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Early Rome was governed by a series of kings and an advisory body of leading citizens 

called the Senate. The population was divided into two classes, a wealthy and powerful 

upper class, the patricians, and a lower class, the plebeians.  The last kings of Rome 

were members of an Etruscan family, the Tarquins.  Legend has it that the last ruler in 

this line, Tarquinius Superbus, was a despot whose behavior led to his overthrow in 509 

BCE, marking the beginning of what is known as the Republican period. 



Head of a Roman Patrician (Otricoli), c. 75-

50 BCE, marble 

 

The tradition of making portraits, already 

firmly established in Italy, continued 

among Roman artists of the first century 

BC. Their patrons had a taste for realism, 

or verism, as it is called, where the artist 

depicted even the smallest details on the 

surface of the skin with all its 

imperfections, including warts, wrinkles, 

and furrows. These details were combined 

with an interest in bone structure and 

musculature.  It may have been itinerant 

Greek artists who first made marble heads 

like this for the Romans, particularly the 

patricians, who were the chief patrons of 

this style.  



Upon the death of the male head of 

the family, a wax image was made of 

his face, which was then preserved 

in a special shrine or family altar. 

The desire to have these perishable 

wax likenesses reproduced in marble 

may have come about because the 

patricians, feeling that their 

traditional position of leadership 

was threatened, wanted to make a 

greater public display of their 

ancestors in order to stress their 

ancient lineage.  

 

The patricians kept likenesses 

(imagines) of their ancestors in 

wooden cupboards in their homes 

and paraded them at the funerals of 

prominent relatives. Slaves and 

former slaves could not possess such 

portraits, because, under Roman 

law, their parents and grandparents 

were not people but property.  

Portrait bust of a man, 1st century BCE, 

Republican Rome, marble 



The traditional Roman concept of virtue called 

for old-fashioned morality, a serious, responsible 

public bearing, and courageous endurance in the 

field of battle. Prestige came as a result of age, 

experience, and competition among equals 

within the established political system. These 

are the values expressed in portraits of grim-

faced, middle-aged men, such as the one 

featured here. 

 

While realism was a component of Hellenistic 

art as well, the Republican style is also linked to 

Etruscan and Italic sculptural traditions. The 

ancestors of the Roman portrait bust can be 

traced to the stylized heads on Etruscan 

funerary jars and urns, and especially to 

portrait sculptures. Military commanders and 

politicians were rewarded for their 

achievements with honorific statues and 

dedicatory inscriptions erected by their peers or 

local administrative councils. These sculptures 

advertised the subject's abilities in a public 

forum, and also elevated his family's standing in 

Roman society. 



Man with portrait busts of his ancestors, from 

Rome, late first century BCE, marble 

 

Patrician pride in genealogy was 

unquestionably the motivation for this unique 

portrait statue. Datable to the first century 

BCE, in which a man wearing a toga, a badge 

of Roman citizenship, holds in each hand a 

bust of one of his male forebears.  

 

The head of the man is ancient but 

unfortunately does not belong to this statue. 

The two heads he holds, which are probably 

likenesses of his father and grandfather, are 

characteristic examples of Republican 

portraiture.  

 

The heads may be reproductions of wax or 

terracotta portraits. Marble or bronze heads 

would have been too heavy to carry.  



Aule Metele (Arringatore, Orator) 

(Sanguineto), early 1st century BCE, 

bronze 

 

The Orator is one of the best examples to 

show a mixture of Etruscan and Roman 

influences. We know he thought of himself 

as an Etruscan because the hem of his 

toga records his name, Aulus Metellus, in 

the Etruscan script. On the other hand, 

the name itself is Roman. The laced high 

boots, revealed by the short toga, are 

characteristic of a Roman senator. And 

the impression of a worried face, sagging 

skin, and realistic, short-cropped hair 

seems to show influence from the 

Romans.  

 

 The statue of an orator, with (restored) 

right arm raised, addressing a crowd on 

some public matter (using the pose of the 

adlocutio), could be any modern politician, 

gesturing to emphasize an argument. 



This bronze statue represents the 

magistrate raising his arm to address an 

assembly- hence his modern nickname 

Arringatore (Orator). This life-size statue, 

which dates to the early first century 

BCE, proves that Etruscan artists 

continued to be experts at bronze casting 

long after the heyday of Etruscan 

prosperity. The time coincides with the 

Roman achievement of total hegemony 

over the Etruscans. The so-called Social 

War ended in 89 BCE with the conferring 

of Roman citizenship on all of Italy’s 

inhabitants.  

 

In fact, Aule Metele- identifiable because 

the sculptor inscribed the magistrate’s 

Etruscan name and those of his father 

and mother on the hem of his garment- 

wears the short toga and high laced boots 

of a Roman magistrate. His head, with its 

close-cropped hair and signs of age in the 

face, resembles portraits produced in 

Rome at the same time.  



Slavery was common in the Roman world. Indeed, at the end of the Republic, there 

were approximately two million slaves in Italy- roughly one slave for every three 

citizens. Some gained freedom for return for meritorious service, others as bequests in 

their masters’ wills. The most noteworthy artworks Roman freedmen and freed-

women commissioned are the stone reliefs that regularly adorned their tomb facades. 

One of these reliefs depicts two men and a woman, all named Gessius. At the left is 

Gessia Fausta and at the right Gessius Primus. Both are the freed slaves of Publius 

Gessius, the freeborn citizen in the center. As was the custom, the ex-slaves bear their 

patron’s name and depict themselves along with their former owners. The portraits 

and inscriptions celebrated their freedom and new status as citizens. 

Funerary relief with 

portraits of the 

Gessii, Rome (?), c. 30 

BCE, marble 



This marble relief was carved to fit into the facade of a stone tomb that probably stood 

along a major road outside Rome. Information about the three people derives both 

from the Latin inscription at the bottom of the relief and the images themselves. The 

inscription names the three figures as Sextus Maelius Stabilio, Vesinia Iucunda, and 

Sextus Maelius Faustus, and indicates that the men were freed slaves of Sextus 

Maelius and that the woman was freed by a Roman matron named Vesinia. The letter 

“L” in the inscription is an abbreviation for libertus, meaning “freedman,” or liberta, 

for “freedwoman.” Such reliefs were often commissioned by recently enfranchised 

slaves and their families as a way of establishing the social and familial identity and 

relationships that had been legally denied to them.  

Funerary Monument for 

Sextus Maelius Stabilio, 

Vesinia Iucunda, and 

Sextus Maelius, early 1st 

century CE, marble 



The handshake shared by the older man and the woman identifies them as husband 

and wife. Iucunda also wears a bride’s veil and her betrothal ring, and she holds her 

left hand to her face in a wife’s traditional gesture of modesty. The younger man is 

probably the couple’s son, born to them while they were still slaves. He may have been 

responsible for commissioning this monument. The emphasis on the symbols of 

marriage evident in this relief reflects the importance attached to the family during 

the reign of Augustus (27 B.C.–A.D. 14 ) 



Pompeii was a thriving center of about 20,000 inhabitants on the day Mount Vesuvius 

erupted. An ancient village that had grown and spread over many centuries, it lacked 

the gridlike regularity of newer Roman cities, but its layout was typical for its time.  

Temples and government buildings surrounded a main square, or forum; paved streets 

were lined with shops and houses; and enclosing all was a protective wall with fortified 

gates.  The forum was the center of civic life in Roman towns and cities, as the agora 

was in Greek cities.  Business was conducted in its basilicas and pavilions, religious 

duties performed in its temples, and speeches presented in its open square. For 

recreation, people went to the nearby baths or the events in the amphitheater. 



Portrait of a husband and wife, wall 

painting from House VII, Pompeii, Italy, c. 

70-79 CE, fresco 

 

Almost all of the painted portraits found on 

the walls of some Pomepian houses were 

cut out of the walls on discovery and 

brought to Naples. One must go to Naples 

to see the portrait of a husband and a wife, 

but originally it formed part of a wall of an 

exedra (recessed area) opening onto the 

atrium of a Pompeian house.  The man 

holds a scroll and the woman a stylus and a 

wax writing tablet, standard attributes in 

Roman marriage portraits.  They suggest 

the fine education of those depicted- even if, 

as was sometimes true, the individuals 

were uneducated or even illiterate. The 

heads are not standard types but sensitive 

studies of the man and woman’s individual 

faces. This is another instance of a realistic 

portrait placed on a conventional figure 

type.  



Atrium of the House of the Vettii, Pompeii, 

second century BCE, rebuilt 62-79 CE 

 

Roman domestic (from the Latin domus, 

meaning ‘house’) architecture was derived 

from both Etruscan and Greek antecedents, 

but developed characteristics of its own.  

The main feature of the Roman domus was 

the atrium, a large hall entered through a 

corridor from the street. The atrium roof 

usually sloped inward, while a rectangular 

opening, the compluvium, allowed 

rainwater to collect in an impluvium (a 

sunken basin in the floor), from which it 

was channeled into a separate cistern.  The 

compluvium was also the primary source of 

light in the domus.  But, by the end of the 

first century BC, the peristyle, with its 

colonnade, had become the focal point of the 

domus and the atrium was little more than 

a foyer, or entrance hall.  Additional rooms 

surrounded the peristyle, and were used as 

slave quarters, wine cellars, and storage 

space.  



These houses had plain exteriors without windows.  Rooms fronting on the street 

functioned as shops (above left), or tabernae (from which we get the English word 

“tavern”). Behind the unassuming facades were interiors that were often quite 

luxurious- decorated with floor and wall mosaics, paintings, and sculptures.  The typical 

professional or upper-class Roman house also had running water and sewage pipes.   

 

For the middle and lower classes, especially in cities, the Romans built concrete 

apartment blocks or tenements (above right), called insulae (the Latin word for 

“islands”). According to Roman building codes, the insulae could be as high as five 

stories. On the ground floor, shops and other commercial premises opened onto the 

street. The upper floors were occupied by families, who lived separately but shared 

certain facilities.  As early as the first century CE, most of Rome’s urban population 

lived in such insulae.  



The House of the Vettii is a relatively typical 

example of a home built during the Roman 

Period, and was located in one of the calmer 

parts of Pompeii. The house was owned by 

two relatives, Aulus Vettius Restitutus and 

Aulus Vettius Conviva. 

 

The Vettii brothers were a prime example of 

this new class that arrived in Pompeii with 

the earthquake rubble. The very fact that 

these two brothers were able to rise from the 

status of slaves to wealthy merchants speaks 

to the social mobility within their society. It 

is theorized that the Vettii brothers made 

their fortune as wine merchants and were 

then able to essentially purchase the elite 

status of freeborn aristocrats. 

 

Along with the rise of the wealthy freedmen 

in Pompeii, a notable decline in moral 

standards was could be observed. This is 

evidenced by the graphic and sexual nature 

of the artwork that dominated the post-

earthquake decorations.  



The House of the Vettii contains several 

such graphic paintings and sculptures. 

Many of these works also point to the 

double standard women were held to within 

this society; many paintings depict scenes 

of women as sexual objects being exploited, 

and even raped, by men and gods.  

 

At the same time, nude males and phallic 

symbols were held up as symbols of fertility 

and protection for the household. Graffiti 

found on the Vettii's house also indicates 

that prostitution was quite a common, and 

inexpensive, service in Pompeii at this 

time. 

 

In an entry area, an almost life-size image 

of Priapus weighs his erection against a 

bag overflowing with coins, representing 

the wealth of the owners.  



 

Also present in these house are paintings that express the desire of the nouveau rich to 

show off their new social position by depicting various mythological and cult images for 

their guests.  (Here a youth representing the family Genius stands between two 

dancing gods of the hearth, with the snake representing the continuity of the family 

lineage through time.) The layout and orientation of this particular house also 

demonstrates the semi-public nature of Roman houses. While private rooms, such as 

the women's gynaeceum and the servant quarters, were present in the construction, 

several of the large entertaining rooms also served as places to conduct business.  



The Vettius brothers hired 

painters to decorate the Ixion 

Room – a triclinium (dining 

room) opening onto the peristyle 

of their Pompeiian house- in this 

manner just before the eruption 

of Mount Vesuvius. The décor of 

the dining room is a kind of 

summation of all the previous 

mural schemes, another instance 

of the mixing of styles noted 

earlier as characteristic of 

Roman art in general.  

 

The lowest zone, for example, is 

one of the most successful 

imitations anywhere of costly 

multicolored imported marbles, 

despite the fact the painter 

created the illusion without 

recourse to relief, as in the First 

Style.  



The Second Style decoration of the dining-room walls of the Villa of Livia at 

Primaporta exemplifies yet another approach to creating a sense of slightly expanded 

space.  Instead of rendering a stage set or a cityscape, the artist literally painted away 

the wall surfaces to create the illusion of being on a porch or pavilion looking out over 

a low, paneled wall toward an orchard of heavily laden fruit trees. These and the 

flowering shrubs are filled with a variety of wonderfully observed birds.  



The large white panels in the 

corners of the Ixion Room, with 

their delicate floral frames and 

floating central motifs, would fit 

naturally into the most elegant 

Third Style design.  

 

Toward the end of the 19th 

century, August Mau, a German 

art historian, divided the various 

mural painting schemes into four 

“Pompeian styles”.  

 

The Ixion Room is a kind of 

private art gallery. Many art 

historians believe lost Greek 

panel paintings were the models 

for the many mythological 

paintings on Third and Fourth 

style walls. They attest to the 

Romans’ continuing admiration 

for Greek artworks.  



Top left: Pompeii atrium reconstruction, House of 

the Vettii, Boboli Gardens, Florence 

Bottom Left: Mythological scenes at the House of 

the Vettii 

 

The Roman house was not only a place to live. It 

played an important role in societal rituals. In the 

Roman world, individuals were frequently bound 

to others in a patron-client relationship whereby a 

wealthier, better-educated, and more powerful 

patronus would protect the interests of a cliens, 

sometimes large numbers of them. The size of a 

patron’s clientele was one measure of his standing 

in society.  

 

Being seen in public accompanied by a crowd of 

clients was a badge of honor. In this system, a 

plebian might be bound to a patrician, a freed 

slave to a former owner, or even one patrician to 

another. Regardless of rank, all clients were 

obligated to support their patron in political 

campaigns and to perform specific services on 

request, as well as to call on and salute the patron 

at the patron’s home.  
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The German photographer 

Thomas Struth has become 

known for various subjects, one 

of which is the family unit.  

 

How (and why) are Struth’s 

photographs of families (left) 

both similar to and different 

from conventional family 

photographs (above)? 

 

Thomas Struth Photographs - 

Shutter and Apertures 
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What do the differences between 

the portraits of ancient Rome and 

wedding portraits of today reveal 

about the differences between the 

two cultures? 



Discuss ways in which this room could be a reflection of a 

homeowner’s identity.  

Image A 



Discuss ways in which this room could be a reflection of a 

homeowner’s identity.  

Image B 



Discuss ways in which this room could be a reflection of a 

homeowner’s identity.  

Image C 



Discuss ways in which this room could be a reflection of a 

homeowner’s identity.  

Image D 



Discuss ways in which this room could be a reflection of a 

homeowner’s identity.  

Image E 



Discuss ways in which this room could be a reflection of a 

homeowner’s identity.  

Image F 


