Gobbet Image Analysis

[image: ]After his ascension to power in 54 C.E. Nero quickly established himself as one of the few rulers in history intimately involved in the arts. His ascension was for the most part a smooth transition thanks to the meticulous planning of his mother Agrippina. Nero's relationship with his mother is a precarious one, it is clear that at the beginning of his transition to power that Agrippina had considerable influence. This earlier part of his reign saw cultural and artistic flourishment which can be translated over to the art produced during the period, one of these mediums of art are statues. To begin with the analysis of the statue Nero and Agrippina. Sebasteion, north building, Aphrodisias

from Aphrodisisa. Here Nero is shown wearing the amour and cloak of a Roman commander which could also be the paludamentum which was typically coloured purple or crimson as written by historian Nick Sekunda in his Republican Republic 200-104 BC. After the reign of Augustus, this honour was reserved for only those holding the title of emperor. As well as these connotations to rulership we have Agrippina placing a laurel wreath on Nero’s head. The symbolism behind the wreath was adopted by Romans from the Greeks out of admiration they were symbols of triumph and military victories as well as its ties with the Greek god Apollo who is also closely tied with the arts. As soon as Nero’s succession is secured and Agrippina has been removed however there is an albeit short period of social and economic flourishment and harmony which could be shown by Nero’s creation of the quinquennial Neronia which is mentioned in epitome de caesaribus, which was a large festival consisting of music, poetry and other activities. Putting on a diverse selection of entertainment was not the only positive impact Nero had however as he also lowered and even abolished some heavier taxes. Furthermore, He abolished the death penalty and allowed slaves the right to sue their unjust masters. He also provided aid to disaster-stricken cities. These actions by Nero were seen as the first steps into a golden age of architectural and artistic developments which the statue itself could be a product of as well as the city of Aphrodisias itself the location of the statue and many other statues. In addition to the scientific developments also such as the growing popularity in handbooks containing useful information which were easily assessable to more of the public. 
[image: ]The other key figure of this statue is of course Agrippina the younger, mother to Nero who is shown crowning Nero. This statue found at Aphrodisias is not the only appearance of her power and influence in the early years of Nero’s reign. As can be seen, by the Figure 20.5 there are surviving artworks that feature Agrippina in a very prominent position, this cameo has very similar features to the statue found in Aphrodisias despite this being found in one of the western provinces which highlights that not only was this depiction of Nero and Agrippina acceptable but also a common one throughout the provinces of Rome. Despite the level of influence that Agrippina clearly had in the early stages of Nero’s reign as told to us by Cassius Dio in her management of the Empire’s business yet she slowly fades out of the limelight, why this happens is debated among historians her domineering presence and overbearing tendencies could have been a contributor. Another is the rumours of an incestuous relationship that could be dealt with by her murder.  In any event, her eventual assassination by order of Nero was in 59AD. The assassination attempt as told to us by Suetonius is a theatrical one containing a purposely tampered with boat however this is unsuccessful and Agrippina is eventually murdered by centurions. 

This statue allows us to examine some of the political difficulties facing Agrippina, Nero’s ascension to Emperor came at age 16 As Agrippina could not afford to wait any longer due to the growing threat of Claudius reinstating Britannicus as his heir, Britannicus, in particular, the adopted son of Claudius whose connection to Augustus although weaker than Nero’s was present nonetheless. Therefore, it was necessary for Agrippina to deal with Claudius, we are told by Cassius Dio in his work Roman History that she killed him via poisoned mushrooms procured from the famous poisoner Lucusta. This is but one small example we see of Agrippina’s power in Nero’s early reign and her featuring in the statue and therefore Nero’s life early in his assentation highlight the important role that women also played in the Julio-Claudian court.  
Moving away from what the statue can tell us about the climate at the beginning of Nero’s reign and taking a closer look at the prominent symbols depicted and their possible meaning. Starting with Nero wearing the Roman military clothes highlighting military triumphs and status. Moving then to Agrippina who is holding a cornucopia also called the horn of plenty it symbolises abundance and fertility. She is also placing an oak wreath on Nero’s head; this is an important symbol as in a broader context could be tied to military triumph however it most likely is alluding to The Civic crown a military honour bestowed to Romans who rescued the lives of other citizens under the Roman Republic. 
Taking a closer look at the location to which the statue was located also allows us a valuable insight, The Sebasteion is an architectural complex located at Aphrodisias in Caristarting with the representation of Nero, the goal of the massive structure was to honour the Julio Claudian dynasty's close relationship with the city of Aphrodisias by emphasizing the prominence given to the imperial family. In fact, thanks to the efforts of Zoilus, an imperial libertus, the Hellenized city was able to establish a strong relationship with Rome, meaning that the city was granted certain tax benefits, and, most importantly, the status of a free city. The significant element of the entire complex is the merging of Greek and Roman architectural and iconographic features, producing in a one-of-a-kind monument.
Overall, the statue of Agrippina and Nero from Aphrodisias is an extremely useful artefact to gauge and discuss historical figures of the time as well as some of the surrounding histories around it. The statue allows us to discuss the earlier period of Nero’s reign which is typically overlooked due to Nero’s later atrocities, his ascension to power and raises the question of what could have been as the reflection of these earlier years is a bright and harmonious start for his time as emperor. And from the point of Agrippina allows us to examine the role of powerful women in the Julio-Claudian courts and the struggle that women faced to hold and maintain any kind of political power. It grants us the opportunity to look more closely at its location and its ties to Rome allowing us yet another perspective. Therefore, to conclude the statue is a highly valuable tool for historians and allows a number of important questions to be raised from a number of different perspectives.
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Figure 20.4 Nero and Agrippina.
Aphrodisias, Sebasteion. Souree: Courtesy of
New York University Exca
Aphrodidias
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Figure 20.5 Nero and Agrippina. Cameo.
Cologne, Shrine of the Three Magi. Source:
Photo ©@Dombauarchiv Koln, Matz und
Schenk.
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