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How Art and Architecture Conveyed Political and Ideological Messages in the Roman Empire

Art and Architecture were popular mediums used to convey propaganda and ideological messages throughout the Roman population. The Romans successfully developed a very refined understanding of the world they lived in, which influenced the art and architecture that they created all throughout the rise and fall of the Roman Empire. Under the rule of Augustus and after the establishment of the Principate, Augustus completely transformed the capital; this is recognized as a time of grand artistic and architectural growth.[footnoteRef:1] Each of these elements had a large influence individually on the culture of Rome, and defined the legacy it had on the world.  [1:  , The Oxford History of the Roman World, ed. by John Boardman, Jasper Griffin, Oswyn Murray (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), p. 418.] 

Where does Roman art and architecture come from? Ever since the Romans ruled in Greece, the Romans had a great interest in Grecian art; they even modeled their own gods after the gods the Greeks worshiped. Roman art and architecture was influenced mainly by Greek (Hellenistic) and Italian styles and tradition; they had the greatest influence on shaping Roman artwork, which lead to Rome’s greatest achievements under the rule of emperors like Caesar and Augustus.[footnoteRef:2] The Romans loved Greek artwork and architecture styles; their artwork was dependent on the Greeks’ techniques and materials.  These frescos, sculptures, paintings, and structures became known as the Greco-Roman art style.  [2:  M. Cary, H. H. Scullard, A History of Rome: Down to the Reign of Constantine, 3rd edn (London: The Macmillan Press LTD, 1975), p. 194.] 

In Roman culture, the most popular focus of artwork was on honoring an individual person, whether they be grand emperors or simply ancestors. Out of the Roman Empire came many fresco paintings and portraits.[footnoteRef:3] Frescos often represented different Roman victories in place like Pyrrhic and the Frist Punic War; paintings like these sent messages of victory to the Roman population which would then be credited to the Emperor, promoting his popularity. One way that the Romans used art to convey political messages was through designing and using coins as currency. Up until Julius Caesars reign, coins were created with images of gods, political events, and landmarks and were recognized as a form of currency throughout the empire, but Caesar turned these coins into a form of propaganda. Emperor Caesar created a silver coin that promoted his face, and following his assassination, Brutus but his face on coins with two daggers on the flip side to commemorate his part in assassinating Julius Caesar. There is also a coin with Augustus on one side and a comet representing Julius Caesar on the other side, which was representative of Caesar being worshipped as a god. These coins allow us to gain a better understanding and perspective of Roman ideology and political propaganda; they are also a useful way to document their history.[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  Ibid., p. 108.]  [4:  Mark Cartwright, Roman Coinage (2018) <https://www.ancient.eu/Roman_Coinage/> [accessed 1 December 2018].] 

Rome is well-known and defined by the architecture found there. The Romans were known for their bold tendency to make use of never-before used materials, and their ability to make brilliantly complex structures. They are responsible for structures like the Pantheon, Justinian’s church of Sancta Sophia, and the great Thermae of Rome; using brick and concrete allowed the Romans to construct these. The Romans built public baths, amphitheaters, and temples to please the anxious population; Augustus exploited these structures as a form of propaganda to increase his popularity and influence.[footnoteRef:5] Emperors and members of the higher class and imperial family would often have sculptures made of themselves to promote their power and importance. There is a statue of Aeneas, a god that protected the Romans against the Greeks during the Trojan War, that many Romans worshiped or looked up to. Knowing this, Augustus had one similarly made, which can be found near Porta Prima, as a form of propaganda to convey a political message that he was like Aeneas, he brought hope and promise of peace to the Roman Empire.[footnoteRef:6] Another important statue is that of Tiberius. There was a bronze statue made to portray Tiberius very similarly to Augustus. The Romans ideology of power is very evident here through the identification and obedience to their republican figures and traditions.[footnoteRef:7] Aside from statues, structures like the Arch of Titus, the Arch of Constantine, and the Colosseum were wildly important.[footnoteRef:8] The Arch of Titus conveys the political victory of the Romans over the Jewish. It was constructed by Domitian in honor of Titus and it is covered in various detailed illustrations of the Romans looting Jewish temples, and attaining victory in Judea; there is also an image of Titus standing on a chariot where he is being crowned with the wings of victory.[footnoteRef:9] [5:  , The Oxford History of the Roman World, ed. by John Boardman, Jasper Griffin, Oswyn Murray (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), p. 418.]  [6:  Ibid., p. 422.]  [7:  Ada Gabucci, Ancient Rome, ed. by Stefano Peccatori, Stefano Zuffi, trans. by T.M. Hartmann (Great Britain: The British Museum Press, 2000), p. 27.]  [8:  M. Cary, H. H. Scullard, A History of Rome: Down to the Reign of Constantine, 3rd edn (London: The Macmillan Press LTD, 1975), p. 459.]  [9:  Ada Gabucci, Ancient Rome, ed. by Stefano Peccatori, Stefano Zuffi, trans. by T.M. Hartmann (Great Britain: The British Museum Press, 2000), p. 39.] 

In the Roman Empire, art and architecture were popular mediums used to convey propaganda and ideological messages throughout the Roman population. By adopting Grecian styles and developing their own thought, the Romans successfully developed a very refined understanding of the world they lived in, which influenced the art and architecture that they created all throughout the rise and fall of the Roman Empire. The most prominent time for enormous growth in the fields of art and architecture was during the reign of Augustus, who restored the Roman Republic; he claimed, ‘that he found Rome a city of (mud-) brick and left it a city of marble’, and that he did.[footnoteRef:10] Art and architecture were used as vehicles of propaganda to persuade and influence that Roman population through magnificently constructed temples and intricate sculptures.  [10:  , The Oxford History of the Roman World, ed. by John Boardman, Jasper Griffin, Oswyn Murray (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), p. 420.] 
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