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Athens and Rome: Ara Pacis:
The image displays one side of the Ara Pacis Augustae, also known as The Alter of Augustan Peace, which can be found in the Museum of the Ara Pacis in Rome[footnoteRef:1]. The alter is made from marble and consists of a central podium surrounded by four decorated outer walls. The side visible to us in the image shows the section in the top left corner on the east side of the alter which clearly displays the sculptural detail of three seated woman, two of which appear to be seated on the backs of animals, whilst the third is holding two small children, the central figure appears to be crowned. These characters can also be seen surrounded by other animals and agriculture in the form of wheat, grapes and flowers. Below this the theme of farming and nature is continued with the appearance of symmetrical stem detailing. Towards the furthermost left-hand side of the image we can just about see a procession of men.  [1:  Art Resource] 

On the east side of the alter we can identify within the image two main panels. On the right-hand side the panel isn't clearly distinguishable in the image however we do know that it is believed to show the image of Roma atop a pile of weapons, whilst the panel on the left clearly shows the previously mentioned image of the women, children and animals. This panel is a key feature of the alter and has frequently been referred to as the Tellus panel due to the assumed identification of the middle female as the Goddess Tellus[footnoteRef:2]. She has been identified in such a way due to the surrounding animals and foliage which can be related to the Goddess as she is known to represent the Earth[footnoteRef:3]. By displaying this imagery with the inclusion of the Goddess the curator is able to symbolise the peace the alter represents and the hope that it will not only be a time of order and amity for the state but a fruitful and prosperous one.  [2:  Kellum 1994: 26]  [3:  Cartwright 2013] 

Within modern scholarship there has been a great many disputes regarding how we have previously chosen to identify the women featured in the center of the image. Whilst it is very possible that she is meant to represent Tellus it is equally as likely that she could be identified as Ceres for the same connection to the agriculture surrounding her. This interpretation may be further supported if we are to assume the identity of the other females within the image as being a Naiad on the left and a Nereid on the right, via the animals they appear seated on, as both forms of nymphs are frequently represented alongside Ceres within many forms of art across the whole of antiquity[footnoteRef:4]. This issue of identification happens elsewhere within the mythological panels on the Ara Pacis Augustae, one example being in the case of the parallel panel wherein we can see a man and two attendants assumed to be preparing a sacrifice. The identity of the man seen cannot be agreed upon as it is possible that he can be identified as both Aeneas or Numa[footnoteRef:5]. The way we choose to identify such figures directly impacts our interpretation of the overall structure and therefore what we choose to infer about the meaning and purpose of the alter.  [4:  Spaeth 1994: 65-100]  [5:  Rehak 2001: 190-208] 

We know that the alter was commissioned by the senate in 13BC to acknowledge and honour the secure return of Augustus after previously being in Spain and Gaul due to the Res Gestae which Augustus himself produced[footnoteRef:6]. This impressive work was one of many examples of public Augustan art, the statue Augustus of Primaporta among them, which by todays modern standard could be considered political propaganda. For this reason, we can assume that the imagery decorating the alter was purposefully chosen with the understanding that it would be seen and appreciated by the citizenry. It also means that these specific images can tell us how exactly Augustus wanted to be portrayed publicly during this time. The image cannot however tell us anything about how well this portrayal was received or to what extent it was believed. Additionally, we need to consider that this art piece was produced with a conscience effort to maintain a public image and as such cannot be valued as a reliable source to provide us with information about the character of Augustus. [6:  Roberts 2007] 

Shown within the biggest panels on either side of the alter is another key feature of the Ara Pacis Augustae which can also be seen within the image, the religious procession believed to show the imperial family, senators, priests and the people of Rome[footnoteRef:7]. It is believed that this image of a procession alludes to the very event for which it was commissioned which in turn secures the remembrance of the achievement it celebrates[footnoteRef:8]. By decorating the structure, which is in itself a sacrificial alter, in such a way there is clearly a heavy emphasis being placed on the piety of the imperial family. It is expected that such a quality should be focused on by Augustus due to his believed relation to the mythological figure Aeneas, a Trojan famous for his devotion to the will of the Gods, who is also featured elsewhere on the alter. The inclusion of contemporary public figures, such as senators, along with general depictions of the everyday Roman also enables the populace to view Augustus as an ordinary, approachable individual despite him being Emperor. By placing both these images within the public eye Augustus would have been able to reinforce the idea that he was not only a man of the people but also a man of the Gods. [7:  Roberts 2007]  [8:  Holliday 1990: 547-557] 

In closing, it is possible for us to use the imagery present on the Ara Pacis Augustae to deduce how the Emperor Augustus made use of art to secure and maintain his authority with the Roman people. However, there are many issues with what we can infer from the evidence due to the common issues of antiquity such as identifying who or what exactly is being shown. These issues impact our interpretation and can result in much confusion over why certain stylistic choices were made and what these choices may mean. To clarify this confusion, we must look at contextual factors as well as other relevant ancient evidence to confirm any assumptions made.
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