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Analysis of the Augustus of Prima Porta

1st C. AD

This marble sculpture is a depiction of the first Roman Emperor, Gaius Octavius, later known as Augustus. The sculpture was found in the villa of Livia Drusilla, Augustus' last wife and the location where she retired after his death in 14 A.D. It is currently held in the Vatican Museum. The sculpture itself shows Augustus standing in a contrapposto stance, with his right leg forward. His right arm is pointing forwards, as if orating, with his forefinger extending towards the non-existent audience. He is wearing a highly decorated breastplate, along with a typical military tunic and a cloak draped over his left arm in the aristocratic tradition. On a small pedestal by his right leg there is a cupid mounted on a dolphin, reaching up to grasp him.

The statue is composed in such a way that it envokes a sense of awe in the audience. The military attire of Augustus and the postioning of his right arm makes it clear that he is meant to be depicted while addressing his troops. Although Augustus would have been at least middle aged, if not elderly when this sculpture was created, it depicts him as a young man with an idealised physical form, similar to many Greek statues, particularly Polykleitos' 'Doryphoros' from the 5th century B.C
. The contrapposto stances are very similar to each other and the impressively lean and muscular physique in the aforementioned statue could have been an influence on the artist of the Augustus of Primaporta.
The breastplate that Augustus is wearing is highly ornamented. The relief on the breastplate is another example of Augustan propaganda, similar to the reminder of Augustus' military prowess depicted through his stance and attire. The cuirass itself is meant to serve as commemoration for the Emperor's victory against the Parthians in 20 B.C. The figures themselves have been debated by historians but it is generally agreed that the figures at the top are different gods, such as the sky god, Caelus, at the very top and Apollo and Diana further below. Interestingly, there is also a depiction of a captured female barbarian on the right hand side of the cuirass, opposite to an image of Hispania. Of the most interest is the image in the centre of the breastplate. It depicts what appears to be a Parthian barbarian, believed to be the Parthian king, Phraates IV, holding a Roman standard, which was lost by Crassus at the battle of Carrhae in 53 B.C.
 The Parthian figure is handing back the standard to another figure which represents the Roman army. This is clear because the figure is dressed in typical Roman military attire and is accompanied by a she-wolf, representing the she-wolf that raised Romulus and Remus and later became a symbol for Roman prowess. Kleiner states that it is possible that this figure is meant to represent Tiberius, Augustus' mediator in the Parthian Wars. 

In summary, this sculpture is a perfect representation of how art was used by Augustus as propaganda. It is also a good case study for examining how subtle decoration on a sculpture can give the audience a wealth of information on the purpose of the work.
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