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Trajan’s column is one of the most recognisable architectural features still present in modern Rome. Located in central Rome, close to the Forum, it was completed in the year 113 AD and has borne witness to centuries of political and social change. Adjacent to the main Forum, the column formed the centrepiece of Trajan’s Forum.
Emperor Trajan, Caesar Nerva Traianus, was Emperor from 98 to 117AD. He was a strong, military leader who was also beloved by the people of Rome due to his philanthropy. He is widely considered to be one of the most successful Emperors,  being declared ‘optimus princeps’[footnoteRef:1] by the Senate. His example of being a strong, militaristic leader with expansionist views, while also maintaining public support within Rome led many Emperors that followed him to try and emulate his success.  [1:  Optimus princeps is the Latin for ‘best ruler’] 

Trajan’s column depicts the Dacian campaign, 101-102 and 105-106 Trajan’s greatest military triumph. A bas relief formulated in a spiral, the column is around 35 metres in height including its pedestal and is constructed from blocks of Carrera marble. The capital block weighs over 50 tonnes and had to be lifted almost 115 feet into its place[footnoteRef:2]. The column was originally topped with an eagle, according to early depictions on coinage. The loss of both the statue of Trajan and the eagle topper is believed to have been destroyed at some point in the Middle Ages. In 1587, Pope Sixtus V decreed the installation of a bronze statue of Saint Peter, which is still in place today[footnoteRef:3]. [2:  Lancaster, Lynne (1999), “Building Trajan’s column”, 419-439]  [3:  Paoletti, John T; Radke, Gary M. (2005), Art in Renaissance Italy, p.541.] 

Viewing Trajan’s column today gives the observer an incomplete picture of its original, intended impact on the viewer. The loss of the vast majority of Trajan’s forum has left the column isolated. The column was once part of the exterior aspect of the Ulpian library which contained both a Greek and Latin library. It is widely believed that the Latin chamber housed Trajan’s own written work, his Dacica, a commentary on the Roman-Dacian wars[footnoteRef:4]. The libraries were built in conjunction with the column, so we know they were always intended to be viewed as a complex. The libraries also acted as viewing platforms, allowing people to view areas not clearly visible from the ground. Today, in the absence of these, only the lower areas of the column are visible. The main purpose of the column could be as a commemoration or as a form of propaganda for Trajan’s successful, but costly, military campaigns in Dacia. Upon Trajan’s death in 117, from natural causes at the age of 63, the Senate decided to inter his ashes in the base[footnoteRef:5]. This may suggest the purpose of the column was not only as a monument to Trajan’s military campaigns, but also to the man himself. [4:  Bennett, Julian (2001), “VII Dacicus”, Trajan: Optimus Princeps.]  [5:  Davies, Penelope J E, (1997) “The Politics of Perpetuation: Trajan’s Column and the Art of Commemoration”, American Journal of Archaeology, 101(1), 41-65] 

 The prominent historian Edward Gibbons, author of The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire said, “Trajan was ambitious of fame; and as long as mankind shall continue to bestow more liberal applause on their destroyers than on their benefactors, the thirst of military glory will ever be the vice of the most exalted characters.”[footnoteRef:6] However, this view fails to appreciate the impact of Trajan as Emperor, particularly his extensive building projects and his alimenta (a wide scale operation to provide food, shelter and education to the needy). Gibbons views Trajan’s military goals and campaigns as vice, rather than accomplishment, despite the fact that it was the military campaigns in Dacia which cemented Trajan’s position as Optimus Princeps and allowed him the funding to implement his social reforms. [6:  Gibbons, Edward (1776), The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire.] 

Trajan’s column gives us not only an insight into building techniques, ideas about commemoration and art, it also allows us to humanise a distant figure from the past. Trajan oversaw the completion of his column, and it shows us how he wanted to be remembered in history, for his military successes.
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