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Faces of Rome

AN EXERCISE IN CONTEXT




The Importance of Context

When starting out in the study of Ancient History, one of the first skills you need to develop is
awareness of context. This isn’t easy, because it can encompass a lot of things: physical context,
historical context, social context, and so on. But at its most basic, it’s a way of thinking about
sources which gives as much attention to the world around the source as it does to the source
itself.

Let’s look at an example. First I'll invite you to look at a picture of a statue and to write down
your response to it, without information about context. Then I'll take you through a few more
pictures: these will give you some contextual knowledge. Finally we’ll return to the original
picture, and think about how context can improve our analysis of it.






Your analysis

You’ve no doubt made some observations on the tight, stylised curls of his hair, and his beard —
Hadrian was the first emperor to be portrayed with a beard. You may (if you were dedicating some
time to this exercise) have looked up some of the articles written about Hadrian’s beard, and what it
says about his identification with Greek models.

You may have noticed the prominent and carefully-draped folds of his cloak, marking him as a military
man rather than a statesman in a toga. You might (if you were doing research) link this to other
statues of Hadrian in military dress, to show a consistent identification of Hadrian with the army, and
with military success.

You may have written something about what his face suggests of his personality: you may think that
he looks calm, serious but not forbidding, confident. You may also have mentioned his age: his face
appears unlined, and his age is difficult to determine, making this statue-type difficult to date.

All of this is important, and all would have a place in an analysis of this source. But how would a

Roman respond to this statue? What are you missing? The answer lies in the historical context of
portrait busts.
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Let’s go back in time...

..ABOUT 200 YEARS, BACK TO REPUBLICAN ROME.













Julius Caesar,
probably dating
to between 30
and 20 BC.

What do you think of this portrait of
Julius Caesar, Pompey’s aristocratic
nemesis?

Bearing in mind that Caesar was often
mocked for his hair loss, what do you
think of his hair in this portrait?
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A change in style...

.. WITH THE GREAT CHANGE FROM REPUBLIC TO EMPIRE.
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More changes...

..AS THE JULIO-CLAUDIAN LINE ENDS, AND THE FLAVIANS TAKE
OVER.










And back again to Hadrian...







To return to our discussion of context...

Your initial response to the statue was valuable and important — particularly if you researched
some of the features you noticed.

However, without a knowledge of context you’re limited to what you see in front of you.

With an awareness of the changes in portrait styles which took place over 150 years or so, you
can now see how Hadrian positions himself within a tradition of visual communication and self-
identification through statues.

This might lead you to argue that Hadrian’s military dress, ageless face and regular, smooth
features hark back to the time of Augustus, now seen by many as a Golden Age of prosperity
and success. Yet in the realism of the statue he gives himself a distinctive look which avoids the
excesses of Republican veristic portraiture, while also setting him apart from the inhuman and
implausible perfection of the later Julio-Claudian portraits.




Knowledge of context doesn’t necessarily change
what you want to say: but it allows you to take
your points further and deeper, and to write with
more authority about what a source might mean
to its intended audience.
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