
Nero and Agrippina. Sebasteion, north building, Aphrodisias
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The Statue above of Nero and Agrippina is a part of the Sebasteion, discovered in 1976 and uncovered in 81 was a sizeable temple complex dedicated to the Julio-Claudian Emperors, including Nero. The Structure itself consists of a Corinthian Temple and Narrow Processional Avenue according to the University of Oxford’s Aphrodisias Excavation. There is a Museum Hall displaying the reliefs at the aptly named Aphrodisias Museum in 2008, which is located near the Ancient City of Aphrodisias. The North Building was constructed with a series of imperial scenes with the ones of Nero and Agrippina being among the least well-preserved of the structure, the second story of statues depicts an inscription for each figure which is to represent the peoples under the Empires rule with the list being comprised of those conquered or absorbed into the empire by Augustus with an emphasis on those conquered on the fringes of the Empire.
The image in question would belong to the third story of statues on the northern building of the Temple of Aphrodisias under those of the Julio-Claudian Emperors and is clearly amongst the more well preserved of the section as we can see the full figures of the statues as well as the details on the column next to Agrippina as well as what looks like a sack of some kind at Nero’s Feet. Agrippina The younger was Nero's mother and confidant for years, as it was her influence which kept Nero under her control for a period of time. This kept the young Emperor secluded from influences that Agrippina does not approve of. She acquired this influence as a result of marrying emperor Claudius and asserting power by removing those loyal to his late wife, and any of those who would threaten her position or that of her son, Nero, whomst in the statue she has her arm lovingly around him. The Clothing She wears is quite sultry with her belly seemingly being covered by a thin veil exposing her bodice next to her son, whilst the lower part of her garment is that of a wealthy Roman woman this is accented by the object, she is holding which has several unidentifiable fruits and some grapes. The clothing suggests that she has ties to both the more provocative side of a woman whilst retaining the respectability of that of a Roman Matron. The way Agrippina is standing is of a motherly nature standing as if to nurture Nero, her hand ruffling his hair or adjusting his laurels, the smiling features area also given in such a light as to display a caring presentation of Agrippina she stands just slightly slouched, her knee is bent slightly backward, whether this is to display her height without diminishing that of Nero or to display her deference to the emperor it could be a combination of the two, regardless it presents a favourable light to her relationship with her son.
Nero was the last of the Julio-Claudian line of Emperors whose reign started off fairly well with the five golden years of his rule, however, throughout his reign, things get progressively worse with increasingly unstable behaviour which just began to get worse as the years went on. Despite this Nero constructed a great many cultural and practical works, whilst not all were followed through the intention was there with practical benefits for the economy and entertainment of the populace. The garments that Nero is presenting are military garbs, a presentation of strength and stability for the Roman Imperium with the visual given as a similarity to that of the previous military commanders, his musculature is also presented as a well-muscled man to fit the image presented, upon his left arm he has the remains of what looks like a cloth that is seen with Togas and allows the viewer to imagine what the original position of the arm was. Almost horizontally out with a slight angle to prevent the cloth from falling off, whereas the right arm looks as if the original structure would have been grasping an object if the object were preserved it would help serve as a landmark for what message the statue was meant to convey. Nero’s stance suggests that the relationship between him and Agrippina or at least the intended presentation of it was one of more equal power, with the emperor standing with his torso ready to face away from his mother, a display of solidarity and weakness towards his mother that would be viewed in a favourable light with the populace that would simply want stability in their lives and in the empire, especially amongst the frontier colonies. Nero looks relatively unconcerned with Agrippina’s overall looks and is looking ahead at the viewers of the statue so as to convey his imperious status.
The image has a few objects that present the purpose of the statue, there are many types of presentations of a peaceful empire, one governed with the expansion of public works and economical improvements to the empire, with the expansion of Roman culture and the trade of that culture at the fringes, as opposed to the previous method of expanding the culture of Rome with the main form being conquered and assimilation of those kingdoms and tribes at the fringes of Roman territory the symbolism of this creates a good example of creating a functioning duality of purpose whilst applying humans as the presentation of that duality therefore as a relatively uninformed viewer would come to the conclusions that all that is roman is safe and prosperous. This presentation is exactly the kind of thing an empire with its seat of power that is distant would need to maintain a positive image across its controlled territory.
In conclusion, the statue’s importance is derived from a multitude of factors such as the actors in a play, Nero and Agrippina, more specifically how they are standing and what they are wearing, as well as their facial expressions each of these different factors play into the image intended by the sculptors that they wanted to portray not only of the individuals presented but also in the reign that they both, in theory, presided over and how that despite some military position, it is more a time of Roman Strength and economic prosperity and expansion, being presented by both the clothing of Agrippina for the prosperity of the empire and Nero as the personification of its guardian, standing as a shield for the empire as well as presenting him as someone who prefers peace over the prospects of warfare. The statue suitably creates an image of sustainability in the Roman Empire under Nero and would be a great form of advertisement or propaganda for a colony or a city that is suitably far away from the capital where news from there would come in slowly and as Rumours.
Word Count 1141
Aphrodisias Excavations Project . (2019) Aphrodisias Excavations . Available at http://aphrodisias.classics.ox.ac.uk/sebasteion.html

image.png




