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The Nerva–Antonine dynasty was a dynasty of 

seven Roman emperors who ruled over the 

Roman Empire from 96 CE to 192 CE. These 

emperors are Nerva, Trajan, Hadrian, 

Antoninus Pius, Marcus Aurelius, Lucius 

Verus, and Commodus. (All seen to the left 

except Lucius Verus.) The first five of these 

ruled during the height of the Roman empire 

and are sometimes known as the Five Good 

Emperors.  

 

Marcus Aurelius succeeded Antoninus Pius in 

161 upon that emperor's death and continued 

his legacy as an unpretentious and gifted 

administrator and leader. Lucius Verus ruled 

jointly with him until 169. Marcus Aurelius 

died in 180 and was followed by his biological 

son Commodus. The naming by Marcus 

Aurelius of his son Commodus was considered 

to be an unfortunate choice and the beginning 

of the Empire's decline. 





Trajan (reigned 98-117 CE) is 

remembered as a successful 

soldier-emperor who presided 

over the greatest military 

expansion in Roman history. 

He is also known for his 

extensive public building 

programs and the 

implementation of social 

welfare policies. He is also the 

first non-Italian emperor. He 

was born in what is now 

Andalusia in modern Spain. 



Trajan’s best-known building program was his forum in Rome, constructed 

by the architect Apollodorus of Damascus. It was constructed with the spoils 

of war from the conquest of Dacia (modern Romania). To build this 

monumental complex, extensive excavations were required. Workers 

eliminated the sides of the Quirinal and Capitoline Hills.  

 

An integral part of the forum was a large complex known as Trajan’s 

Markets. Thought to be the world's oldest shopping mall, the arcades in 

Trajan's Market are now believed by many to be administrative offices for 

Emperor Trajan. The shops and apartments were built in a multi-level 

structure, and it is still possible to visit several of the levels. 



Left: Bust of Trajan 

Below: Aerial view of Trajan’s 

Forum 



Left: Apollodorus of Damascus. Interior of the great hall of Trajan’s 

Markets (Rome), c. 100-112 CE 

 

Right: Via Biberatica in Trajan’s Markets and tabernae 



View of the Trajan’s Market from Via Biberatica 

 

This is part of the Via Biberatica (from biber meaning drink, the location of 

most of the Roman taverns and grocers’ shops), the road that starts from the 

entrance and divides Trajan’s Market.  A shop housed in the Market is 

known as a taberna. 



Reconstruction drawing of the 

libraries (left) and the 

porticoes (below) of Trajan’s 

Forum  



Column of Trajan (Rome), 112 CE 

 

The relief decoration on the Column of 

Trajan spirals upward in a band that 

would stretch about 656 feet if 

unfurled. Like a giant scroll, it 

contains a continuous pictorial 

narrative of the entire history of the 

Dacian campaign. Access to the 

platform at the top, where a heroic 

nude statue of the emperor once 

stood, is provided by a staircase 

within the column's hollow interior. 

 

As the column originally stood 

between two libraries founded by 

Trajan, it has been suggested that the 

cylindrical helix of the carving was 

inspired by the scrolls on which all 

books were than written. Although 

the upper scenes could not have been 

seen from the ground, they would 

have been visible from the balconies of 

these nearby buildings.  





Two of Trajan's military 

campaigns in ancient Dacia 

(present-day Romania) are 

depicted on the column in a 

chronological narrative format. 

Within the spiral band that winds 

upward, the two events are 

separated by a winged 

personification of Victory. 

 

Trajan's own virtues of fortitude 

and courage are on display as he is 

shown making sacrifices, 

addressing his troops, and 

charging fearlessly into battle.  



The scene at the bottom of the column shows the army crossing the Danube River on a 

pontoon (floating) bridge as the campaign gets under way.  A giant river god, providing 

supernatural support, looks on. In the scene above, soldiers have begun constructing a 

battlefield headquarters in Dacia from which the men on the frontiers will receive 

orders, food, and weapons.  



 

Throughout the narrative, which 

is, after all, a spectacular piece of 

imperial propaganda, Trajan is 

portrayed as a strong, stable, and 

efficient commander of a well-run 

army, whereas his barbarian 

enemies are shown as pathetically 

disorganized and desperate. The 

top left image depicts Trajan 

giving addressing his troops. 

 

In addition to scenes of battles, 

much of the content is devoted to 

the preparation of war, such as 

constructing fortifications 

and transporting supplies.  





Day-to-day details abound among the 

2,500 figures shown.  For instance, 

the special insignia of individual 

units of the regular Roman army and 

the cohorts of auxiliaries drawn from 

all over the empire are included.  

They are depicted in precise and 

accurate detail.  

 

The various scenes merge without 

transition, in the narrative manner 

of Roman historians, and are 

separated from each other only 

occasionally by architectural 

features.  The pictorial areas are 

densely filled with figures, and leave 

little room for depictions of 

architecture and landscape.  







The outbreak of war is, by 

definition, a breakdown in 

humanity and history has 

shown us that atrocities follow 

quickly on its heels. This was 

no truer than in the ancient 

world where evidence clearly 

shows us that the civilized 

Romans were every bit as 

capable of barbarism as their 

hairy enemies. 

 

One such startling piece of 

evidence can be seen on the 

scroll of Trajan’s Column, 

which tells the action-packed 

story of Trajan’s campaigns 

and eventual conquering of 

Dacia. In one early scene, 

actually the first engagement 

of the whole war, a soldier can 

be seen furiously fighting on, 

whilst holding the freshly 

severed head of a fallen 

Dacian in his teeth!  



With this grisly scene begins a theme of decollation that runs the length of the column, 

Dacian heads all too often appearing parted from their shoulders. Later, a selection of 

Dacian heads are displayed on spikes as the Romans build an encampment – a gory 

reminder to their countrymen what happens when you cross them. 



Later again, severed heads are presented directly to Emperor Trajan for inspection; 

presumably, the heads of important enemy officers or just some apple-polishing Roman 

soldiers looking to show off their hard work. Either way, it seems the presentation of 

decapitated heads to the emperor himself was standard protocol. There are echoes of 

Pompey’s head being presented to Caesar and Cicero’s head to Antony. 



The associations of beheading to the Romans were complex: done correctly with a 

sword; it was an honorable type of execution, though the torture that usually preceded 

it detracted from its appeal. Roman citizens, famously, had the right to decapitation, 

rather than the disgrace of torture and crucifixion. As a manner of death then, 

decapitation did not hold the inherent disgust it would today; correct burial and 

treatment of the body after death would be of more concern to the Romans. 



There is an important distinction that 

needs to be drawn here, in that it is the 

auxilia who are shown doing the head-

hunting. The Column’s audience would 

have known that they were almost 

exclusively composed of provincials and 

the frieze sculptors were very careful to 

take take every opportunity to 

emphasize the distinction between 

legionaries and auxiliaries (a theme 

that is also to be found in the writings 

of Tacitus). 

 

Fundamentally, it seems that all the 

imagery on the column is a celebration 

of one ideal: Roman supremacy. 

Images that would illicit pity today: 

despondent Dacians being tortured, 

beheaded, impaled, their children sold 

into slavery at the story’s end, are all 

shown with unashamed detail in the 

scroll. The designers knew any image 

that showed a Roman Army’s utter 

domination over barbarians was sure 

to be enjoyed. 



The ashes of Trajan and his wife were buried in 

the square base of the column after his death in 

117 C.E. The Column is therefore both a 

military monument and a funerary monument. 



This is a replica of the Column at the Victoria Albert Museum in London. 



Hadrian was Roman emperor from 

117 to 138. He is known for 

rebuilding the Roman Pantheon. 

During his reign, Hadrian traveled 

to nearly every province of the 

Empire. An ardent admirer of 

Greece, he sought to make Athens 

the cultural capital of the Empire 

and ordered the construction of 

many opulent temples in the city. 

He was the first emperor to wear a 

beard, making this Greek trait 

fashionable. 

 

He spent extensive amounts of 

time with the military; he usually 

wore military attire and even 

dined and slept among the the 

soldiers. 



Hadrian is also known for building 

what is known as “Hadrian’s Wall” 

(seen left), which marked the 

northern limit of Roman Britain. 

Outside of Rome, near Tivoli, he 

also built was is known as 

“Hadrian’s Villa” (seen above). 

Reflecting his many travels, this 

retreat reflects the emperor’s keen 

interest inarchitecture. 



Hadrian's villa was a complex of 

over 30 buildings, covering 

approximately 250 acres, of which 

much is still unexcavated. The 

villa recreates a sacred landscape 

and includes palaces, thermae, 

theaters, temples, libraries, state 

rooms, and quarters for courtiers, 

praetorians, and slaves. 

 

The so-called “Maritime Theater” 

consists of a round portico with a 

barrel vault supported by pillars. 

Inside the portico was a ring-

shaped pool with a central island. 

On the island sits a small Roman 

house complete with an atrium, a 

library, a triclinium (dining room), 

and small baths. The area was 

probably used by the emperor as a 

retreat. 





In 1998 the remains of what 

archaeologists claimed to be the 

monumental tomb of Antinous, or 

a temple to him, were discovered 

at the Villa. 

 

Antinous was a Bithynian (from 

present-day Turkey) youth and a 

favorite of Hadrian. The 

relationships is believed to have 

been sexual. Antinous drowned in 

the Nile in October 130 and 

Hadrian went through the process 

of deifying him soon afterwards, a 

process previously exclusively 

reserved for imperial family 

members rather than friends or 

lovers of non-Roman origin. 



The Mausoleum of Hadrian, usually known today as the Castel Sant’Angelo, was 

initially commissioned by Hadrian as a mausoleum (burial place) for himself and 

his family. The building was later used by the popes as a fortress and castle. 

Erected on the right bank of the Tiber, it was originally decorated with a garden 

top and golden quadriga (a set of four horses).  

 

Hadrian died in the year 138 at the age of 62. The cause of death is believed to 

have been heart failure. Hadrian and his wife Sabina had no children. His first 

adopted son, Lucius Aelius, also died in 138. His second adopted son, Antoninus 

Pius, became the next emperor. 











Antoninus Pius was emperor from 

138 to 161. He acquired the name 

Pius after his accession to the 

throne, either because he 

compelled the Senate to deify his 

adoptive father Hadrian, or 

because he had saved senators 

sentenced to death by Hadrian in 

his later years.  

 

After the longest reign since 

Augustus, Antoninus died of fever 

in Etruria. His body was placed in 

Hadrian’s mausoleum and a 

column was dedicated to him on 

the Campus Martius. 



Apotheosis of Antoninus Pius and Faustina from the pedestal of the Column of 

Antoninus Pius (Rome), c. 161 CE 

 

This apotheosis (ascent to the heavens) of the emperor and his wife remains firmly in 

the classical tradition with its elegant, well-proportioned figures, personifications, and 

single ground line corresponding to the panel’s edge.   



The Campus Martius (Field of Mars), personified as a youth holding the 

Egyptian obelisk that stood in that area of Rome, reclines at the lower left 

corner. Roma (Rome personified) leans on a shield decorated with the she-

wolf suckling Romulus and Remus.  Roman bids farewell to the couple being 

lifted into the realm of the gods on the wings of a personification of 

uncertain identity.   



Faustina had died 20 years before Antoninus Pius.  By depicting the two as ascending 

together, the artist wished to suggest that Antoninus had been faithful to his wife for two 

decades and that now they would be reunited in the afterlife.  They are believed to have 

enjoyed a happy marriage. Faustina was reputed to be a beautiful woman, well known for 

her wisdom. This notion of pairing husband and wife in a funerary monument had been 

employed before in the funerary reliefs of freed slaves and the middle class but had never 

been used in an elite context.  



The decursio (ritual circling of the imperial funerary pyre) relief on the opposite 

side break even more strongly with classical convention.  The figures are much 

stockier than those in the apotheosis relief,  and the panel was not conceived as 

a window onto the world.  The ground is the whole surface of the relief, and 

marching soldiers and galloping horses alike are shown on floating patches of 

earth. When seeking a new direction, the Roman elite adopted some of the 

nonclassical conventions of the art of the lower classes. 



Equestrian statue of Marcus 

Aurelius (Rome), c. 175 CE, 

bronze 

 

Marcus Aurelius was the last 

of the “Five Good Emperors”, 

and is also considered one of 

the most important Stoic 

philosophers. Marcus Aurelius‘ 

Stoic tome  Meditations, 

written in Greek while on 

campaign between 170 and 

180, is still revered as a 

literary monument to a 

philosophy of service and duty, 

describing how to find and 

preserve equanimity in the 

midst of conflict by following 

nature as a source of guidance 

and inspiration. 



Bust of Marcus Aurelius in the 

Glyptothek, Munich 

 

Marcus made some show of 

resistance upon becoming 

emperor.  A biographer writes 

that he was "compelled" to 

take imperial power. This may 

have been a genuine horror 

imperii, "fear of imperial 

power". Marcus, with his 

preference for the philosophic 

life, found the imperial office 

unappealing. His training as a 

Stoic, however, had made the 

choice clear. It was his duty. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glyptothek
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glyptothek


In the original bronze equestrian statue, the emperor is over life-size and is 

holding out his hand in a gesture much like that in the Augustus' portraits. In 

this case the gesture may also signify clemency as some historians assert that 

a fallen enemy may have been sculpted begging for mercy under the horse's 

raised hoof (based on accounts from medieval times  which suggest that a 

small figure of a bound barbarian chieftain once crouched underneath the 

horse's front right leg).  

Replica statue of the 

Equestrian Statue of 

Marcus Aurelius in the 

Campidoglio 



The emperor is dressed in 

the tunic and short, heavy 

cloak of a commander. He 

wears no armor and carries 

no weapons, like the 

Egyptian kings, he 

conquers effortlessly by the 

will of the gods.  



Statues were also destroyed 

because medieval Christians 

thought that they were pagan 

idols. The statue of Marcus 

Aurelius was not melted down 

because in the Middle Ages it 

was incorrectly thought to 

portray the first Christian 

Emperor Constantine. 
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For his villa, Hadrian had a 

number of architectural 

buildings seen on his travels 

replicated. An interest in 

creating replicas of faraway 

places continue today, especially 

in China. Why do you think the 

Chinese have created copies of 

famous buildings (and even 

entire cities)? 

 

Bizarre copycat architecture of 

China 

http://io9.com/the-bizarre-copycat-architecture-of-china-455672655
http://io9.com/the-bizarre-copycat-architecture-of-china-455672655

