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Tickling the Ivories: Aristocratic Representation in Late 

Antique Rome 

Jill Mitchell 

 

The purpose of this article is to trace the history and examine some actual examples 

of the genre of Late Antique ivories known as consular diptychs, so that we can 

begin to understand the political relevance of these extremely desirable artefacts. 

Their desirability and beauty demonstrates why so many of these objects have 

survived into modern times. Produced for one purpose, they were valued by others 

because of their beauty and fine carving and were easily portable; many of the 

surviving diptychs ended up being utilised within a church setting and now grace 

some of the most important museums in the world. 

 

These antiquities are important because they are a surviving record of how the Late 

Antique Roman aristocracy had themselves portrayed while holding the ancient and 

by this date largely honorary position of consul, a position which nevertheless still 

carried with it immense prestige. The office holder is shown officiating at Imperial or 

other public games in what was, by this period, his most important role.  Inscribed 

consular diptychs constitute with the Notitia Dignitatum “perhaps the most important 

surviving repertory of the motifs and conventions of the official art of Late Antiquity”.1 

 

They are beautiful objects, much prized by art historians, but they also tell us 

something important about the people who originally had them commissioned. As 

such they are an invaluable resource for both the social and the administrative 

history of the Late Roman Empire. They demonstrate how consuls wanted to be 

remembered – as secular patrons rather than the donors of charitable works or 

praying. There are other surviving examples of ivory diptychs from this period and 

                                                 
1 Cameron, 2011: 138. 
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later which record other subjects and themes, such as Christian motifs but I have 

discounted these for the purposes of this paper.2 

 

By the end of the fourth century, the new consul, while still dispensing gold at the 

inauguration ceremony which was on the January Kalends, had also started issuing 

diptychs as presents. This custom appears to have started first in the Eastern 

Empire and then spread west; the first western consular diptych to have survived is 

that of Anicius Probus in 406 although there are several earlier western examples of 

non-consular diptyches.3 However, in the East, consular ones were an established 

custom by 384 and we learn, for example, that the consular gift or sportula of the 

Eastern consul in 391, Tatianus whose Western companion was Symmachus, 

comprised a diptych and a silver bowl.4  

 

In the west, however, it appears that other officials also gave diptychs as gifts after 

their games.  Evidence for this can be found in a letter from Quintus Aurelius 

Symmachus to his closest friend Virius Nicomachus Flavianus after Symmachus’ 

son Memmius had held his quaestorian games in Rome in 393.5  

Now that his games as [quaestor] candidates are over, my son Memmius offers  

you his quaestorian gifts and also honours the rest of our connections with similar  

presents. Please, then as one who made so many and such splendid contributions  

to his display, receive in his name the diptychs [diptycha] and souvenirs. In  

addition I have sent our Lord and Emperor [Eugenius] a diptych with gold trim. 

After the same games, Symmachus’ friend Sallustius who had not been present was 

also sent a diptych.6 However, while some diptychs celebrating games not issued by 

consuls have survived, the majority do show exalted personages holding this rank, 

                                                 
2 Representations of the diptychs discussed are not shown because of problems in obtaining permission to show 

these photographs. However the personages discussed were all well known and can easily be found on the 

Internet.  
3 Cameron, 2013: 185. 
4 Lib. Ep. 178; Cameron 2013: 205. 
5 Symm. Ep.2.81.2; Cameron, 2013: 179. 
6 Symm. Ep. 5.56. 
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which are the ones I am analysing in this article. The intention that it should be 

consuls alone who were allowed to issue these elegant objects, at least in the 

Eastern Empire, is supported by the earliest datable evidence for presentation 

diptychs which is in a law found in the Theodosian Code. This law was issued in the 

East and is dated 25th July, 384.7  

No private person shall be permitted to distribute pure silk vestments at any 

exhibitions of games. We also confirm by this constitution that, with the exception  

of ordinary consuls, no one else shall have the right to give presents of gold or   

ivory diptychs 

This law was one of a series of regulations about expenditure on games at 

Constantinople. It seems not to have applied in Rome where procedures were 

different. 

 

It is likely that the diptychs were produced in groups in workshops. This was 

probably, at least initially, in Constantinople - and Morey argues that artistically they 

have strong stylistic links to Alexandria or elsewhere in Egypt. This could possibly 

emanate from an atelier in Constantinople of Alexandrian style and tradition.8.  The 

evidence suggests multiple rather than single production because of the stylistic 

likenesses of the figures of the consuls – they do not appear to be portraits. The 

names and title of the consul which appear on a tabella reserved for this purpose at 

the top of each plaque are incised, indicating an addition to the object at a date later 

than that of production. So they could easily have been manufactured in one place 

and then distributed elsewhere. They could certainly be reused, as in the example of 

Clementinus and Orestes which I discuss later in the paper shows.  

 

The diptychs are hinged as if they were the outer casings of a pair of writing tablets 

but Cameron and others have concluded that this is one thing they never were – 

they were purely ornamental.9 Each consul as he took up his position would have 

                                                 
7 C.Th. 15.9.1; Cameron, 2013: 179. 
8 Morey, 1940: 46.  
9 Cameron 2013: 176. 
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had his name put on to personalise the images portrayed and to relate them to 

himself. Often several copies of a particular diptych have survived suggesting that 

the new consul required many of these ivories to send as presents to his friends 

upon his elevation. This again suggests multiple production; and a ready supply of 

these objects which the new official could acquire and then have personalised.  

 

The carving of most of these diptychs is exquisite and shows the consul, who 

sometimes is an emperor, sometimes a high civilian official and sometimes a 

barbarian general carrying out the functions of his post. Sometimes the consular 

figure is standing, sometimes seated on his sella curulis. He can be surrounded by 

officials and holding a sceptre. Many examples name the consul and all his titles in a 

grand inscription which runs across both sides of the piece as in the Boethius 

diptych. 10  Boethius was consul in 487 and is displayed on his diptych on one side 

standing while holding his sceptre or staff of office; and on the other, seated on his 

sella curalis, holding the sceptre in one hand and in the other the mappa. The mappa 

was the cloth which the consul or other presiding official threw down to start the 

games or chariot races. It is this depiction of the consul about to inaugurate a 

particular set or cycle of games which really sums up the Late Antique consular 

diptychs and demonstrates the prestige if not power that their office held – and the 

reasons these officials were portrayed in this act on their artefacts. 

 

One of the best examples of the genre is a superb diptych of the very early sixth 

century Eastern Empire, that of Areobindus who was inaugurated as consul at 

Constantinople on the 1st January 506. There are no less than ten surviving diptych 

leaves for Areobindus, the largest corpus linked to a particular consul in Late 

Antiquity.11 Flavius Areobindus Dagalaiphus Areobindus, commonly known as 

Areobindus or Ariovindus, was a Byzantine general and politician of a very noble 

family. His diptych states that he was comes sacri stabuli or Count of the sacred 

stable.12 During an urban riot in 512, he was proclaimed emperor by the mob but he 

                                                 
10 Cameron 2013: 190. 
11 Eastmond, 2010: 743 
12 Jones and Martindale 1980: 143. 
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went into hiding and died soon after.13 He is shown here with the sella curalis behind 

him, which is ornately carved with caryatids and lion heads, holding sceptre and 

mappa; the figures are lively and interesting. Two court officials stand behind him 

and their differing hair styles are intricately carved. The elaborate robe of the consul, 

with embroidered and gilded flowers and figures is clearly visible.  

 

This is a visual representation which confirms the accuracy of the words of Sidonius 

Apollinaris who as a young man attended the inauguration of the consul Flavius 

Astyrius or Asturius in 449 and who has left an unforgettable verbal description of the 

visual splendour of the occasion.14  The diptychs are a supreme example of the ivory 

carvers’ skill which too convey that splendour and reflect back the power and 

prestige of the position of consul to the audience which beheld them and received 

them as gifts.15 Eastmond argues that it is possible to learn as much about the 

intended audience for the ivories from them as about the consul who is depicted 

upon the individual one.16 The intended audience of these objects therefore was a 

sophisticated one who appreciated both the physical beauty of the gift and the visual 

display of political attainment that the diptychs represented. 

 

Areobindus’ ivories fall into three clear categories of decoration, first classified by 

Richard Delbrueck in 1929. One group in particular, the so-called full-figure type, has 

especially been used by scholars to enrich our understanding of the consul and his 

position. The densely carved panels of the full-figure group sum up both the 

spectacle of the consulship and the excitement of the games associated with them. 

Their power and attraction is shown in the contrast between the solemnity and 

rigidity of the consul and the vivacity of the entertainment he is presiding over.17 The 

consul dominates the panels in all his splendour, in an uncompromising and 

                                                 
13 Kazhdan 1991: 162. 
14 Sid. Apoll. Ep.8.6. 
15 Eastmond, 2010: 743. 
16 Eastmond, 2010: 745. 
17 The figure of Constantius III, described in the next section, fully exemplifies this disparity. 
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unblinking engagement with the viewer. His robes, throne, sceptre and mappa all 

build his status, and he is surrounded by further symbols.18 

 

The diptych of Constantius III is indeed another very interesting and much earlier 

example of the ivory makers’ art. The Emperor Constantius III became husband of 

the Empress Galla Placidia, daughter of Theodosius I in 417; he was briefly co-

Emperor with Honorius in the West in 421 but died after only seven months. He held 

the consulship twice, in 413 and then again in 417 when the western Imperial court 

was resident in Ravenna. The diptych therefore could have honoured either of his 

consulships and, wherever it was actually produced, would have been issued in the 

western capital. Later it must have migrated north into Germany as it was used to 

cover a missal in medieval times which is how it survived. It is now held in the 

Treasury Museum of the cathedral at Halberstadt in East Germany.  

 

The diptych, which is splendidly carved, shows Constantius celebrating the 

inauguration of the games.  The leaf placed on the back of the missal cover shows 

Constantius standing with two of his officials; while that on the front displays him as 

the central figure, standing rather than sitting like Boethius, with mappa in one hand 

and sceptre in the other, flanked by two officials and with a serious expression on his 

face; in this example there is no sign of the sella curalis. At the top of both parts of 

the diptych are shown court figures sitting with Constantius while the front leaf shows 

other images of people, obviously participating in the games, at the bottom. The 

carving on this example is more finely crafted than the Boethius one; it has a sense 

of vigour and gravitas which the other one does not. This ivory diptych really conveys 

its meaning and gives a flavour of what it was like to be the top official of the empire 

in the early fifth century.  

 

In 513 Clementinus became consul in the East. His is a particularly interesting 

diptych for several reasons. First of all both leaves are identical. The consul is shown 

                                                 
18 Eastmond, 2010: 743. 
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sitting, with one hand in his lap holding the mappa. He is flanked by two attendants, 

who look almost female, one of whom is holding a sceptre. At the bottom of each leaf 

is a chubby child. The top level however is of particular note because each diptych 

half carries a cross with a roundel on each side with a bust inside, possibly one of 

the Imperial family. Clementinus is therefore not only conveying to his audience not o 

that he is consul and wishes to be commemorated in the usual way by having his 

image on a diptych and to be shown celebrating the games, but his Christian faith. 

 

Two diptychs attributed to Clementinus survive, one of which is in the World 

Museum, Liverpool which measures 384 x 123 mm.19 The other which is held in the 

Victoria and Albert Museum was reused in 530 by Orestes who became consul of 

the West, as I mentioned earlier in the paper. 20 This one is identical in form to that of 

Clementinus but the inscriptions and faces were re-cut. The reused one, which now 

is that of Orestes, is significantly smaller than the Liverpool one and measures 344 x 

120 mm. This reuse of an earlier diptych is surely strong evidence for these artefacts 

being produced in bulk and then personalised; however even if they were mass 

produced, the quality of carving on most of them is exceptional. Esmond suggests 

that these two were originally a pair but the one which subsequently was reused by 

Orestes was carved from a different tusk from a different elephant than the other one 

accounting for the difference in size.21 Consular diptychs required the largest tusks 

available in order to be able to produce the length and width of panel that was 

desired, and elephant biology placed limits on this.22 One of the ways of course that 

the status of the office bearer for whom the diptych was made was emphasised was 

the rare ivory from which it was made.  

 

The final diptych I want to consider in this article is one that belongs to the very end 

of the consulship, to the last consul of the East, Anicius Faustus Albinus Basilius 

who took office in Constantinople in 541, which makes it of particular interest. It is 

                                                 
19 Eastmond, 2010: 748. 
20 Eastmond, 2010: 748. 
21 Eastmond, 2010: 748. 
22 Eastmond, 2010: 748. 
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likely that he was the grandson of the consul of 480, Caecina Decius Maximus 

Basilius and perhaps the son of the consul of 493, Albinus, thus proving his descent 

from one of the ancient senatorial families. The diptych has two leaves with Basilius’ 

names and titles engraved over the top of both; one, which contains a figure of 

Victory, is in Milan, the other leaf, kept in Florence, has Basilius standing, holding the 

mappa, accompanied by the personification of Roma with the scene of a chariot race 

at the bottom.23  

 

This personification and that also of Victory are most interesting as by this time the 

Eastern and what was left of the Western Empire was firmly Christian, as the earlier 

diptych common to both Clementinus and Orestes with its Christian crosses 

demonstrates; but pagan images, like these personifications, were obviously still 

being used and carved. The image of Roma was an ancient one which conveyed 

strength and the whole majesty of the Roman Empire and still therefore was worth 

portrayal, although by this date it was used as a visual symbol and not 

representative of any religious idea. One thing is notable about this diptych, 

however; its craftsmanship is markedly different, even inferior, to that displayed on 

the earlier models discussed and certainly very unlike those of his immediate 

predecessors, Apion (539) and Justinus (540). Basilius, although he became consul 

in the East, was a westerner whose home was in Rome.  Cameron argues that this 

diptych was therefore made in a western workshop which would explain the 

difference in style.24  The quality too probably was affected by the disruption of 

society that the sixth century Gothic wars caused in Italy, which must have affected 

the aristocratic luxury market. Constantinople on the other hand, relatively stable 

politically, still contained many skilled carvers.   

 

The consular diptychs, which started to be issued at the end of the fourth century, 

continued to be produced until the middle of the sixth century when the Emperor 

Justinian finally dispensed with the office of consul after a thousand years. The main 

reason for this was because the consular games in the East had got so splendid that 

                                                 
23 Cameron and Schauer, 1982: 126. 
24 Cameron and Schauer, 1982: 126.  
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Justinian feared that givers of the games, such as the general Belisarius, might 

usurp the throne.25 In spite of the breaking up of the Western Empire during the fifth 

and sixth centuries, the post of Western consul had survived within the Gothic 

kingdom of Italy because the Gothic kings kept many of the old Roman positions and 

structures but once Justinian had suspended the consulship in the East, the 

continuation of its counterpart in the West ceased also as, by this stage, 

Constantinople had re-conquered much of Italy. 

 

In this paper I have looked at how the Late Antique aristocracy portrayed themselves 

in their official functions as consuls, through the construction of ivory diptyches, first 

by outlining the history of the diptych and then considering their function by 

examining certain specific examples.  These beautiful objects, that are still valued 

today because of their intrinsic loveliness, were made to be presented to the friends 

of the consuls, men who had reached the highest honorary rank in the Empire. They 

were status symbols, displaying the holder’s pride in their achievement; and, 

superbly carved, they showed the consul (or other official) presiding over the circus 

games, the main function of their office in Late Antiquity.  

 

The role of consul was entirely concerned with individual display and spectacle, and 

these diptychs were but one example of this. Consuls sought both to present their 

prestige to a variety of audiences, and so required a variety of visual languages to 

display that authority; yet simultaneously they sought anonymity in the thousand 

years of tradition that underpinned their role before its abolition by Justinian in 541.26 

This dichotomy can be seen in the diptychs – mass produced and with the same 

themes – but individualised by having the name of the person honoured on it and 

with some individuality applied in other ways. In conclusion then, the study of these 

unique artefacts does indeed develop and enhance our comprehension of how the 

aristocracy of the Late Antique Roman Empire portrayed and perceived themselves 

in the political sphere. The consuls, having attained the pinnacle of political honour, 

in the end desired to be depicted on their diptychs  in their secular role, supervising 

                                                 
25 Cameron and Schauer, 1982: 142. 
26 Eastmond, 2010: 762. 
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the games as they had done for centuries, not in Christian euergetism or praying; 

and the superb ivory diptychs, conservative in both thinking and art, are a lasting 

statement of that desire.  
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