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The Employment, Care and Symbolism of Horses in Roman Public Life
“The cleverness of horses is beyond description” Pliny the Elder, Natural History, 8.159

Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_lOi4L8xG][bookmark: _Int_tPTyGdAh]This project will focus on the multifaceted role of horses in daily public life in Rome, as well as their extensive use as athletes, symbols of power and civic identity, with a particular focus on the Julio-Claudian period. During this period public spectacle, displays and performances were fundamental to society, as tools of imperial propaganda as well as indicating social significance. It is due to this, horses served as both living tools and cultural and economic symbols, taking part in chariot races, military triumphs, as well as immortalised in literature and art. The Julio-Claudian period in particular oversaw the first imperial family of Rome capitalise on public games and displays, using animals to project messages of power, control, and divine favour. Considering much of the initial implementation of the imperial system relied upon convincing the public it was the will of the gods; these displays became of utmost importance throughout the period: as such, horses and other animals became woven into the fabric of both political strategy and public entertainment. This project intends to shed light onto how horses were used, maintained and cared for, as well as the perceptions and presentations of equines in Roman public life, and what this can tell the modern historian of Roman values, hierarchies and politics, with particular attention paid to how horses were treated, maintained and by whom. As well as this, focusing on the treatment of horses unveils Roman attitudes to animals, labour and status. This project combines two main personal interests, as a keen equestrian with a particular infatuation with early Imperial Rome. This period also encompasses many primary sources and some of the most enjoyable surviving Roman literature, such as the accounts of Tacitus, Juvenal, Pliny the Elder and the later Suetonius, all offering invaluable insight. Similarly, imperial iconography such as monumental art, inscriptions, mosaics and reliefs depicting horses that survive to this day offer insight into the importance of equines in Roman society, both as status symbols through athletic competition, to symbols of wealth and power. The combination of literary sources presenting respective ideological viewpoints will complement visual and archaeological resources, providing a more performative view, which is expected to allow examination of the symbolic role of horses in the imperial imagination. This project will intend to explore as much of the practical and ideological role of horses as possible, but mainly focus on the understudied areas of equine husbandry, as well as explore the religious and mythological associations of horses.

Horses in Public Life: Athletic Competition and Military Procession
[bookmark: _Int_WNnT5Nmd][bookmark: _Int_NrH3Keia][bookmark: _Int_izAJtBPM][bookmark: _Int_4nK077i9][bookmark: _Int_JbP5C9YW]The prowess and significance of horses within athletic competition and procession is undeniable during the early Imperial period in Rome, from the hippikos agon to events in the Circus Maximus. The Circus Maximus and public spectacle events are the some of the most famous surviving Roman motifs, and the sport in particular is deemed a “socially binding religion” (Bell, 2020), not dissimilar to today. Roman chariot racing in particular was a highly commercialised form of public entertainment, used by Augustus and other later emperors to increase favour within the populus, allowing horses to be celebrated for speed and strength, but ultimately becoming simultaneously commodified and expendable. The breeding, importing and training of horses for sport, with reference to an economic viewpoint, reveal systemic inequalities within Roman society, as much of horse racing relied on a hugely complex infrastructure. Horses were sourced from areas following the pattern of expansion, and mostly shouldered the physical risk of racing, whilst their owners reaped prestige and profit. In the modern day, critical analysis of horses within Roman sport reveals much of Roman viewpoints regarding animals, class structure, and allows examination of political methods utilised by multiple emperors to enable control and favour within an incredibly unstable and challenging time of huge change.

 	The early emperor Augustus inherited a deeply flawed and fractured society immediately following the downfall of the Republic system, allowing him to shift public focus from the trauma of previous civil strife toward Imperialism, through sponsorship of games, events and sport – creating an image of a generous leader, sharing the spoils of the new empire with the populus. Capitalising on the popularity of events such as chariot races, Augustus restored and expanded arenas in which they took place, while simultaneously aligning himself with a litany of religious festivals, of which many involved equestrian displays. This integration of religious and moral narratives sealed his association with being a positive change within Rome, and allowed his popularity to soar, and his reign is often described as a “golden age”. The combining of political narrative and public spectacle and sporting events is clearly intentional, as horses in relation to chariot races and sporting events for the public symbolised Roman strength, divine favour, and cultural continuity; all of which aligned with the intended public portrayal and perception of Augustus. Horses also carried significant symbolic weight in the depiction of Augustus as a signal of the Pax Romana. Triumphal imagery, coinage and public art often depicted Augustus on a chariot or horseback, as a symbol of serenity and a divinely appointed ruler, such as the statue of Augustus on horseback in Merida, Spain. Despite not being contemporary, erected in 2007, it shows the lasting influence of Augustus and the image of horses, particularly considering this statue is not hugely dramatic, the equine ambling at a trot and Augustus sitting quietly upon it. 

[bookmark: _Int_ueLDI5Rl]Equines are also a significant part of one of the most prestigious Roman ceremonies, the triumph. These processions celebrated a general following a military achievement, of which horses assisted into the great public spectacle, playing a central role in achieving the desired iconography within the ceremony. Generals achieving a triumph would ride a quadriga, a four-horse chariot borrowed directly from divine iconography, visually elevating the general from mortal man to near divine figure (Divi Augustus, for example), as the associations would have been clear to the Roman public. Through the triumph, horses became key visual clues in the messaging of power. The use of horses in these events upon closer inspection allow the state of the Empire to be inferred, as they reflect the Roman ideal of discipline and authority; however through the act of choreographing such large, especially inherently prey animals, into a highly ordered and, what would likely have been frightening for them, spectacle shows contradiction. While equines are overwhelmingly powerful and symbolic of freedom in many other cultures, them being tightly held and paraded as part of triumphs show signs of how military generals gain their imperium, through subordination, underscoring Rome’s hierarchical worldview. Similarly, horses played a vital role in the Roman military, particularly in the Julio-Claudian period and the cavalry. Although infantry legions were strongly armored, cavalry troops provided an advantage in relation to speed, maneuverability and tactical flexibility; they were incredibly important for tasks such as scouting, communication, and flanking enemy forces. Despite not usually being the primary force in military conflict, they were often decisive by disrupting enemy attack. The tactics used by the cavalry hugely varied depending on terrain and opponent, but primarily included flanking and attacking enemy lines. This required the horses to be not only exceptionally well cared for, with training of the highest quality, but also intrinsically brave and willing. Horses of this type were likely to have been bred from generations of similar disposition, selected specifically to become cavalry horses. Such emphasis is placed on this point as it is important to recognise that cavalry and other military equines would have been acting directly against their natural instinct, allowing the image of the incredibly effective and fearless Roman cavalry force even more impressive.

The Care, Training, and Treatment of Horses
[bookmark: _Int_DLb9blUf][bookmark: _Int_a6I3D6Uj][bookmark: _Int_yZxvgPeh][bookmark: _Int_crwSIIP2][bookmark: _Int_9rT16SQC]Despite the ownership of horses in Rome, and indeed the modern day, is associated with wealth and privilege, the care and treatment of horses was considered labour, rather than a noble duty. It is almost certain that slaves or freedmen would be the typical daily carers of equines, responsible for the feeding, grooming and other daily tasks involved, reflecting both practical necessity and social hierarchy. It is almost guaranteed that many stable hands, of varying social rank, would have developed significant close relationships with the animals, particularly in instances where the horses were highly valued, such as in racing or military stables. Some equally would have gained reputations for their skill and knowledge of horse husbandry, however remaining low in status. The horse symbolised prestige, power and mobility in the Roman world, as such the equestrian class were defined by their ability to own and maintain a horse for service, being treated significantly better than the slaves and freedmen actually caring for the animals, despite the potential for the latter work being considered more important when discussing from the point of view of animal welfare. This concept also feeds into the narrative of the Roman ideal and hierarchy; as the horses themselves were irreplaceable, with some considered of incredible importance in both a military context as well as public entertainment and sport, their maintenance was typically provided by those whose labour was essential but undervalued within Roman society, such as slaves and freedmen.

	Much of the daily care of horses in Julio-Claudian Rome is the same or similar to that of the modern day, obviously including feeding, watering, mucking out and grooming, however, methods and standards of care have varying degrees of difference between the time periods. Appropriate feeding and supplementation was, and continues to be something of upmost importance to sport horses as well as sufficient standards of stabling and physical upkeep and coat maintenance. Feeding was likely the first stage of the daily routine of equine care in Rome. It was common practice to provide both sport, military use and domestic horses with a diet consisting of barley, oats and hay, as well as the occasional use of bran. Despite there being no record of supplements to compare to the litany of modern dietary additives, these grains are still considered high in energy and useful in the sustainment of working animals, particularly equines used for chariot racing or the cavalry. Water was equally offered regularly, as hydration was crucial for their strength, speed and overall health, particularly with consideration for the climate. It is not known whether water and hard feed was offered on a permanent basis or offered throughout the day, however it may be likely to have remained unchanged to the modern day, with feed offered in small portions multiple times a day, and water available at any time; however limitations in Roman infrastructure may render this impossible. Stablehands would have been expected to keep animals under their care clean and dry, through the use of grooming tools such as strigils (Hyland, A 1990), alike to a modern sweat scraper or shedding comb: a curved metal scraper. This practice has been shown to encourage blood flow to the muscles, decrease the likelihood of skin diseases, and promote better health, especially in a time period in which dietary supplements to aid the skin, coat and body were not utilised. Similarly, hoof care remains relatively unchanged, despite the fact that iron horseshoes were not commonly utilised util later periods. Despite this, the horses’ hooves were cleaned and trimmed regularly to prevent infection and lameness, which was particularly important relating to horses used for athletic competition or in the military. 

	Stabling in ancient Rome varied hugely in size, complexity, and cleanliness depending on the use of the horses and wealth of the owner. They were likely constructed from stone, brick or wood, depending on regional resources and affluence. Wealthier stable (stabula or stabularium) complexes likely had tiled roofs, plastered walls and paved floors, while rural facilities utilised thatch and packed earth. The standard of turn out and paddocks are not known, and information on grass quality and space requirements is incredibly under researched and near impossible to find within primary and secondary sources, and indicate an area of personal interest for further study. The stables themselves, however, are reasonably well documented including ventilation, cleanliness and drainage. Facilities are documented too, including tack and feed rooms for saddle, bridle and grain storage, grooming areas including water basins of stone or clay, as well as occasional steads with sleeping quarters for stablehands, although these only appear within larger scale racing or military stables. Stable yards likely had slightly sloped flooring to allow drainage to allow run off for water waste. Each stall was usually bedded with straw, with horses kept individually within stables, or in small groups. Ventilation systems comprised of small windows or vents high in the walls, meaning regular cleaning, or mucking out, of stables was essential for prevention of illness, and avoidance of smell, particularly within cities.

Symbolism and Divine Associations of the Horse
[bookmark: _Int_BDVi9hCN][bookmark: _Int_mD46760l][bookmark: _Int_i33kuz7Q]Horses in Rome held profound significance in society, linking religious practices, imperial propaganda, and cultural identity. Even when only considering the Julio-Claudian period, horses used to reflect links to divine favour and assisted in the introduction of the Imperial Cult. The ‘October Horse’ festivities comprised of three separate events, including Augustalia, involving a chariot race. This event in particular is one of the main focus points when considering the divine associations of the horse in Roman history, as it was customary that the leading horse of the winning chariot team would be sacrificed to Mars (Colchester Archaeological Trust, 2016). The horse would be spared, the head and tail removed. The head would be displayed while the tail was used within rituals, namely to drip blood upon a sacred hearth. While animal sacrifices are incredibly well documented within both contemporary and secondary sources regarding Rome, it is the only, or one of very few, instances of the sacrifice of an equine. The Augustalia festival itself was celebrated within the lifetime of the first Julio-Claudian emperor, and consisted of a sacrifice to Mars, the god of War. Combined with the military associations of the horse it becomes clearer why horses were used in religious processions, particularly the ‘October Horse’ festivals, over other animals that were commonly used in sacrifice and ritual, such as oxen or goats. The equine offered the qualities of speed, power, control and links to higher social strata, as previously discussed. These qualities link to the gods, particularly the god of war, Mars, to which the sacrifice of the Augustalia was dedicated. The use of the horse for this suggests the animal was not only valued for war, but seen as a worthy gift to the divine, embodying excellence and Roman values. Similarly, horses in Roman religion symbolised the body and spirit, as well as being associated with death and the underworld (CAT, 2016).
Comparably, the Lusus Troiae, was a ceremonial equestrian display performed by aristocratic young men during major public festivals, including imperial funerals or in celebration of a military victory, positioned the horse as a marker or social status and cultural heritage. These elaborate performances appear intending to reinforce Roman hierarchy and imperial ideology, by flaunting the nobility and wealth of those who participated. The fact that participation was restricted to the highest social strata indicates that horsemanship was a noble virtue, as well as linked to physical prowess, moral character and ancestral heritage. Consequently, the horse came to be regarded as a symbol of divine favour, linking the strength and discipline of the rider to Rome’s foundational myths and prosperity. These ceremonies and rituals collectively show that horses, within the framework of Rome’s cultural ideal, were liminal. They are shown to bridge the gap between the human and the divine, ultimately reflecting the intensely ritualised worldview of the Romans.

Equines have a history of becoming props for various political and religious agendas over time, particularly in Julio-Claudian Rome, especially during the time of Caligula. One of the most infamous stories from this period is that of his horse, Incitatus, and his apparent intention to appoint him consul. Despite this mostly being read as political satire or madness in the modern day, when viewed through a religious lense it reveals much of Rome’s insecurities and anxieties surrounding power, dignity, and respect for divinity following the introduction of the imperial system, especially the Imperial Cult. The story of Incitatus reflects Caligula’s growing identification with divine power, and his manipulation of previously sacred practices. If taken seriously, it was a serious mockery of the Senate, showing his opinions of its usefulness and his opinions on traditional Republican traditions; alternatively, it may have been a calculated play on the divine, attempting to instill Caligula as a figure of divine power and godlike status. The significance of the horse in this instance is equally clear, regardless of the seriousness of his proposal, as symbols of power and divinity in any case, but particularly here as an encapsulation of the Julio-Claudian fusion of power and divine ambition, playing on horses as a political prop to portray messages of imperial transcendence to the divine, as a token of divine right. 

Conclusion
The depiction and use of horses in ancient Rome, particularly during the Julio-Claudian period, express values of strength, discipline, nobility and the divine. Through their litany of uses ranging from sport and performance athletes to placate and entertain the masses, to war and combat machines, and religious symbolism engineered to gloat the glory of the imperial family through the decades, horses offer an incredibly versatile working animal. Their use in public, military and religious contexts show how deeply intertwined they are with ideas of identity and power, reflecting the Roman ideal and symbolising physical excellence and social hierarchy. They were closely aligned with divine favour, especially regarding military conquest and Mars, highlighting the belief that Roman strength was supported by the gods, aiding the Julio-Claudians in the development of the imperial system and new religious rites regarding the worship of the emperors, as opposed to the actual gods. Even in more extreme examples, such as Caligula and Incitatus, horses served as tools for political performance, both in imperial parade as well as athletic competition, and assertion of authority in a time of political turmoil. The role of horses allows Roman ideals to be revealed, a culture that believes animals are living symbols of the empire's aspirations and self image, with a direct link to the gods through ritual sacrifice and rites.
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