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ALL-SEEING HELIOS IN THE ADULTERY OF VENUS: 
THE IMAGE AND CONTEXT IN ROMAN ART 

AND ITS CHRISTIAN AFTERLIFE1 
 

Sanja PILIPOVIĆ2 
(Institute for Balkan Studies, Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts) 

Ljubomir MILANOVIĆ3 
(The Institute for Byzantine Studies, Serbian Academy of Sciences 

and Arts) 
 

Keywords: Helios, Venus, Mars, myth, iconography. 
 

Abstract: This paper examines the role of Helios as an all-seeing deity in 
scenes of the adultery of Venus and Mars based on classical literary sources and 
mythological reliefs in Roman funerary art, and also elucidates its afterlife in 
Christianity. Few Roman examples survive that explicitly show this act of infide-
lity, therefore particular emphasis is placed on a relief from a mirror from Vimi-
nacium, the province of Upper Moesia, and the altar Ara Casali, now in the Vati-
can Museums. The paper traces the general development of the symbolic roles of 
Helios in different thematic representations and the context in which Helios as an 
all-seeing God is represented in Early Christian and Medieval art. 
 

Cuvinte-cheie: Helios, Venus, Marte, mit, iconografie. 
 

Cuprins: Acest articol examinează rolul lui Helios ca zeitate atotvăzătoa-
re în scenele adulterului lui Venus şi Marte bazate pe izvoarele clasice şi reliefurile 
mitologice din arta funerară romană şi, de asemenea, urmăreşte destinul său în 
creştinism. Câteva exemple romane arată în mod explicit acest act de infidelitate, 
de aceea un accent deosebit este pus pe un relief al unei oglinzi din Viminacium, 

                                                           
1 This article is part of the research on the project No. 177012 of the Insti-

tute for Balkan Studies, SASA Society, spiritual and material culture and commu-
nications in the prehistory and early history of the Balkans and the project No. 
177032 of the Institute for Byzantine Studies, SASA Tradition, innovation and 
identity in the Byzantine world supported by the Ministry of Education, Science, 
and Technological Development of the Republic of Serbia. We would like to thank 
to our friend Allan P. Doyle, PhD candidate, Princeton University for his close rea-
ding of the text, helpful suggestions, and corrections. 

2 sanjapil@gmail.com 
3 milanovic.ljubomir@gmail.com 
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provincia Moesia Superior, şi pe altarul Ara Casali, acum în Muzeele Vaticanului. 
Lucrarea urmăreşte dezvoltarea generală a rolurilor simbolice ale Helios în dife-
rite reprezentări tematice şi contextul în care Helios, ca divinitate atotvăzătoare, 
este reprezentat în arta creştină timpurie şi medievală. 
 

The purpose of this research is to elucidate the role of Helios, as 
an all-seeing god in scenes of the adultery of Venus and Mars based 
on classical literary sources, and mythological reliefs in Roman fune-
rary art. Furthermore, the development of these ideas in the Early Chris-
tian and Medieval art will be stressed. 

The starting point of this research is a relief on a Roman mirror 
in which Helios is represented as an all-seeing deity surveilling the 
act of adultery of Venus. This bronze mirror with relief decoration, an 
exceptional piece of craftsmanship, was found in a grave in Vimina-
cium (Fig. 1)4. Other goods from the grave indicate that the mirror 
was owned by a woman and may be dated to the second half of the 
2nd or the first half of the 3rd century. The front is made of silver-pla-
ted sheet bronze. The amalgamation technique of silver-plating re-
quired high-quality silver and polishing in order to improve the re-
flectivity of the surface5. Polishing, as a finishing process in metalwork, 
was reserved for costly pieces of jewelry. The reverse side was execu-
ted in gilded bronze and has a matrix-hammered relief in the central, 
circular portion. 

The relief depicts the adultery of Venus and Mars, in the pre-
sence of Vulcan, all of whom are being observed by Helios (Fig. 1)6. 
In the central part of the composition is the representation of Mars 
and Venus resting on a couch (kliné). The upper part of Mars’ body is 
nude, while a robe wraps around his hips. Venus is semi-nude, and her 
lower body is covered by a drapery. Above her head is a veil in the 
form of a canopy. Venus wears a necklace with large pearls. Vulcan is 
                                                           

4 Rankov 1980, cat. 49; Karović 1995, 217-224, figs. 1-3, T. 1/2; Krunić 
2000; Spasić 2001, 162-165, no. 1, figs. 2 and 3; Spasić-Djurić 2002, 72, fig. 51; 
Pilipović 2011, cat. 40; Mihailović 2011, 178-180; Pilipović 2013, 603-604. 

5 Karović 1995, 219. 
6 The scene has also been identified as a representation of Dionysus and A-

riadne (Karović 1995, 217-224, figs. 1-3, T. 1/2; Krunić 2000; Spasić 2001, 162-165, 
no. 1, figs. 2 and 3; Spasić-Djurić 2002, 72, fig. 51. Pilipovic 2011); however, some 
scholars have identified the scene as the Adultery of Venus. Rankov points out that 
the figure holds a hammer (1980, 222) and Mihailović (2011, 178-180) indentified 
this scene as the Adultery of Venus, confirming Pilipović’s revision of the mirror’s 
iconography (Pilipović 2013, 603-604). 



ALL-SEEING HELIOS IN THE ADULTERY OF VENUS 

 

481 

 

depicted to the left of Venus with a raised hammer in his hand. He-
lios is positioned behind Mars. He is dressed in a robe fastened with a 
buckle, has a radiating crown in his hair, and holds a whip in his left 
hand (Fig. 1a). A shield, sword, and graves are shown at the bottom 
of the composition. 

The mirror from Viminacium has been published and discussed 
previously, but not the role of Helios, who is rarely included in this 
scene of adultery. Omniscience is not an automatic privilege of gods 
and was primarily ascribed to astral deities, since they occupied a po-
sition from which to see all that happens on earth7. Helios was the only 
entity, besides Zeus, described in classical literary sources as an all-
seeing god. In Homer’s Iliad and the Odyssey, the Sun is the god who 
“sees everything and hears everything”8, and in the Homeric Hymn to 
Demeter, Helios is the god who is watchman of both gods and men9. 
For Greek lyric poets he is an all-surveying god10. This characteristic 
of Helios is stressed by the adjective “panoptes” by Aeschylus in Pro-
metheus Bound11. In Agamemnon he speaks of the all-seeing orb of 
the sun, which fosters life upon the earth12. Roman writers also ac-
cept this feature of Helios. According to Ovid’s Metamorphoses, He-
lios is the first to see all things13. In the Fasti he notes that he gazes 
far and wide on the day’s deeds14. Valerius Flaccus in Argonautica, 
also characterized Helios as all-seeing15. In the Golden Ass by Apule-
ius, the narrator Lucius, swears by the all-seeing god of the Sun16. He-
lios was invoked to witness the most solemn of oaths as the all-seeing 
god who would report any breach to the punishing deities of oath-
breakers17. In Ovid’s Heroides, Jason begs Medea in the name of the 
all-seeing Sun18, and as previously mentioned, in Apuleus’ Golden 

                                                           
7 Pettazzoni 1955, 238 sqq. 
8 Hom., Il., 3.277; Hom., Od. 11. 102 ff. 
9 Hom. H. Dem. 19 ff.  
10 Sappho or Alcaeus, Fragment 4. 
11 Aesch., Prom., 88 ff. 
12 Aesch., Agam. 632 ff. 
13 Ov., Met. 4. 169 ff. 
14 Ov., Fast. 4. 575 ff. 
15 Val. F., Arg. 5. 245 ff. 
16 Apul., Met. 1.5 ff. 
17 Hom., Il. 3.104 & 278 ff; Hom., Il. 19. 259 ff; Apoll. Rh., Arg. 4. 1018 ff; 

Call., Aetia fr. 9; Orphic Hymn 8 to Helius. 
18 Ov., Her. 12.78 ff. 
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Ass the narrator swears by the all-seeing Sun19. This feature of Helios 
may also be identified in Seneca’s Oedipus and Phaedra or Nonnus’ 
Dionysiaca20. In literary sources, Helios was also referenced as a god 
of sight21 who could heal the blind (such as Orion) or blind those who 
offended him (such as Phineus).  

Helios’s role in the scene of the adultery of Venus and Mars 
can also be traced in classical literary sources. In the Odyssey, Homer 
confirmed that Helios was the first to see the tryst and reported it to 
Vulcan22. Early roman literary sources also speak of this event. The 
first century writer Ovid in his Metamorphoses emphasizes that Sol, 
whom he calls “the first to see all things,” is thought to have been the 
first witness of the adultery of Venus with Mars23. In The Art of Love 
Ovid speaks about the Sun’s tale and asks: “Who can evade the Sun?”24. 
Second century writers also referred to the role of Helios in Venus’ 
adultery. Seneca in Phaedra writes that Venus hated Sol because of 
his role in this act25. Pseudo-Hyginus in the Fabulae also mentions 
this role of Helios26. Lucian of Samosata in Dialog of the Gods writes 
about Helios who saw and told Vulcan about the adultery27. In The 
Dance, Lucian even called Helios the tell-tale Sun28. Conversely, in his 
Astrology, Lucian suggests understanding this myth as an entirely 
celestial one29. In the later period, the tale also drew the attention of 
authors. In his Dionysiaca, Nonnus of Panopolis, one of the last Hel-
lenistic poets from the 4th or 5th century, states that Phaeton (Helios) 
was the shining witness of the love of Venus and Mars30 and that he 
laughed because Ares had fled from Hephaistos’ chains31. 

Given these literary references, it can be seen that Roman wri-
ters retained the idea of Helios as an all-seeing god. This idea was ap-

                                                           
19 Apul., Met. 1.5 ff. 
20 Sen., Oedipus 247 ff; Sen., Phaedra 888 ff; Nonnus, Dionysiaca 17. 191 ff. 
21 Pindar, Paean 9; Plat., Rep., 508a-c. 
22 Hom., Od. 8. 260 ff. 
23 Ov., Met. 4. 170 ff. 
24 Ov., Ars. 2, 15. 
25 Sen., Phaed. 124 ff. 
26 Hyg., Fab. 148. 
27 Lucian., Dial. Deor. 8. 17. 
28 Lucian., De Salt., 63. 
29 Lucian., De Astrol. 5: 22, 349-69. 
30 Nonnus., Dionysiaca 24. 305 ff. 
31 Nonnus, Dionysiaca 39. 403 ff. 
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plied to Roman art. In two mythological scenes, the adultery of Ve-
nus, and Cerere’s search for Proserpina, Helios is represented as all-
seeing32. While both mythological scenes are frequently depicted in 
Roman art, the presence of Helios as all-seeing is rare, especially in 
the case of the Rape of Proserpina. 

Although, Helios’ figured as an all-seeing god is not always pre-
sent in the scene of the adultery of Venus, there are several examples 
from roman funerary art in which Helios appears. The most impor-
tant of these is a relief on the altar of the so-called Ara Casali (Fig. 
2)33. This altar, now in the Vatican Museums, dates to the late 2nd or 
early 3rdcentury. At its center, we find an inscription surrounded by a 
crown. In the upper left and right hand corners are the figures of Vul-
can and Helios, respectively. Vulcan is represented with tongs in his 
hand, looking down, while Helios with a radiating crown stands half-
naked in a chariot. In this scene Helios/Sol is not engaged in any par-
ticular action, but rather, positioned to one side, he observes the adul-
tery of Mars and Venus (Fig. 2a). At the bottom of the composition 
Mars and Venus are shown in bed. It is necessary to note that there is 
an alternative identification of the subject of this relief: as a represen-
tation of Mars and Rhea Silvia34. The iconography of Helios on the 
Ara Casali is most similar to the one on the mirror from Vimina-
cium. On both reliefs, Helios is positioned at the top of the scene as 
an observer. On the mirror, Helios is depicted with a radiating crown 
and a whip in his left hand. He wears a robe fastened with a buckle. 
On the Ara Casali Helios also has a radiating crown and wears a robe 
fastened with a buckle, but here he drives a quadriga, a chariot with 
a four horses. In both reliefs, his function is the same – he observes 
the act of adultery from on high. Venus’ adultery, which is not observed 
by Helios but an entire group of deities, is represented on a terracotta 
medallion on a vase from the Gallo-Roman Museum of Lyon (Fig. 
3)35. Above the central pair of Mars and Venus is a frieze with busts 
of the five deities Minerva, Jupiter, Juno, Neptune and Vulcan. The 
representation of Venus and Mars on the medallion is similar to those 

                                                           
32 Hom. H. Dem. 19 ff; Ov., Fast. 4. 575 ff. 
33 LIMC IV/1, s. v. Helios/Sol, no. 185; LIMC II/1, s.v. Ares/Mars, n. 385; 

Santolini Giordani 1989, cat. 62; Matern 2002, 188-189, 282 K30; Hijmans 2009, 
248, cat. C2w, 3, T. 33/2–3. 

34 Albertson 2012, 122 with previous bibliography. 
35 Audin, Jeancolas 1969, 181-183; Vertet 1969, 93-133. 
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on the mirror from Viminacium or Ara Casali, the only difference is 
that instead of Helios, a group of deities is depicted observing the in-
fidelity. 

The iconography and function of Helios in other representations 
of the scene of Venus’ adultery are very different, as demonstrated, 
for example, by three Roman sarcophagi. These sarcophagi are of un-
known origin, and today are deposited in the Abbey of Grottaferrata36, 
the Paradise Cloister of the Cathedral of Amalfi37, and in the Palace of 
the Palazzo Altemps in Rome38. These objects display highly complex 
iconography with many participants and details. Helios is no longer 
represented as an observer positioned above the main actors in the 
scene but is placed amongst them. The Amalfi and Palazzo Altemps sar-
cophagi do not show Vulcan casting a net over Mars and Venus. This 
reference is only present on the Grottaferrata sarcophagus where Vul-
can is depicted in the act of lifting a corner of the net that entraps the 
guilty pair39. Here, the role of Helios is emphasized by his position in 
front of a seated figure of Zeus (Fig. 4)40. Helios is displayed with all 
his features: dressed in a tunic, he has a radial crown and whip. On a 
sarcophagus from Amalfi, Helios is positioned between Vulcan and 
Mars, and some parts of the radiant crown on his head may still be 
seen (Fig. 5)41. Alternatively, on the sarcophagus from the Palazzo Al-
temps, Helios cannot be identified with certainty since he is displayed 
without any recognizable attributes (Fig. 6). One can only assume that 
the figure depicted between Vulcan and Mars and juxtaposed with 
Luna, is perhaps Helios42. We should take into consideration that this 
sarcophagus was heavily restored, which makes iconographic analysis 

                                                           
36 LIMC IV/1, s. v. Helios/Sol, n. 186; Turcan 1999, 38-39; Matern 2002, 188-

189, 282 K29; Ambrogi 2008, 141–147; Hijmans 2009, 255, cat. C3a3, 1; Hutchinson 
2011, 252. 

37 Robert 1904, n. 193; Turcan 1999, 38-39; Matern 2002, 188-189, 282, K28; 
Hijmans 2009, 251, cat. C3a3, 2, T.36/2. 

38 Turcan 1999, 38-39; Matern 2002, 188-189; 282, K31; De Angelis D’Ossat 
1996, 205-207, fig. 66; Pomponi 1996, 86, cat. 63; De Angelis D’Ossat 2002, 138-
139; Hijmans 2009, 255, cat. C3a3, 3. 

39 This sarcophagus from Grottaferrata is known by drawings from two co-
dices from the 16th century Codex Coburgensis and Codex Pighianus, Ambrogi 2008, 
143. 

40 Hutchinson 2011, 252. 
41 Turcan 1999, 38-39. 
42 De Angelis D’ossat 1996, 206. 
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difficult. Based on Winckelmann’s drawing of this sarcophagus from 
the second half of the 18th century, one may conclude that the restora-
tion altered the figures’ heads43. According to the drawing, the figure 
that is supposed to represent Helios originally had long hair. 

Helios as an all-seeing god, as mentioned above, is present in 
the myth of Demeter’s search for Proserpina44, but visual representa-
tions of this myth only include him in the scene of the Rape of Proser-
pina. One of the rare examples showing this scene is a funerary relief 
from the beginning of the 2nd century A.D., now in the Vatican Mu-
seums45. In the upper right part of the relief next to the representation 
of a woman, capite velato, one finds what is likely the figure of Helios 
in a quadriga. Only the torso of Helios and the hindquarters of the 
horses are preserved. Another example of this scene may be found on 
the gold diadem discovered in a tomb from 4th century BC, currently 
in the Hermitage museum, in which Helios is shown seated on a rock46.  

Helios as an all-seeing god as he appears on the mirror from Vi-
minacium and the so-called Ara Casali, is one of many iconographic 
types of Helios/Sol that may be found on objects produced in the Ro-
man Empire. The iconography of Helios carries a complex and diverse 
meaning. Sol was understood as a planetary and military god and he 
was also treated as a source of superstitions and a sign of social status 
or occupation. The popularity of Sol, as a god of victory, peace, vital 
force, and power, could be seen as a result of the official state ideology 
and imperial cult, but also as a sign of the sincere reverence of adhe-
rents from different social levels. 

Greek myths were an essential part of everyday life for Roman 
citizens. Myths were present in the arts, literature, theatre, and philo-
sophy, and had a very important role in imperial propaganda. Their 
great popularity, especially in the 2nd and 3rd centuries, came from the 
fact that they were widely known, easily transferable into visual form, 
and had appropriate polysemous meanings47. The above-discussed 
Greek and Roman literary sources reveal that the tale of Venus’ adul-

                                                           
43 Winckelmann 1767, I, T. 38; II, 34-35. 
44 Hom. H. Dem. 19 ff; Ov., Fast. 4. 575 ff. 
45 Matern 2002, 189, 284 K43. Hijmans 2009, cat. C3d. 
46 LIMC IV/1, s.v. Demeter, no. 323; LIMC IV/1, s. v Hades, no. 106; LIMC 

IV/1, s. v. Helios/Sol, no. 323; Matern 2002, 51-52, 209, Q9; Hijmans 2009, cat. J1. 
47 Turcan 1999, 166-167. 
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tery was well known. Lucian's description48 of the event provides in-
formation of a very important circumstance. The tale of Venus and 
Mars’s love affair was performed in mime, and thus probably famous. 
According to Lucian, there was complete silence while the dancer 
mimed all the events: the adulterous offence, the watching Helios, He-
phaestus preparing the snare and catching the offenders, the Olym-
pian gods, the ashamed Aphrodite, and Ares begging for mercy. 

There are many different interpretations of the myth of Ve-
nus’s adultery as well as of Helios’s role in it. According to Aristotle in 
his Politics49, the love of Venus and Mars could be interpreted as the 
“rest of the warrior.” Warriors are often in need of love and the scene 
of adultery shows the love of a warrior, making it suitable for sarco-
phagi commissioned by military leaders. Aristid Quintilian, the Greek 
music theorist who flourished in the late 3rd to early 4th century AD, 
in his On music, interpreted this myth in neo-Phytagorean manner50. 
According to the poet, referring to Homer’s Odyssey (8, 276 ff), Mars 
is the body and Venus the soul, which captures love from the mortal, 
carnal body. Vulcan, who caught them in the act of love, is the de-
miurge who chained the soul and united it to the body. In the repre-
sentation of the betrayal of Venus, the soul as a prisoner of the body 
is compared to the couple imprisoned under the curtain. It will be 
death that will free the soul from the material that holds her captive.51 
The wedding of Vulcan and Venus is also a symbol of one of the main 
virtues of the Roman citizen: Concordia. The combination of the image 
of marital virtue, as in the marriage of Vulcan and Venus, along with 
that of adultery is an allegory of the soul’s deliverance from the bondage 
of the body and its carnal passions after death. Lucian of Samosata 
mentions the celestial significance of the myth52. He indicates that the 
myth of the adultery of Venus was entirely celestial and that it is no-
thing else but the conjunction of two planets, Venus and Mars, occur-
ring in the night sky, which is then “undone” or interrupted by the ri-
sing Sun. 

Marital infidelity was perceived as an act with serious conse-
quences, one that, in particular, involved public ridicule. This is rele-

                                                           
48 Lucian, Salt. 63. 
49 Arist,. Polit. II, 9, 1369. 
50 Aristid. Quintilian., De musica 2, 17. 
51 Cumont 1966, 21; Turcan 1999, 39. 
52 Lucian, De Astrol. 5; Plut., De aud. poet. 4, 19, e-f. 
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vant for emphasizing the moral values of the scene of Venus’ adultery. 
Even in this context, the tale's content brought shame on the divine 
lovers and as well as other negative repercussions53. The most impor-
tant idea is that marital infidelity, even when the offenders are Olym-
pian gods, always results in the catching and punishing of the adulte-
rers. On the other hand, the outstanding value of this myth is cultu-
ral, as it is a vivid example of the visualization of a literary source54. 

Scholars have recognized several ways by which the myth of A-
dultery of Venus and Mars observed by the all-seeing Helios was trans-
mitted from antiquity in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. Most 
often it was achieved by the modification of literary sources such as 
Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Virgil’s Aeneid, and Martianus Capella’s De 
nuptiis Philologiae et Mercurii, usually accompanied by commentaries, 
astrological treatises, iconographies and mythological compilations55. 
In most cases the myth was presented in a moral context as an exam-
ple of the consequences of adultery56. 

In the later Middle Ages, Ovid’s Metamorphoses would be mo-
ralized. One of the popular version from circa 1340, the Ovidius mo-
ralizatus, was by Pierre Bersuire, a French Benedictine monk also 
known by his Latin name Petrus Berchorius57. In the East, Ovid was 
translated into Greek by the Byzantine monk Maximos Planoudes 
(ca. 1255-1305)58. This translation was accompanied by scholia, likely 
indicating Planoudes’ intention for the text to be used for serious scho-
larly study59.  

There are not many visual images of this scene from the early 
Middle Ages. It appeared more frequently in the Middle Ages and 
grew popular during the Renaissance. While representations of the 
myth in antiquity were more formally staged, as seen in the examples 
of the mirror from Viminacium and on the so-called Ara Casali, me-
dieval compositions were set in more domestic surroundings, almost 
creating genre scenes. This is the case in an example from the 15th cen-
tury, Christine de Pisan’s Epitre d'Othea, MS Harley 4431 illustrated 

                                                           
53 Mihajlović 2011, 183. 
54 Hijmans 2009, 264. 
55 Takada 2007, 116. 
56 Brumble 1998, 207. 
57 Lowenthal 1995, 51. 
58 Fisher 2011, 26. 
59 Fisher 2002-2003, 77-104. 
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by Parisian illuminators60. Here, the scene of adultery between Venus 
and Mars is set in a bedroom with the protagonists tucked into bed. 
Mars sleeps while Venus lies with eyes wide open observing two gods 
that stand by their bed with a gesture of surprise. While Mars and 
Venus are semi-naked in bed, similar to the antique representation 
on the Viminacium mirror, in the illumination they are joined by two 
standing figures dressed in a period costumes. The bed in the minia-
ture has a canopy over it, echoing Venus’s veil as found on the Vimi-
nacium mirror. Vulcan kneels by their bed and throws a heavy chain 
over them instead of the net that was more commonly displayed in 
antique examples. Apollo peers through a window with an orange 
face representing sunlight that reveals all61. 

Another illumination, found in a 15th century French translation 
of Ovid’s Metamorphosis Ms. français 137, f. 137, Bibliothèque Na-
tional de France, Paris, depicts the moment when Vulcan, informed 
by the Sun of the adultery, reaches the two lovers and binds them to-
gether with a chain62. Here, the event is staged in a bedroom and Ve-
nus and Mars are shown in a bed with rumpled sheets, with the upper 
parts of their naked bodies exposed. The winged Mars wears a crown. 
Venus and Vulcan wear hats, but while those of Mars and Venus in-
dicate persons of high social rank, Vulcan’s is simpler and refers to 
that of a blacksmith. Unusually, the ceiling of their bedroom is pain-
ted as a sky with the figures of deities who witness the adultery. He-
lios, who revealed the adultery, is depicted in the shape of the Sun 
above the headboard with rays that fall between Venus and Mars. 

As we have seen, Christian art included Helios as an all-seeing 
god in depictions of the myth of Venus and Mars in the late Middle 
Ages and Early Renaissance. Helios/Sol was also represented as an 
all-seeing God during Late Antiquity and Early Christianity without 
being related to the myth of adultery. He was more often associated 
with representations of emperors within the imperial ideology and 
cult63. All that remains of a statue ca. 324 AD64, presumably dedicated 
to Constantine as the all-seeing Helios/Sol that once stood at Termes-

                                                           
60 MS Harley 4431, British Library, London. This book was written circa 

1408-1415, Lowenthal 1995, 53; Hindman 1986, 17-18. 
61 For the illustration, see Lowenthal 1995, 52, fig. 36. 
62 Van Moé 1937-1938, 161-169. 
63 Kantorowicz, 1963, 117-179; Hijmans 2009. 
64 Hijmans 2009, 119. 
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sus in Pisidia is a dedicatory inscription that reads: “To Constantine 
Augustus, the All-seeing Sun”65. It remains a matter of scholarly de-
bate whether this sculpture represented Constantine as the all-seeing 
Sun, or was simply Helios Pantepoptês66. The statue was equestrian, 
which would be unusual for a representation of Sol67. Ignazio Tantillo 
has argued that a cult of Helios existed in Termessus from at least the 
2nd century, which represented a Hellenized local Sun god depicted 
on horseback and thus implies that the sculpture was of that earlier 
date. According to him, the inscription was altered and the first line 
is a later addition marking the sculpture as dedicated to Constantine-
Helios after the defeat of Licinnius68. It is not clear if the iconography 
of the sculpture was modified. Based on the change of the inscription, 
Steve Hijmans proposes that the work itself remained unchanged and 
that it still represented Sol, but that the dedication to Constantine ac-
tually meant that the sculpture was dedicated to the Emperor Con-
stantine due to the fact that Sun was his personal deity69. 

The sculpture in Termessus recalls another of Constantine the 
Great which probably also depicted him with the attributes of Helios. 
This statue was raised on a porphyry column with a stone base in 
Constantinople in 33070. Most of the information about this lost mo-
nument comes from literary sources, according to which, Constantine 
was represented nude, with a spear or scepter in his right hand and 
the orb in his left71. These texts also describe him wearing a radiant 

                                                           
65 Bardill 2012, 109. Also see, Fowden 1991, 129; Hijmans 2009, 119. 
66 Hijmans 2009, 119-120; Bardill 2012, 109. 
67 Hijmans 2009, 119, n. 29. 
68 Tantillo 2003, 171-177. 
69 Hijmans 2009, 120. 
70 The column was 37 feet long and the statue was placed on the top of the, 

presumably Corinthian, capital. The sculpture fell down in a storm around 1106, 
Bardill 2012, 28; Hijmans 2009, 543. 

71 One of the early literary sources is by Arian ecclesiastical historian Phi-
lostorgius from 5th century Philostorgius, Hist. eccl., II. 17 or by the 6th century 
Greek chronicler Malalas,  Ioan. Mal. XIII.320. For more on the literary and other 
sources see Preger 1901, 457-469; Fowden 1991, 125-131; Bardell 2012, 28-108. Anna 
Comnena described the sculpture a couple of decades after its fall in 1106: “In the 
centre of Constantine’s Forum there was a bronze statue, facing the east and stan-
ding on a conspicuous column of porphyry, holding in its right hand a sceptre and 
in its left a globe (σφαῖραν) made of bronze. It was said to be a statue of Apollo, but 
the inhabitants of the city called it, I think, Anthelios. The great emperor Constan-
tine, father and lord of the city, altered it to his own name, calling it the Statue of 
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crown. It is not clear if this headgear was adorned with ribbons, which 
would represent the imperial radiant crown, symbol of emperors and 
victory since the time of Augustus, or without ribbons, which would 
be the symbol of Helios or Hellenistic kings72. It is remains uncertain 
if Constantine the great was represented as Helios, or was merely given 
specific attributes of Helios73. His colossus could be linked with the 
Colossus of Nero in Rome, who was the first roman emperor who de-
picted himself with a radiant crown during his lifetime. Later, in 75 
AD, Vespasian dedicated a statue to Sol. As with Constantine’s sculp-
ture, it was never clear whether Nero was represented as Helios or if 
he wore an imperial radiant crown that linked the emperors with the 
power of Augustus74. That Constantine was impressed with the Nero’s 
Colossus is evident by the positioning of his Triumphal arch in Rome 
directly across from it. Most likely, the indeterminate identity of both 
sculptures, either as victorious emperors or the god Helios was inten-
tional. A similar indeterminacy was adopted for the staging of trium-
phal processions in which triumphator oscillated between divine and 
human status. At the same time through the course of the procession 
he embodied a living image of the god Jupiter himself and represen-
ted a negation of that divine presence75. By positioning Constantine’s 
statue on a high column in Constantinople one could link it with the 
all-seeing Helios, one who observed from above, or, in the words of 
Homer: the god who “sees everything and hears everything76. 

After the reign of Constantine, the representation of Helios with 
a radiant crown would soon vanish, only to reappear again during the 
Byzantine Macedonian dynasty (ruled 867 to 1056). In the scene of 
Isaiah and Hezekiah (Isaiah 38, 2 Kings 20) from the famous mid-10th 
century Paris Psalter MS Grec 139, folio 436v, the sun is represented 
as a circle in which a profile view of Helios wearing a radiant crown 
forms the center (Fig. 7). This clearly indicates the antique origin of 
the motif of Helios wearing a radiating crown, but also reveals the pos-
                                                                                                                                                    
the emperor Constantine. But its original title persisted, and it was known by every-
body as Anelios or Antheli.” Anna Comnena XII.4 as cited by Fowden 1991, 126. 

72 Hijmans 2009, 515-535. 
73 Hijmans 2009, 543-547; Bardill 2012, 108. 
74 The statue is lost and its reconstruction is mostly based on images from 

coins and gems, Hijmans 2009, 536-539. 
75 Price 1987, 56-105; De Jong-Hekster 2008, 79-96; Hekster 2009, 95-111; 

Milanović 2014, 76-88. 
76 Hom., Il., 3.277; Hom., Od. 11. 102 ff. 
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sibility that the manuscript was an imperial commission77. During the 
Early Christian and Medieval period there were many references that 
metaphorically linked Christ with the Sun and its light in a manner 
similar to Helios and compared Christ to Helios as “the Sun of Jus-
tice,” but that is a material for another, larger study. 

One may conclude that during the end of the 2nd and over the 
course of the 3rd century, two parallel processes of the transformation 
of the iconography of Sol took place in Roman art based upon Greek 
and oriental themes, and artistic models that existed in the Roman 
Empire. The Viminacium mirror, Ara Casali, and the above-mentioned 
sarcophagi are extraordinary, very rare examples of the iconography 
of Venus’ adultery with the all-seeing Helios depicted as a witness to 
this mythological act. The myth and the role of Helios in it could be 
understood in different contexts: as an inter alia neo-Pythagorean, 
celestial, and in moralizing. The role of Helios in the moralizing con-
text is, however, indisputable. This aspect will be a key motivation in 
the transformation of the myth in the Middle Ages and Renaissance, 
not only in literary sources but in visual art as well. 
 

FOTO 
 
1. Adultery of Venus. Relief mirror from Viminacium. The National 

Museum in Požarevac, inv. C-1769/P. Foto I. Stanić. 
1a. Adultery of Venus. Relief mirror from Viminacum (detailed). 
2. Adultery of Venus. Ara Casali. The Vatican Museums – Museo Pio 

Clementino, inv. 1186. Foto: Nuck Thomson 
(https://www.flickr.com/photos/pelegrino/6929153744/). 

2b. Adultery of Venus. Ara Casali (detailed). 
3. Adultery of Venus. Gallo-Roman Museum of Lyon, inv. 

2000.0.2821. After: Zeifer  2010, fig. 145. 
4. Adultery of Venus. Sarcophagus. Abbazia di Grottaferrata, inv. 

1156. After: Ambrogi 2008, fig. 78. 
5. Adultery of Venus. Sarcophagus. Amalfi Cathedral. After: Turcan 

1999, fig. 23. 
6. Adultery of Venus. Sarcophagus. Palace of the Palazzo Altemps in 

Rome, inv. 381000. After: De Angelis d’Ossat 2002, 138. 
                                                           

77 Paris Psalter, MS Grec 139, Biblothèque nationale de France, Paris. For 
more on the Paris Psalter, Buchthal 1938; Kalavrezou 1997, 240-242. For an image 
see Stojaković 1970, fig. 39. 
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7. Isaiah and Hezekiah. Paris psalter, MS Grec 139, folio 436v, Bibli-
othèque nationale de France, Paris. After: Stojaković 1970, fig. 
39. 
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