); Wrede (supra n.10). 
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celebrated in the ten years after Adrianople, compared with less 
than two per decade in the preceding seventy years. Even 
minor victories, like that of Theodosius over the unnamed 
tyrants of the Latin inscription, were magnified to mitigate the 
Romans' psychological devastation. 60 

Most viewers were probably unaware of the Platonic and 
Aristotelian view that artistic works were supposed to inspire 
certain reactions and behaviors, but the principle of mimesis 
was certainly operating in the obelisk base. Looking from the 
kathisma at the southeast side (PLATES 1-2, 8), the emperor saw 
himself immortalized as victorious, regardless of whether he is 
giving or receiving the crown of victory.61 He saw before him 
representatives of all social classes from government officials to 
dancers; his courtiers also saw him and recognized themselves. 
The emperor could read the Latin inscription (PLATE 4) that 
names him and stresses his conquest and mastery of the tyrants 
and the obelisk: both had formerly been obstinate, but the one 
has now fallen and the other was successfully and very visibly 
raised aloft. In addition, the emperor saw the best-quality 
carving available; perhaps he appreciated the different stylistic 
'modes' employed for the different classes of figures. The 
'front' of the obelisk with its original dedication to Pharaoh 
Thutmosis III-probably not by accident-faced its new 
master on the southeast: the most important side of the 
monument in 1471 B.C. retained its significance in the 390s.62 

On the northwest side (PLATES 3, 9), the circus partisans and 
militia would have seen the emperor to whom they owed 
loyalty. In both life and art he looks out at them, a direct 
communication between master and subjects. Eye contact 
between figures in a work of art and its spectators creates an 
important bond; indeed Arnheim (supra n.57: 44) posits a kind 
of visual energy emanating from the work to the viewer. The 
spectators on the northwest saw the representatives of the 
emperor's orderly government and subjugated barbarians from 

60 M. McCormick, Eternal Victory (Cambridge 1986) 41H. 
61 This debate is summarized in MacCormack (supra n.59) 299 n. 220. 
62 To what degree the hieroglyphs were comprehensible to a fourth-century 

audience is uncertain. Some recognition or at least interest appears in Amm. 
Marc. 17.4, who provides a Greek translation of the hieroglyphs of Con­
stantius' obelisk in Rome. 
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all over the world as evidence of his power. 63 Perhaps some 
spectators had fought such foreigners and would share a sense 
of successful involvement that could mitigate the still vivid 
memory of Adrianople. Others might recognize the message of 
submission to authority. In addition, many could both see and 
read the Greek inscription (PLATE 5), in which references to 
the tyrants were probably omitted because the western 
usurpers had never touched the lives of most Constantino­
politans. Instead the inscription encourages a focus on dig­
nitaries present in the Hippodrome and responsible for the 
erection of its largest and most distinctive monument. The 
specific, almost didactic, information in the epigram identifies 
this enormous four-sided column as the one raised in precisely 
thirty-two days. Even if the circus partisans were no more 
literate than their fellow citizens in the sphendone, they would 
recognize the power of the written word coupled with the self­
evident power of the emperor. 

The repetitive figures of government functionaries on the 
southwest (PLATES 2, 6) and northeast (3, 7) sides also com­
municated triumph, stability, and order. Orderliness was hardly 
the impression of the Hippodrome given by contemporary 
critics like John Chrysostom and Amphilochius of Iconium, 
who wrote vicious diatribes against the circus. 64 Although these 
sermons perhaps kept some potential spectators away, circus­
goers probably remained quite unconcerned about the effects 
of races on their souls. 

The distant viewers in the sphendone were brought into 
closer connection with the events before them because the 
silentiaries depicted on the southwest stairs seem to address 
their remarks directly to these spectators (PLATE 6). Those on 
the southwest with very good eyesight may have appreciated 
the lively narrative quality of the reliefs on the plinth (2) and 
their realistic and familiar scenes. Indeed, circus workers in the 
carceres probably helped raise the obelisk, as depicted on the 
northeast plinth (3); viewers on the southwest saw a chariot 
race, echoing the real ones unfolding regularly before their 

63 H. Gabelmann, Antike Audienz- und Tribunalszenen (Darmstadt 1984) 
20M. 

64 E.g. J. Chr. Contra circenses, ludos et theatra, Migne, PC LVI 263ff; J. 
Bareillc, tr., Oeuvres completes de S. Jean Chrysostom X (Paris 1867) 484-94; 
Amphilochius of Iconium, Iambi ad Seleucam (=E. Oberg, cd., Patristische 
Texte und Studien 9 [Berlin 1969]) lines 150-80. 
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eyes. It is unclear whether the two obelisks seen on the barrier 
in the racing scene represent the two now visible in the Hippo­
drome-the one supported by the base and the cut-stone ver­
sion at the southern end (10-11 )-or whether the artist merely 
reproduced from some model the disposition of two obelisks 
in the Circus Maximus at Rome. The nuances of the higher­
quality sculpture found on the flanking sides of the base would 
have been lost on the sphendone audience because of the 
distance of these seats. 

v 

The Theodosian obelisk base is a fully realized work of public 
art and all evidence points to the careful placement of the base 
to correlate with its expected viewership. The programmers of 
the base were aware of both the general context for the work, 
the Hippodrome, and the specific audiences on each side. The 
commemorative inscriptions, and possibly the narrative reliefs 
on the plinth, were carved just after the obelisk was erected. 
Differences of the Greek and Latin inscriptions in content and 
character reinforce the likelihood that different audiences saw 
each side and were not disturbed by discrepancies they could 
not see. The discrepancy in the number of days needed to raise 
the obelisk is troubling to modern viewers who look at the base 
as a four-sided unit available for examination at close range, 
whereas the original audiences could never compare the two 
inscriptions. The emperor and his retinue always watched from 
the southeast side, the partisans from the northwest; they never 
exchanged seats. 

An interest in audiences is evident in fourth-century and later 
mosaic pavements that depict the circus (Humphrey 246). 
Whereas earlier representations show only the race and the 
barrier in any detail, in later works the seating areas and 
especially the spectators became legitimate artistic subjects, 
beginning with the Piazza Armerina mosaic in the first half of 
the fourth century and continuing through the example at Gafsa 
in the late fifth or early sixth. One wonders whether the Late 
Antique artists' interest in the circus audience parallels the 
interest in the audience evinced by the planners of the obelisk 
base. Similarly, the awareness of and exploitation of different 
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vantage points is a general characteristic of Late Antique mosaic 
pavements. 65 

The meaningful placement of large-scale sculpture, clearly im­
portant to the planners of the obelisk base, has some precedents 
in earlier Roman art. The Arch of Trajan at Benevento has 
reliefs relating to town and country facing the appropriate sides, 
and the Arch of Constantine in Rome shows the sun rising on 
the east and the moon setting on the west, providing a cosmic 
setting for Constantine's actions. The obelisk base in Constan­
tinople takes these precedents further by exploiting the multi­
faceted context of the Hippodrome in a more particularized 
way, making the audiences on each side responsible in some 
measure for the content. Later audiences would have very 
different "horizons of expectation" in looking at the obelisk 
base, because Hippodrome spectacle and ceremonial changed 
over the centuries, and so did the quantity and types of 
sculpture in the city. These later responses need to be 
distinguished from those of the original viewers. 

Such public art as the obelisk base served a variety of func­
tions. It provided a place and a prop for imperial messages; it 
recorded events; and it worked as a mimetic agent, capable of 
recreating events in the minds of viewers.66 Although it cannot 
be proved, a panegyric delivered at the unveiling, like that 
presented to Theodosius at Rome in 389, probably further 
mediated the messages on the obelisk base. 67 The erection of 
the obelisk seems a likely occasion for a panegyric. 

The obelisk base was meant to be seen, and could be seen, 
from a number of distinct points of view. This fact has im­
portant implications for the visibility and the interpretation of 
other large public monuments of the Late Roman and Byzan­
tine eras. Art historians and other scholars err in looking at 
sculptural details divorced from their spatial, temporal, and 
social contexts. A consideration of the viewpoints of the 

65 See C. Dauphin, "Mosaic Pavements as an Index of Prosperity and 
Fashion," Le'1Jant 12 (1980) 112-34. 

66 These remarks on function are derived from C. Kondoleon and B. 
Bergmann's introduction to the session on "Ancient and Medieval Spectacle," 
College Art Association Conference, Seattle, February, 1993. 

67 See Nixon (supra n.5). 
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original audiences can help inform our own and bring new 
meaning to familiar works of art. 68 
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68 This paper has benefitted from critical comments by Adam S. Cohen, 
Lioba Theis, and Joachim Wolschke-Bulmahn. I am grateful to Lee F. Sherry 
for discussion of the inscriptions and assistance with their translation and to 
the Director and staff of the German Archaeological Institute in Istanbul for 
their kind support. Earlier versions of this paper were read at the Eighteenth 
Annual Byzantine Studies Conference, Urbana-Champaign, the Kunsthis­
torisches Institut, Universitat Bonn, and the Catholic University of America. 


