Ara Pacis Gobbet

The Ara Pacis, or Altar of Augustan peace[footnoteRef:1] was voted for by the Senate in 13 BCE to celebrate the return of Augustus from his campaigns in Spain and Gaul”[footnoteRef:2] and was completed within four years[footnoteRef:3]. The altar is made of marble and stands on the Campus Martius in Rome.  [1:  Ara Pacis Augustusae, 2005.]  [2:  Cartwright, 2013.]  [3:  Cartwright, 2013.] 

	The Ara Pacis, had many uses, some of these included political, religious and symbolic uses. The main political purpose of the monument, was to show and reassure the people of Rome that the closing of the doors of Janus’ temple in 25 BCE was permanent. This is symbolic in itself, as the closing of the doors of Janus’ temple was representative of peace. Augustus may have also felt that it was necessary to build the altar to Pax to further reassure the people of Rome that “the peace won through civil war was well worth the bloodshed and hardship”[footnoteRef:4].  [4:  Ara Pacis Augustusae, 2005. ] 

	In terms of religious uses, the Ara Pacis was used to make annual sacrifices by Priests, Magistrates and the Vestal Virgins. They would make these sacrifices to Augustus, and the Gods in the hopes that the peace would continue and to please the gods as the romans believed that the mood of the gods affected whether the luck and success of Rome was dependant on them. The gods are represented by images that are displayed on the walls and altar itself, as well as images of Augustus’ family. For example, the exterior wall that surrounds the alter is divided into two halves, “the lower with acanthus scrolls (or reliefs associated with nature) and the upper with reliefs depicting humans or divinities. The two areas are divided by a band with a meander – a design often associated with the Trojan and middle eastern cultures.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Sullivan, 2006.] 

	Each side of the altar’s surrounding wall depicts a different image and theme of which the following passages will briefly describe along with its importance to the roman culture. On the western side, there are reliefs depicting scenes of events from Rome’s history, some of which is debatable in contemporary society as to whether its true history or mythology. Such scenes include: the mythological founder of Rome, Aeneas, “performing a sacrifice on the right and the discovery of Romulus and Remus on the left, with the only discernible part of the latter being the head and part of the cuirass of Mars.[footnoteRef:6]” [6:  Sullivan, 2006.] 

	The eastern side depicts The panel of Tellus, or Mother Earth. Tellus is defined as the personification of peace. She’s depicted as being seated, nursing two infants whom are believed to have been Augustus’ nephews and heirs, Gaius and Lucius Caesar. Tellus is often debated over who she actually is as there are many different deities that she could be, all of which are either symbolic of peace or fertility – “The theme of peace is most directly linked with the image of a woman, possibly representing Pax (Goddess of Peace), Venus Genetrix (Mother of the Julian family), Tellus (mother Earth), Terra (land), or a general representation of Italy.  Most likely the figure is representative of all the aforementioned entities.[footnoteRef:7]” This being the case, the nursing figure is open to the audience’s own interpretation.  [7:  Cooley, 2003.] 

	The northern and southern sides depict processions of what is believed to the family of Augustus, and a mixture of the aforementioned Priests, cult attendants, magistrates, and historical men and women. As with the image of Tellus, there are debates to the reason behind the processions depicted, which again is open to the audience’s interpretation. One such depiction could be the ceremony held in honour of Augustus’ return to Rome from Gaul and Spain, however it could also be the “inauguratio of the Ara Pacis itself, depicting part of the ceremony consecrating the space where it would be located.[footnoteRef:8]” [8:  Sullivan, 2006.] 

	The final section of the altar to discuss is the inside of the wall surrounding the altar itself, since the Ara Pacis was built to be a functioning altar and as aforementioned was used by Priests, magistrates and the Vestal Virgins. The inside walls are decorated with a recurring and repeating relief of festoons and ox skulls. The images on the inside walls show the theme of piety and in particular, Augustus’ piety due his role as chief priest. The ox skulls symbolise the sacrifices that would be made annually at the altar, while the acanthus garlands contain fruits from all seasons, which has the purpose of reminding the audience that the peace brought about by Augustus, and the cause of Janus’ temple doors closing, lasted year round. 
	It’s also worth noting, that there are small notches that can be found on the western side of the outer walls to assist in the cleaning of the altar by allowing blood to flow out of the alter uninhibited by the surrounding walls. This also supports the idea that the Ara Pacis was designed to be a functioning altar and was actually used for such acts. This also works in conjunction with the north and south walls that depict processions of priests, magistrates etc. 
	As can be seen from the above points, the Ara Pacis was built to be multi-purpose and has succeeded in that aspect. Both the artwork and the images depicted work together to not only show the use of the temple, the history of Rome, and the mythological and religious beliefs of the romans. 	
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