Amy Pearson 

Nero and Agrippina, the reliefs of The Sebasteion at Aphrodisia: Gobbet Analysis
[image: The relief of Nero and Agrippina from Aphrodisias Sebasteion, now in the  local museum. This is just a teaser as… | Romeinse beeldhouwkunst, Romeinse  kunst, Romeinen]

[bookmark: _Hlk83149462]Within this essay, the image I will be discussing features a relief that was found within the Sebasteion at Aphrodisias, a temple dedicated to Aphrodite and the Julio-Claudian family. The relief depicts a young Nero being crowned with the laurel wreath by his mother, Agrippina. He is shown to be wearing a cloak that would be worn by a Roman commander, and with a helmet by his feet. Beside him, Agrippina is depicted holding the cornucopia which is meant to represent plentifulness and good fortune. The scene is meant to portray Nero taking on the role of emperor after the death of Claudius. Whilst analysing this image, I will be looking at the themes that it could encapsulate, such as how their imagery reflects how they were represented in Rome and Nero’s progression to power within the imperial family, as well as the importance of these themes and their cultural relevance. 
Located within Caria, Aphrodisias, the building is thought to have been started under Tiberius and finished under Nero, spanning from 20-60AD. This allows us to see the influence that the different members of the imperial family had within the creation of the reliefs, reflecting the views of their rule from their contemporaries. The temple once included 200 reliefs, with only 80 preserved within the present day. The reliefs presented the gods linked to the imperial family and the imperial family themselves, suggesting the importance of the imperial family and their divine lineage and the importance of the imperial cult. Their family was not only meant to rule, but also meant to be worshipped by the people of Rome, and there is evidence of religious sacrifices taking place within the temple. Among the 80 preserved reliefs is the relief of Nero and Agrippina. The relief was found on the third story of the Sebasteion which consisted of reliefs that presented both imperial scenes and universal allegories, such as Day and Ocean. Despite the relief of Nero and Agrippina being still relatively well preserved, the rest of the reliefs in the room are the least preserved out of the entire Sebasteion. One reason for this relief’s preservation, as R. R. R. Smith mentions within The Imperial reliefs from the Sebasteion at Aphrodisias, could be due to the panel being buried after the fall of Nero in Rome. R. R. R. Smith also discusses the importance of the Aphrodisias Sebasteion in regards to the Julio-Claudian family, crediting it to have put ‘some flesh and bones on the imperial cult’ (pg. 89). I would agree that the Aphrodisias Sebasteion is a significant piece of evidence on the portrayal of the Julio-Claudian family and the relevance of the Imperial cult. 
The way in which Nero and Agrippina are portray within the relief provides us with an idea of how they were viewed among their contemporaries, or rather how they aimed to be viewed. As we can conclude that the relief depicts Nero coming into the role of Roman emperor in 54AD, we are able to observe the ways in which he is presented as a young, but promising future leader for Rome. For example, the way in which he is clothed in a Roman commander’s cloak can be interpreted as a symbol of his military capabilities. Combined with this, he is shown to be crowned with the laurel wreath which is a symbol of victory and triumph, as well as power. The wreath was often worn by his ancestor, Augustus, when depicted in art and coinage, and it holds a deep significance within the Julio-Claudian family due to its links to the god Apollo. The significance of Agrippina crowning Nero with the laurel wreath could be interpreted as the bond between mother and son, with the mother helping nurture and raise her son to be able to obtain worthy power. She is also seen to be holding the cornucopia, also known as horn of plenty, which symbolises fortune and abundance. The use of the cornucopia within this relief could be a way of embodying Agrippina’s feminine virtues and the good fortune and vitality that her son, Nero, will bring to Rome. Despite the knowledge we have of Agrippina taking on a very active role in orchestrating Nero’s accession to power, her art often depicts her as a nurturing figure. This is perhaps done to avoid an image of a powerful woman within the Julio-Claudian family; in this relief, her power only extends to embodying the feminine virtues of a typical Roman woman. 
When discussing the image, it is also important to compare it to other works made during this time that could help us better understand the reliefs significance. For example, another relief within the Sebasteion which depicts Claudius and Agrippina can be compare to the relief of Nero and Agrippina. Whilst Nero is presented as clothed in military garb within his relief, Claudius is presented as naked. The significance of Claudius being shown as naked could be seen as a reference to how heroes are often portrayed in sculpture and art. Men were often unclothed and muscular in order to present them with a powerful physique that proves their capability as a powerful leader. Nero could have been shown fully clothed due to his youth, as he was much younger than Claudius within his relief. His power as an emperor is more importantly based upon his potential rather than his experience, as it would have been for Claudius. Furthermore, Claudius is depicted wearing an oak wreath, an honour that Augustus Caesar was the first to be crowned with that was meant to represent saving a civilian’s life, thus further proving his capability as a powerful leader. This parallels Nero’s crowning of the laurel wreath, as both honours can be associated with Augustus, a great emperor and member of the family that came before them. Another parallel between the panels is the portrayal of Agrippina. As earlier stated, Agrippina is shown beside Nero holding the cornucopia which represents fertility and plentifulness. Similarly, on the left of Claudius’s panel is Agrippina, she is seen to be holding in her free hand an ear of wheat which is most commonly associated with fertility and the goddess Ceres. This type of imagery can be often seen represented by Roman women in art as it is a well desired feminine quality that could also suggest Claudius’s rule is one that is plentiful and fertile. We can then interpret this similar imagery in both reliefs as a way of presenting the family as prosperous and powerful, as well as a family that will bring fertility and vitality to Rome during the emperor’s reign. 
To conclude, the relief of Nero and Agrippina provides many answers to our modern questions about the Julio-Claudian clan and the imperial cult, giving us a contemporary narrative. The relief I have discussed could highlight the contemporary ideologies of what it is necessary to be a powerful leader in Rome, and also gives us an insight of what the ideologies of the Roman people were at the time. Moreover, the fact that the relief is so well preserved also presents another narrative of Nero’s rule, as it was buried once he fell, in order to rid Rome of anything associated to him. Therefore, the relief is a significant piece of work that embodies both the presentation of Nero during the time it was built, and of the reactions of the Roman people once he fell from power. 
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