Unit 5 booklet (Iconography): Theory and Methodology for the Study of the Ancient World – Roman Portraiture

In this online task you will examine Roman portraiture and statuary. Roman portraits were often used to convey ideals and qualities that were not necessarily based on a youthful aesthetic ideal but reflected important social and religious values. Special focus is given here to some veristic style portraits which become popular in the second century BC and continued into the Imperial period, as well as the neo-classicising style adopted by Augustus. Below you will find a series of images to be evaluated for this task. You should have a look through these images and think about the questions set below (you need not make notes responds to all these questions; they are mainly intended to spur critical reflection). Please post any ideas you wanted to share to the unit forum.

Questions:
1) What would you want yourself to look like in a painting or portrait that was being produced for you?
a. Would you want it to be realistic?
b. Would you want it to put yourself in the best possible light? 
c. Would you want anything to be exaggerated? 
d. How much would the context or purposes of the image affect your choices?
2) What is your reaction to the veristic style Roman portraits?
a. Do you find the images particularly attractive?
b. Would you personally wish for yourself to be represented in this way?
c. Why do you think many elite Romans chose to be represented in this way – what qualities may they have been trying to emphasis?  
d. Why would these qualities have been important in the context of Roman society and politics of the mid-late Republic?
e. Do you find the Robert Smith “caricature” theory convincing?
f. Why might the ancestral masks tradition have been important?
3) What might Pompey have been trying to achieve (if this image is in fact of him) on the Glyptotek bust?
a. Do you find it aesthetically pleasing? 
b. Can the image still be seen as versitic?
4) Why do you think Augustus chose to move away from verism and adopt the Augustan “Classicising” style?
a. What underlying social and political context may have influenced this change?
b. What practical and propagandist purposes may have been served by adopting a consistent Classicising style?
c. Who is Augustus accompanied by on the Prima Porta statue, what is the significance?
d. What is the importance of the symbolism of Augustus armour on the Prima Porta statue? 
5) Does the bust of Livia look distinct to you in any particular way? 
a. How might the social and political position of women in Rome have affected the style of portraits that were produced?
6) What is your reaction to the statue of Claudius and do you find anything particularly odd?
a. Might different parts of the statue be conveying different qualities?
b. What reason may Claudius have had from moving away from the Classicising style?

If you wanted to ready up further on this topic, the following scholarship is a useful starting point (as you might imagine, not all scholars agree on how to interpret this imagery):
Smith, R. R. R. 1981: ‘Greeks, Foreigners and Roman Republican Portraits’, JRS 71: 24-38.
Richter, G. M. A. 1955: ‘The Origins of Verism in Roman Portraits’, JRS 45: 39-56.
Fejfer, J. 2015. ‘Roman Portraits’, in B. E. Borg (ed.), A companion to Roman art. Wiley-Blackwell, pp. 231-251.
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Republican style ‘veristic’ portrait, Palazzo Massimo Museum, Rome
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Montemartini Museum, Rome – 1st cent. BC?
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Pompey the Great (original c. 50 BC?), Ny Carlsberg, Glyptotek, Copenhagen
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Via Labicana, Augustus as priest, Palazzo Massimo Museum, Rome
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Prima Porta Augustus, Vatican Museums
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Basalt head of Livia (left); unknown woman (freedwoman?), marble, Palazzo Massimo Museum, Rome (right)
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Claudius, c. AD 40s, Vatican Museum
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