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Art and Rhetoric in Roman Culture

Rhetoric was fundamental to education and to cultural aspiration in

the Greek and Roman worlds. It was one of the key aspects of

antiquity that slipped under the line between the ancient world and

Christianity erected by the early Church in late antiquity. Ancient

rhetorical theory is obsessed with examples and discussions drawn

from visual material. This book mines this rich seam of theoretical

analysis from within Roman culture to present an internalist model

for some aspects of how the Romans understood, made and appreci-

ated their art. The understanding of public monuments like the Arch

of Titus or Trajan’s Column or of imperial statuary, domestic wall

painting, funerary altars and sarcophagi, as well as of intimate items

like children’s dolls, is greatly enriched by being placed in relevant

rhetorical contexts created by the Roman world.
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0.1 Arch of Titus, east side, with original inscription. After 81 AD.

Photo J. Elsner. [8]

0.2 Arch of Titus, west side. After 81 AD. Photograph: Tjflex2, by a

Creative Commons License from Flickr.com. [9]

0.3 Arch of Titus, east side, inscription and small frieze. Photo

J. Elsner. [9]

0.4 Arch of Titus, the vault of the passageway. Photo J. Elsner. [10]

0.5 The Apotheosis of Titus, showing the emperor astride an eagle,

from the vault of the arch’s passageway. Photograph: Ortygia,

by a Creative Commons License from Flickr.com. [10]

0.6 The triumphal emperor in his chariot, north side, passageway wall

of the Arch of Titus. Photo J. Elsner. [11]

0.7 The procession of spoils from Jerusalem, south side, passageway

wall of the Arch of Titus. Photo J. Elsner. [11]

0.8 Detail of the procession carrying the spoils of Jerusalem, passing

through an arch. Photo J. Elsner. [17]

1.1 Rome, Theatre of Pompey: (a) reconstructed plan by Antonio

Monterroso; (b) detail with Temple of Venus Victrix. Courtesy

of Antonio Monterroso. [40]

1.2 Greenwich, St Alphege’s Church. Photo E. Thomas. [61]

1.3 Pompeii, House of Apollo: name fresco. Photo Alinari. [69]

1.4 Petra, ‘the Khasneh’. Photo E. Thomas. [70]

1.5 Petra, ‘the Deir’. Photo E. Thomas. [70]

1.6 Rome, Trajan’s Markets: ‘Aula Traiana’. Photo DAI Rome

67.919 [76]

1.7 Ephesus, Nymphaeum of Laecanius Bassus. Reconstruction of

façade by Klaus Jung; reconstruction of the position of the

sculptures by Elisabeth Rathmayr. Courtesy of the Austrian

Archaeological Institute, Vienna, and Maria Aurenhammer [77]

1.8 Miletus, Nymphaeum. Reconstruction of façade by Julius

Hülsen. DAI Istanbul. [78]

1.9 Ephesus, Nymphaeum of Trajan. Restored view by

Ursula Quatember. [79] vii
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1.10 Ephesus, Library of Celsus. Photo DAI Rome 82.1937 [80]

1.11 Miletus, Market Gate: reconstruction in the Pergamon Museum

Berlin. Photo Johannes Laurentius. © Johannes Laurentius / SMB

Antikensammlung. Courtesy of Dr Martin Maischberger. [82]

1.12 Rome, Pantheon, interior detail: (a) interior view.

Photo E. Thomas (b) reconstruction. Courtesy of Mark Wilson

Jones. [84]

2.1 View of the Column of Trajan (Piranesi, Vedute di Roma, 1778,

pl. 31) [90]

2.2 Plaster cast from the Column of Trajan, with Victory inscribing a

shield (G.B. Piranesi, Trofeo o sia Magnifica Colonna Coclide,

1774/5) [92]

2.3 Base of the Column of Trajan (G.B. Piranesi, Trofeo o sia Magnifica

Colonna Coclide, 1774/5, pl. X) [103]

2.4 Capital of the Column of Trajan (G.B. Piranesi, Trofeo o sia

Magnifica Colonna Coclide, ca. 1780, pl. 17) [103]

2.5 Column of Trajan, crossing of the Danube. Photo E. Shaw, Media

Center for Art History, Columbia University. [104]

2.6 Column of Marcus Aurelius, crossing of the Danube. Photo DAI

Rom 43.94. [105]

2.7 Pedestal of the Column of Trajan with dedicatory inscription

(G.B. Piranesi, Trofeo o sia Magnifica Colonna Coclide, 1774/5,

pl. IX) [106]

3.1 Lenin’s embalmed body on display in his mausoleum in Moscow.

EPA-Photo 99478905/Vladimir Mashatin. [116]

3.2 Detail view of a portrait statue of Caligula from the Agora of

Gortyn (see fig. 3.3). Universität zu Köln, Arbeitsstelle für Digitale

Archäologie/Arachne FA-Oe608-07_7033,07. [118]

3.3 Portrait statue of Caligula from the Agora of Gortyn. Marble,

2.05m. Gortyn Antiquarium. Universität zu Köln, Arbeitsstelle

für Digitale Archäologie/Arachne FA-Oe608-05_7033. [119]

3.4 Portrait statue of Caligula from Rome. Marble, 2.03m. Virginia

Museum of Fine Arts, Richmond, 71-20. Arthur and Margaret

Glasgow Fund. Photo: Katherine Wetzel. ©Virginia Museum of

Fine Arts. [120]

3.5 Detail view of the portrait statue of Augustus from Prima Porta.

Marble, 2.06m. Vatican Museums: Museo Chiaramonti, Braccio

Nuovo. Universität zu Köln, Arbeitsstelle für Digitale Archäologie/

Arachne FA-Kae5798-19620,47 [121]

viii List of figures

www.cambridge.org/9781107000711
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-00071-1 — Art and Rhetoric in Roman Culture
Edited by Jaś Elsner , Michel Meyer 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

3.6 Portrait statue of Augustus from the Via Labicana, Rome. Marble,

2.05m. Museo Nazionale Romano di Palazzo Massimo alle Terme,

Inv. no. 56230. DAI Rome/Neg. no. D-DAI-ROM-1965.1111/

Koppermann. [122]

3.7 Reconstruction of the imperial portrait statues standing along

the left and right walls inside the Metroon at Staatliche Museen zu

Berlin: Pergamonmuseum (Flavia Domitilla the Younger) and

Archaeological Museum of Olympia (the other five statues).

Adapted from Hitzl 1991: pl. 45, reproduced by permission. [131]

3.8 Portrait statue of Claudius from the Metroon at Olympia.

Marble, 2.00m. Archaeological Museum of Olympia, L 125. DAI

Athens/Neg. no. D-DAI-ATH-Olympia 2126/Hermann

Wagner. [135]

3.9 Plan of Cuicul Forum showing the locations of inscribed statuary

bases, almost all dating to the 2nd and early 3rd c. CE. Reproduced

by permission from Zimmer 1989: 18, fig. 5, with added

labels. [142]

3.10 Reconstruction drawing showing the seated portraits of Augustus,

Claudius, Livia and an unidentified woman on the Rostra at

Leptis Magna, as seen from the open space of the Forum at

Leptis Magna. Portraits of Germanicus and Drusus the Younger

are visible in the quadriga behind. A. Smadi and D. Boschung,

in Boschung 2002, Beilage 1; reproduced by permission. [143]

4.1 Doll of Crepereia Tryphaena (Musei Capitolini, Centrale

Montemartini, Rome), from Rome, mid-2nd c. CE. After

Sommella Mura, 1983, p. 13 [157]

4.2 Comparative profile views of doll and portrait of Faustina the

Elder (Mt. Hoyoke College Museum of Art), from Rome, mid-2nd

century CE. After Somella Mura, 1983, p. 14 / Photo Franc

Palaia. [158]

4.3 Doll from tomb at Grottarossa, via Cassia (Palazzo Massimo),

mid-2nd c. CE. After Bedini 1995, fig. 56. [160]

4.4 Doll of Crepereia Tryphaena and array of adornments and utensils

(Musei Capitolini, Centrale Montemartini, Rome), from Rome,

mid-2nd c. CE. After Bedini 1995. [163]

4.5 Princeton bronze head of a matron (Princeton University Museum

of Art) (a) and the bust of Claudia Olympias (British Museum)

(b), both from Rome or vicinity, both mid-2nd c. CE. Photos

Franc Palaia. [165]
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4.6 Fonseca bust: two views (Capitoline Museums), late 1st or early

2nd c. CE., from Rome. Photos Franc Palaia. [167]

4.7 Mummy portrait of Demo (Egyptian Museum, Cairo), late 1st c.

CE, from Hawara. Photo after Doxiadis, 1995, fig. 40. [170]

4.8 Draped statue, one of a pair (Istanbul Museum), early 2nd c. CE,

from Aphrodisias, agora. Photo Franc Palaia. [171]

4.9 Key on the hand of Crepereia Tryphaena's doll (Musei Capitolini,

Centrale Montemartini, Rome), from Rome, mid-2nd c. CE. After

Sommella Mura, 1983, p. 11. [177]

5.1 Pompeii, Casa del Menandro (I 10,4). Plan: K. Lorenz. [189]

5.2 Pompeii, Casa del Menandro (I 10,4). Ala (4), north wall: Priam,

Ajax and Cassandra, and Menelaus and Helen in the north. Photo:

K. Lorenz. [193]

5.3 Pompeii, Casa del Menandro (I 10,4). Ala (4), south wall: Laocoon.

Photo: K. Lorenz. [193]

5.4 Pompeii, Casa del Menandro (I 10,4). Ala (4), east wall: the Trojan

Horse. Photo: K. Lorenz. [194]

5.5 Pompeii, Casa del Menandro (I 10,4). Room (11), west wall: Perseus

and Andromeda Happy End Type. Photo: K. Lorenz. [196]

5.6 Pompeii, Casa del Menandro (I 10,4). Room (15), north wall:

Perseus and veiled figure. Photo: K. Lorenz. [198]

5.7 Pompeii, Casa del Menandro (I 10,4). Room (15), east wall: Perseus

and Andromeda Liberation Type. Drawing: K. Lorenz. [199]

5.8 Pompeii, Casa del Menandro (I 10,4). Room (15), south wall: The

Punishment of Dirce. Photo: K. Lorenz. [201]

5.9 Pompeii, Casa del Menandro (I 10,4). Room (19), north wall: Cupid

and couple. Photo: K. Lorenz. [203]

5.10 Pompeii, Casa del Menandro (I 10,4). Room (19), south wall: Satyr

and maenad. Photo: K. Lorenz. [204]

6.1 The Sacrifice of Iphigeneia. From the House of the Tragic Poet,

Pompeii 6.8.3, now in the Museo Nazionale, Naples, no. 9112. After

62 AD. Photo: Alinari/Art Resource, New York [224]

7.1 Persephone sarcophagus, Aachen, Domschatzkammer: photo J.

Elsner. [241]

7.2 Persephone sarcophagus, Messina, Museo Regionale A224. After

Robert, C., ASR 3.3, pl. 127 no. 399. [242]

7.3 Persephone sarcophagus, Rome, Musei Capitolini, Galleria 249.

Photo Singer, neg. D-DAI-ROM-72.688. [242]

7.4 Persephone sarcophagus, Pome, Palazzo Giustiniani : after Robert, C.,

ASR 3.3, pl. 125 no. 390. [243]
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7.5 Persephone sarcophagus, Berlin, Staatliche Museen Preussischer

Kulturbesitz Sk 874: after Robert, C., ASR 3.3, pl. 124 no.

387 [244]

7.6 Endymion sarcophagus, Rome, Museo Capitolino 723 © 2012.

Photo I. Sh., adapted. [245]

7.7 Endymion sarcophagus, Woburn Abbey. www.arachne.uni-koeln.de

FA1113-11_31930 [245]

7.8 Endymion sarcophagus, Paris, Louvre Ma 1335. Photo Marie-Lan

Nguyen, adapted. [246]

7.9 Achilles-Penthesilea sarcophagus, Vatican, Musei Vaticani, Cortile

del Belvedere 933: D-DAI-ROM-72.571. [247]

7.10 Adonis sarcophagus, Vatican, Musei Vaticani, Museo Gregoriano

Profano 10409: Photo Singer, neg. D-DAI-ROM-71.1762. [250]

8.1 Wall-painting showing the victorious Theseus, from the House of

Gavius Rufus, Pompeii VII, 2, 16-17. Naples, Museo Nazionale inv.

9043. Photo: Ward Perkins Collection, courtesy of Roger

Ling. [265]

8.2 Garland sarcophagus with scenes of Theseus and Ariadne. New

York, Metropolitan Museum. The Metropolitan Museum of Art,

purchase by subscription, 1890 (90.12). Photo: © The Metropolitan

Museum of Art. [266]

8.3 Meleager Sarcophagus. Istanbul Archaeological Museum Inv. 2100.

Photo: DAI, Istanbul 67/18 (Schiele) [272]

8.4 Meleager Sarcophagus, right short side. Istanbul Archaeological

Museum Inv. 2100. Photo: DAI, Istanbul 67/19 (Schiele). [272]

8.5 Niobids Sarcophagus, right short side. Musei Vaticani, Museo

Gregoriano Profano inv. 10437. Photo: DAIR 71.1774

(Singer). [273]

8.6 Meleager Sarcophagus. Ostia Museo Nazionale 101. Photo: DAIR

67.1068 (Singer). [275]

8.7 Medea Sarcophagus. Antikenmuseum Basel und Sammlung Ludwig,
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Vatican Museums. [281]
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©Bildarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz. [284]

9.1 Cup of Nestor, late 8C BCE, Archaeological Museum, Pithekoussai.

Photo: Sansaini, Neg. D-DAI-Rom 54.1050. [290]

9.2 TheWarrenCup, 5–15CE(?), showing a boy spying on themale lovers

from behind the door. © Trustees of the British Museum. [291]
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9.3 ‘Marcia Furnilla’, 98–117 CE, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, Copenhagen.

Photo: courtesy of the Ny Carlsberg Glypotek. [295]

9.4 Grave relief of Lucius Vibius Felix and family, Vatican Museums,

c. 13 BCE–5 CE. Photo: Faraglia, Neg. D-DAI-Rom 43.429. [296]

9.5 Loculus slab, Isola Sacra, tomb II, c. 152–60 CE, Museo Ostiense.

Photo: Hützel, Neg. D-DAI-Rom 69.734. [296]

9.6 Section of the Portonaccio sarcophagus, c. 190 CE, Palazzo

Massimo, Rome. Photo: S. Buchanan. [297]

9.7 The funerary altar to Pedana, c. 90 CE, Lady Lever Gallery,

Liverpool. Photo: courtesy National Museums Liverpool. [302]

9.8 Close-up of the relief panel, altar to Pedana, Lady Lever Gallery,
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9.9 Urn of L. Roscius Prepon, late first to early second century CE,
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D-DAI-Rom 71.419. [305]

9.10 Altar of Q. Socconius Felix, second half of first century CE, Via

Quattro Fontane 13-18, Rome. Photo: Felbermeyer, Neg. D-DAI-

Rom 63.755. [306]

9.11 Inscription from the altar to Pedana, Lady Lever Gallery. Liverpool.

Photo: courtesy National Museums Liverpool. [307]

10.1 Child sarcophagus with erotes and garlands on the base and sleeping

Psyche with butterfly wings between winged erotes on the lid.

c. 130–40 AD. Vatican, Galleria Lapidaria. Photo: DAI Rome, Inst.

Neg. 32.192 (Sansaini) [320]

10.2 Sarcophagus front with tondo of a young bearded man between

victories, with an eagle between personifications of earth and ocean

beneath and Achilles holding a lyre accompanied by Chiron to the

sides. c. 220 AD. Museo Nazionale Romano, Rome. Photo: DAI

Rome, Inst. Neg. 56.254 (Sansaini) [322]

10.3 The ‘Balbinus Sarcophagus’ with husband and wife reclining on the

lid and ‘biographical’ imagery of marriage and sacrifice on the base.

c. 240 AD. Praetextatus Catacomb, Rome. Photo: DAI Rome, Inst.

Neg. 72.482 (Singer) [325]

10.4 Frieze sarcophagus found in Pianabella with the lament over the

dead Patroclus and Achilles’ revenge. c. 160 AD. Ostia Museum.
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10.5 The four-sided sarcophagus of Flavius Catervius and Septimia
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the deceased couple in the acroteria of the lid. b. Right end: the Magi

before Herod. c. Left end: the Epiphany. d. Detail of the deceased

couple in the central tondo of the back. Photos: Jim Forest, on a

Creative Commons License via Flickr.com. [334]

10.6 Front of a frieze sarcophagus with a tondo portrait in the centre, and

from left to right: the adoration of the Magi, Moses or Peter striking

the rock, Jonah beneath the gourd vine, the sacrifice of Isaac, the

arrest of Peter, Daniel in the lions’ den. First quarter of the fourth

century AD. Vatican, Museo Pio Cristiano. Photo: DAI Rome, Inst.

Neg. 3226 (oben) [339]

10.7 Front of a tree sarcophagus with 5 scenes, from left to right: the

offering of Abel, the arrest of Peter, the Crux Invicta, the martyrdom

of Paul, Job and his wife. Mid fourth century AD. Vatican, Museo

Pio Cristiano. Photo: DAI Rome, Inst. Neg. 3229. [343]

10.8 Frieze sarcophagus of Marcia Romania Celsa. Lid: The three

Hebrews in the fiery furnace, inscription between winged erotes, the

adoration of the Magi. Base: narratives of Peter and Jesus with a

central Orant. c. 330 AD. Musée d’Arles Antique, Arles. Photo: J.

Elsner. [344]

10.9 Front of a frieze sarcophagus with the three Hebrews before

Nebuchadnezzar and his idol, Christ enthroned and Jesus raising

the daughter of Jairus. Early fourth century AD. Church of San

Lorenzo, Florence. Photo: DAI Rome, Inst. Neg. 72.104

(Singer) [344]

11.1 Obverse of the Tabula Capitolina (‘Capitoline tablet’: Rome, Musei

Capitolini, Sala delle Colombe, inv. 316 ¼ Tabula Iliaca 1A), late

first century BC or early first century AD; h. 25cm, w. 30 cm,

d. 1.5cm. Photo: author, reproduced by kind permission of the

Direzione, Musei Capitolini, Rome. [354]

11.2 Reconstruction of the Tabula Capitolina showing the arrangement
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11.3 Reconstruction of the original complete Tabula Capitolina,

integrated with a drawing of the fragmentary surviving right-hand
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(Tabula Veronensis II: Paris, Cabinet des Médailles, Département

des Monnaies, Médailles et Antiques, Bibliothèque Nationale de
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(Tabula Froehner I: Paris, Cabinet des Médailles, Département des

Monnaies, Médailles et Antiques, Bibliothèque Nationale de
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11.7 Reverse of the same New York Tabula Iliaca (2NY). Photo: © The
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Preface

michel meyer

Why a volume on Roman art that focuses on rhetoric? At first sight, the

idea may seem awkward, because Roman art has rarely been seen as

specifically or exceptionally rhetorical by contrast with other kinds of art,

such as Greek. Yet the visual culture of Rome was a form of rhetoric

designed to convey romanitas, grandeur, imperium, Roman virtues, and

the legitimacy of the social differences that had been as prevalent as they

were contested from the advent of the Republic. An imperator or a general

had to display his victories, and he did this in various monuments erected

for that purpose; a patrician had to show the nobility of his ancestry

through imagines in sculpture or painting; a virtuous patron needed to

exemplify the common virtues found in mythology, usually borrowed and

adapted from Greek myth, through the frescoes on the walls of his house,

for instance, or in the reliefs of his sarcophagus.

Roman art is a form of rhetoric because there can be no empire without

the discourses that approve its legitimacy and justify the differences upon

which it rests; without the visual affirmation of grandeur and majesty,

victory and success with the statues of rulers represented as gods or

saviours. In the Roman world, there is no city without magnificent build-

ings or imperial statues, designed to remind their inhabitants of the values

they share with the rest of the empire; no villa without paintings or mosaics

of mythological heroes reminding viewers of the virtues the owner is

supposed to share with those heroes. One difficulty in seeing such products

of visual culture as forms of rhetoric stems from taking as normative a

Greek view of rhetoric, in which people debate controversial questions with

arguments. On the basis of such a restrictive definition, Roman art can

hardly be considered rhetorical. But can rhetoric be appropriately confined

to such an outlook? The contrast with Greece should lead us instead to

define rhetoric more sharply and more generally, in order to comprehend

its specific Roman uses and its relation to the visual arts in particular.

What is the difference between Greek rhetoric and Roman rhetoric?

Greek rhetoric, born in Athens, a city proud of its autonomy and unusual

in its radical democracy, was focused on the problems that argumentative

rationality could handle – such as questions that a free citizen could tacklexviii
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in confrontation with other citizens as free as himself. Roman rhetoric, on

the other hand, is centred on giving answers that express but also give

comfort to the social role of the speaker, what the Greeks called the

speaker’s ēthos. Rhetoric displayed in an indirect way (that is, through

speech but also through painting, sculpture or architecture) the values and

virtues that defined the identity of individuals in a strongly differentiated

society. Art is a way of displaying without debating, an affirmation of the

patron’s identity to which viewers are free to respond. Both Greek rhetoric

and Roman rhetoric deal with questions and the impact of their answers

upon a given audience, but not in the same way. The Athenians based their

rhetoric on conflictive discourse, while the Romans rather focused on the

acceptability of answers, from pleading to showing. Politically, Roman

rhetoric transformed the problematic into a set of answers in order to

render it more socially forceful and obvious, as a way of warding off social

threats and reinforcing the common romanitas of the societies under

Roman dominion. This does not mean we should restrict our understand-

ing of rhetoric to either of these conceptions, but rather that we should

analyse why and how what we may consider rhetoric to be today offers an

excellent approach for understanding Roman art in its multifariousness

and originality.

Rhetoric is the way individuals negotiate their distance when questions

arise – questions that can divide people, or unite them because they agree

on what to think and say in response. An individual who addresses himself

to others is termed the speaker (ēthos) and those addressed are called the

audience or interlocutors (pathos). Since the speaker’s address is also a form

of response to the audience, logos is the way the individual or social

difference between these parties is translated into a difference between

question and answer. Rhetoric can be conflictive (it is then called dialectic

or argumentation), and in that case questions must be dealt with directly, as

in law courts where one debates the pros and cons of a case. But rhetorical

questions can also be tackled by giving an answer, with the aim of swallow-

ing the question through high style and eloquence, if not elegance, to

show for instance that the question posed is not a real one or has already

been solved. Answers make questions disappear. This model of rhetoric,

conforming to the popular understanding of rhetoric as a set of tricks or a

merely formal conundrum consisting of elegance, style and form, is the

basic requirement for transforming the problematic into a non-problematic

way of seeing things. That is why rhetoric, in this sense, plays a hugely

significant role in politics, and is constantly used by those in power or at

the top of social hierarchies. Rhetoric enables people in such positions to
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please and flatter, and to give the impression (if only rhetorically) of a

united and shared world, where the problems have been resolved or do

not arise.

Should we then reject rhetoric, as Plato did, on the grounds that it is

merely manipulative? This is a short-sighted view. For rhetoric is essential

to any community, especially as an alternative to violence; and even when

there is socially sanctioned violence (as in the amphitheatre), it may have

its own rhetorical justifications. Asserting and reasserting the unity of a

potentially divided community lies at the core of exclusion. The violence of

the games exerted on foreigners, slaves and exotic animals in the arenas

functioned to reinforce feelings of belonging within the Roman world. The

Greek city-state, much smaller and more cohesive, had no need to resort to

the violence of amphitheatres in order to create a sense of unity. Democ-

racy, for instance, functioned as cement for Athenian society (in the

periods when tyrants or oligarchs did not take control), while the Roman

world, structured on a much larger scale through strong local hierarchies,

needed quite different means to assert unity, not least because of the

multiculturalism of its vast empire. In Athens, Greek mythology was

transformed into varieties of literary fiction, the first form of Greek rhet-

oric; and the Athenian invention of a new logos to understand and explain

the world, in place of myth, gave rise to logic and metaphysics, physics and

rhetoric. Greek culture came to substitute logos for mythos, or at least to

supplement mythic and ritual-centred modes of discourse with those

governed by logos.

The Roman world inherited and adopted both that logos and Greek

mythos as a rhetorical figure for the virtues any hero should have. But the

deeper problem for Rome and the peoples beneath its sway was identity

within society and within the empire. The Romans did not need to

reinvent the sciences, as the Greeks had done. The Roman political frame-

work was not democratic so much as oligarchic, and social differences,

while being normal, were nonetheless subject to continual renegotiation

throughout history. Greek civilization, most supremely in its Athenian

democratic form, which would supply so much of the canonical literary

and intellectual models for the Hellenistic kingdoms, was a culture of the

logos; the Roman world was a civilization of the ēthos, in which social roles

were questioned and disputed, and could only be legitimized through the

resort to virtue (ēthos), which is to say through a culture of continually

rhetorical claims and self-assertions. When differences are to be negotiated

(peacefully) rhetoric is the key. Athenian culture developed dialectic as

a democratic way of settling controversial questions between equals.

xx Michel Meyer
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The Romans preferred rhetoric as a way of reinforcing the images of

community and shared values, such as power and strength, but also virtue,

valour and success. In Rome, the ēthos of the speaker was both a means

and an end: Romans sculpted their ancestors at least as much as they did

the gods, they displayed ēthos in public monuments from triumphal arches

and columns to tombs and funerary reliefs, they figured ēthos in the

mythological paintings of the domestic arena, where divine and heroic

virtues are epitomized, as if the owner himself had a share in them or they

had been bestowed upon him by virtue of his social role, as patron and

paterfamilias. The repeated underlining of virtues (ēthos), often in the form

of mythical and historical exempla, stressed as obvious and natural the

differences that made up the social and political order. Text or image, art or

speech, served equally in that undertaking.

No study of Roman art can avoid the question of its Greek legacy, and

the issue of the differences between Greek and Roman art. This is more

than a question of rhetoric. For the rhetorical nature of Roman art, as shall

be presented in this book, may express that difference, but is not its source

or cause. The roots of the difference between the arts in Greece and Rome

lie elsewhere – not in the forms of visual art (such as stylistic eclecticism

versus purity of style) or the manifestations of material culture, but in the

structure of the respective societies and their value-systems, which images

and material culture were created to serve. One key difference between the

two societies lay in the nature and conception of political power. The

Roman world always held to an aristocratic and hierarchical functioning

of society, a form of oligarchy (although one which allowed significant

social mobility among those who might come to comprise its elite). By

contrast, the Greek world employed and experimented with a series of

systems, among which monarchy may have won out in the Hellenistic

period but where the spectacular achievements of Athenian democracy

could never be wholly gainsaid.

These differences did not lead only to different conceptions of rhetoric,

but also to different uses of rhetoric, most particularly in art. Greek

rhetoric – especially in Athens, in the context of autonomous city states

which preceded the monarchic hegemonies of the Hellenistic world – was

more egalitarian, in the sense that every free citizen could question the

others; in agonistic contests from the theatre to athletics, select representa-

tives of every stake-holding community could make a response and win the

game to be best. Dialectic is key – especially in what were to become the

canonical works of Athenian literature in the fifth and fourth centuries bc,

from the speeches in Thucydides and the dialogues of Plato to the debates
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staged within tragedy and comedy, themselves genres of writing that were

orchestrated within official civic contests. Democracy has difficulties with

differences: they are easily seen as infringements upon the identity of the

group. One function of theatre is to provide the spectacle of violated

differences, those that all societies claim to respect, such as the differences

of life and death, of parents and children, for instance – the existential

differences giving rise to tragedy, the more down-to-earth and basic ones

to the laughter of comedy. Drama highlights the negative consequences

spawned by confusion of values. Oedipus kills his father and marries his

mother, profaning the most sacred prohibitions, those against parricide

and incest. The heroic characters of tragedy, and the burlesque figures of

comedy, are far apart from the individuals we meet in everyday life (who

has ever met an Oedipus, or an old man who thinks that his fiancée is a

young virgin whereas she is a prostitute?); the Greek predilection for

theatres on mountain slopes, between men and gods, far from the heart

of the cities, gives topographical instantiation to the differences represented

in plays, which threaten civic identity and the community’s fundamental

values.

We find nothing comparable in the Roman world. The Romans accepted

social and political differences and relied on them to ensure the good

functioning of society. Their theatres and their temples are built within

cities, in the middle of forums for instance, without restriction; and they

may even take the form, in miniature, of the whole forum, as a rectangle

surrounded by arrays of columns. Sculpture in the city under Roman rule

plays a different role from that in the era of Greek civic autonomy: statues

or busts represent ancestors and benefactors rather than gods or votive

dedications, even if they may be sculpted in a Greek style and manner. The

difference between Rome and Athens is more deeply a matter of content

than of technique or stylistic appearances. Roman art is not simply the

decline of Greek art into a series of degenerate replicas as the long history

of its art history repeatedly maintained until a generation ago. It is a true

art in itself, undoubtedly using Greek techniques, but designed to convey

an authentically Roman series of rhetorical statements, in sculpture, in

painting, in architecture. Romans invented vaults, created arrays of

columns whose aesthetic was exalted anew in the Renaissance; at the same

time they borrowed models of painting and statuary from the Hellenistic

world and refashioned them to suit the specific needs of an extensive,

multicultural, socially segregated and hierarchical cultural system.

xxii Michel Meyer

www.cambridge.org/9781107000711
www.cambridge.org

