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Abstract: The statue habit was a defining characteristic of Classical cities, and its demise in Late
Antiquity has recently attracted scholarly attention. This article analyzes this process in the city of
Rome, charting the decline and abandonment of the practice of setting up free-standing statues
between the end of the 3rd c. and the mid 7th c. CE. Focusing on the epigraphic evidence for new
dedications, it discusses the nature of the habit in terms of its differences from and continuities
with earlier periods. The quantitative evolution of the habit suggests that its end was associated
with deeper transformations. The final section examines the broader significance of setting up statues
in Late Antique Rome, arguing that the decline of the statue habit must be understood in the context
of a new statue culture that saw statue dedications in an antiquarian light, rather than as part of an
organic honorific language.
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Introduction

Between the end of the 3rd c. and the middle of the 7th c. CE, the practice of producing
and setting up free-standing statues declined steadily across the Roman Empire, until its
near-complete disappearance.1 For centuries, communities around the Mediterranean
had crowded public and private spaces with marble and bronze representations of emper-
ors, aristocrats, and deities, celebrating social and political hierarchies as well as cultural
values. Statues played a crucial role in social life, and the statue habit – the recurring
and socially diffuse practice of setting them up –was one of the defining features of ancient
cities.2 Whereas other types of sculpture like reliefs and miniatures continued to be
commissioned and displayed in churches and palaces throughout the Middle Ages, life-
sized (or colossal) statue monuments placed on top of inscribed bases became a survival
of the past. The decline of this practice was a key aspect in the social, cultural, and material
transformations that characterized the history of cities in Late Antiquity.3 This was a com-
plex process with broad repercussions that has justifiably attracted much attention in recent
years.4 And yet, there are fundamental questions that remain open: to what extent was the
Late Antique statue habit different from its previous phases? How did it change during its

1 The process is charted in Smith 1985; see more recently Machado 2010; Anderson 2016; Liverani
2016; Smith 2016b; Ward-Perkins 2016a; Ward-Perkins 2016b. For the continuity of sculpture in
Christian contexts, see now Jacobs 2020.

2 See Smith 2007a, 84, and Smith 2007b, 203, for a definition of the statue habit. Ma 2013 provides
an excellent overview of the habit and its uses in the Hellenistic period. “The statue habit in
Ancient Greek society” was the title of a seminar organized by Smith and Ma in Oxford in
2002; the expression is probably an allusion to MacMullen 1982 and his influential definition
of an “epigraphic habit.”

3 As argued by Mango 1993.
4 The chapters collected in Smith and Ward-Perkins 2016 provide the most comprehensive synthe-

sis of these issues. See also the essays in Bauer and Witschel 2007; Kristensen and Stirling 2016.
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final phase? And, crucially, what was the significance of dedications in such a changed
context?

This article analyzes the evolution of the statue habit in Late Antique Rome, charting its
quantitative decline as well as the striking changes that redefined the city’s population of
statues. Rome was home to the richest sculptural collection of the ancient world, a product
of centuries of imperial expansion and domination.5 For most of Late Antiquity, statues
continued to be dedicated on a scale unparalleled in the Empire.6 As a result, the once
imperial capital provides us with the best-documented case study for the entire
Mediterranean. The publication in 2012 of the online database Last Statues of Antiquity
(henceforth LSA) has put modern scholars in an ideal position to examine this material,
collecting the sculptural, epigraphic, and textual evidence for newly produced and restored
statues in Late Antiquity.7 Perhaps more importantly, focusing on a specific city allows us
to consider the statue habit in its proper historical and physical context.8

Late Roman statues have been analyzed from different perspectives, from the art histor-
ical emphasis on style and iconography to the more explicitly archaeological/historical
focus on issues such as placement, function, and preservation.9 Rather than the sculpture
itself, this article is concerned with the social practice that generated it, focusing on the
dedicatory inscriptions that celebrated the erection of each monument. Whereas we remain
poorly informed about the provenance and identity of much of the surviving sculpture, the
city’s exceptionally rich epigraphic record throws a unique light on the dedication of sta-
tues.10 A good example is the dedication of a statue to the emperor Constantius II by
the urban prefect Orfitus (Fig. 1):

To the extender of the Roman empire, our lord Flavius Iulius Constantius the
greatest, victorious over the whole world and triumphant, forever Augustus.
Memmius Vitrasius Orfitus, of clarissimus rank, prefect of the City for the second
time, judge in the imperial court of appeals for the third time, devoted to his div-
ine spirit and majesty [set this up].11

5 See Edwards 2003, for the imperial associations of the city’s statues, with Bravi 2012 and
Rutledge 2012. For honorific portraits, see Lahusen 1983 and Fejfer 2008. For the Republican
period, see Sehlmeyer 1999 and Tanner 2000; for the Empire, see Eck 1996b, with Højte 2005
for imperial dedications.

6 See Machado with Lenaghan 2016 and also Ward-Perkins and Machado 2013.
7 Available at http://laststatues.classics.ox.ac.uk (accessed 5 May 2021). The database covers the

whole empire for the period between 284 and ca. 650 CE. See the essays collected in Smith
and Ward-Perkins 2016 for a discussion of this material.

8 As shown by Smith 1999 for Aphrodisias and Jacobs 2016 for Sagalassos, for example.
9 For examples, see, on style and iconography, Fittschen and Zanker 1983–2015; Gehn 2012;

Kovacs 2014. On placement, see Bauer 1996; Machado 2006; Chenault 2012. On political func-
tion, see Alföldy 1982; Niquet 2000; Weisweiler 2012a. On curatorial efforts, see Curran 1994;
Kalas 2015; Coates-Stephens 2017a.

10 In contrast with the unique condition of Aphrodisias’s statuary corpus: see Smith 1999; Smith
2016a. Its inscriptions, in turn, have been described as being of “infuriating allusive informality”
by Smith 2002, 149.

11 CIL VI 31395 = LSA-1360: “Propagatori imperii / Romani, d(omino) n(ostro) / Fl(avio) Iul(io)
Constantio, maximo, / toto orbe victori ac / triumfatori, semper Aug(usto). / Memmius
Vitrasius Orfitus, v(ir) c(larissimus), / iterum praef(ectus) urbi, iud(ex) sac(rarum) cogn(itionum) /
tertium, d(evotus) n(umini) m(aiestati)q(ue) eius.” Translation from LSA.
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The statue celebratedConstantius for his victoryoverMagnentius on the occasion of his visit to
Rome in 357 CE. It was set up in the Roman Forum, surrounded by other statues dedicated to
mark both his victory and his visit, in an area clearly associated with imperial visits.12

Latin inscribed dedications – most often carved into statue bases – usually record the
identities of the honorand(s) in the dative case and of the awarder(s) in the nominative.
The different categories of agents involved in this practice (such as emperors, officials,
and senators) can be identified even in the case of fragmentary texts, information that
can be quantified and charted over time.13 The spatial context of a monument – whether
a prestigious public complex or a domestic structure – might also help identify the agents
involved.14 In addition, inscriptions recorded restorations and the movement of

Fig. 1. Base of statue celebrating Constantius II, Roman Forum, 357 CE. (Roman Forum, Sopr. For.-Pal. Inv.
12454; photo by C. Machado.)

12 Machado 2019, 102–3.
13 See discussion in section 2, below. For examples of fragmentary inscriptions, see CILVI 41380 =

LSA-405 and CILVI 41369 = LSA-1800, both from the Forum of Trajan.
14 As discussed in Machado 2019, 193 and 221.
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monuments to new (and more prestigious) locations. Whether honorific or not, these texts
frequently stated the reason and circumstances for each dedication, sometimes explicitly
recording the date of the dedication.15 While it is true that we are better informed about
the city’s monumental center, the number of excavations and chance finds from other
neighborhoods helps us identify general trends for the evolution of this practice.

Scholars have traditionally considered these dedications in terms of their sociopolitical
value or as a sign of Late Antique care for the Classical past (evidenced by inscriptions
attesting to the restoration and/or movement of statues),16 missing important aspects of
Late Roman material culture and its sociopolitical implications. As R. R. R. Smith has
shown for Aphrodisias, statues must be considered holistically – in their honorific, reli-
gious, and artistic dimensions – as part of a specific statue habit and statue culture.17 As
I will argue below, Rome’s Late Antique statue culture was fundamentally different from
that of earlier phases, in spite of continuities, and this transformation becomes evident
from the middle of the 4th c. onwards. This was due to the city’s unique imperial standing,
and especially to the role played by the senatorial elite in the use of statues as a sign of
distinction. The decline in the number of statue dedications and the redefinition of the
Roman elite were intertwined processes that led to a profound change in the meaning
and cultural significance of statues. Although atypical, the case of Rome is important
not only because it sheds light on crucial aspects of the Late Antique statue habit in differ-
ent parts of the Empire, but also because of the central role played by the city, its statues,
and its elite in the history of urban communities all around the Mediterranean.

The statue habit in Late Antique Rome

The Late Antique statue habit presented a complex blend of continuity and innovation,
and it is worth considering it as a whole if we want to understand it properly. Building on
the information available in the LSA database, I have been able to identify 372 inscribed
dedications.18 One will never be able to claim completeness, and this is certainly a fraction
of the actual number of statues dedicated (many without inscriptions). Over 365 years,
from 284 to 608 CE, this gives us an average of just 1.02 dedications per year. Although
it remains impossible to know with certainty how representative Late Antique numbers
are, it is clear that many more statues were dedicated in the Early Empire than in the period
that interests us (Smith estimates approximately four times more per year).19 We are in a
better position to assess how exceptional Rome was in Late Antiquity. The number of

15 See CILVI 33856a–b = LSA-1388 and CILVI 1698 = LSA-343 for examples of dating inscriptions.
Salomies 1995 discusses this type of inscription and its incidence.

16 See, for example, Bauer 1996 (also discussing Constantinople and Ephesus). The most thorough
discussion of Late Antique Rome’s epigraphic record is Niquet 2000, who pays special attention
to senatorial statues.

17 See especially Smith 2007b; also Smith 2016a and Coates-Stephens 2017b (for Rome). Jacobs
2020 presents a useful approach to these issues.

18 The database contains 351 dedications. I have included inscriptions published after the database
appeared, as well as a small group that, although not securely datable, can be convincingly
argued to belong to our period (see section 3 below).

19 Smith 2016b, 8: these numbers are empire-wide, and limited to imperial statue bases only. See
Højte 2005, 607, for imperial statue bases from Italy (including changes in the number of bases/
year) for the period 30 BCE to 180 CE.
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statues dedicated by Romans stands out very clearly when compared to other cities, with
the possible exception of Constantinople.20 Even places like Ephesus and Aphrodisias,
which retained a vibrant sculptural tradition and continued to produce statues until
approximately 500 CE, never did it on the same scale as the old imperial capital.21

Roman dedications can be grouped into four main categories: those made to deities (16
inscriptions, or 4.3% of the total); those dedicated to members of the imperial family,
including “usurpers” (134, or 36.0%); honorific statues of non-imperial figures, such as offi-
cials, athletes, and priests (121, or 32.5%); and statues whose subject was left unstated, usu-
ally treated as dedications made for their aesthetic value (74, or 19.9%).22 Classifications
like these are always problematic, for in many cases a dedication could be grouped in
more than one category, but they suggest that Late Antique dedications followed the
same patterns as those of earlier periods.23 In a general sense, it is the context in which
these dedications took place that made the Late Antique statue habit distinctive. Statues
and their dedications were under much closer official control during our period, for
example, as attested by the role played by urban prefects in dedications.24 The rise of
Christianity must also have made traditional types of dedications more problematic: the
new religion had an ambiguous attitude toward sculpted likenesses (not only religious
ones), and Ine Jacobs has recently shown how even honorific statues acquired new mean-
ings and associations in the case of the East.25 In order to appreciate this complex mixture
of innovation and continuity, we need to look at statues as part of a broader language of
social distinction, before examining the political dynamics that informed the use of this
system.

The Late Antique language of honors

Honor played a defining role in ancient city life, and a statue was a clear indication of the
esteem, authority, and standing of an individual before his (or, less often, her) peers and
inferiors. Size, material, iconography, location, and the inscribed dedication conveyed a
variety of messages, expressing different gradations of social distinction and political
power.26 Due to its unique political position, Rome’s language of honors was subject to
stricter regulations than that of other parts of the Empire. From the time of Augustus,
sculptural monuments were more or less explicitly regulated according to the conceptions
and expectations of the emperor and his associates, who exercised a nearly complete mon-
opoly over honorific dedications in public spaces. In fact, it seems that over time a growing

20 For Constantinople, see in general Gehn and Ward-Perkins 2016; Bauer 2003 discusses honorific
statues; Bassett 2004 pays particular attention to collections of older statues.

21 See, respectively, Auinger and Sokolicek 2016 and Smith 2016a.
22 A further 27 inscriptions (7.3%) are too fragmentary to be identified.
23 For earlier periods, see Pekáry 1985, 22–28; and especially Lahusen 1983, 67–96.
24 For the urban prefect, see Chastagnol 1960; for the growing importance of the office, see

Machado 2019, 31–33, and 65–69 for the evolution of the office. For the curator statuarum, see
Chastagnol 1960, 51–52.

25 Jacobs 2020; see also the classic studies of Mango 1963 and Saradi-Mendelovici 1990. For Rome,
see Machado 2009.

26 See Lendon 1997, esp. 78–84. Veyne 1976 (esp. 268–89) remains fundamental. Ma 2013, 45–66,
discusses the role of statues in this context. For Late Antiquity, see Ward-Perkins 2016b, 35.

Carlos Machado

636
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1047759421000325 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1047759421000325


variety of monuments became more closely connected to the ruling family, limiting what
types of statues could be offered to other members of the elite.27

Only emperors were celebrated with monuments on triumphal arches, city gates, and
honorific columns, for example. There is nothing in Rome similar to the statue monument
in Ephesus dedicated to Stephanus, the proconsul of Asia, above the window of the splen-
did Nymphaeum adapted from the façade of the earlier Library of Celsus.28 Whereas
imperial officials and notables were honored with equestrian statues in other parts of
the Empire, this honor was restricted to the imperial house in Rome.29 Even a simple
free-standing monument, however, could express different degrees of social and political
distinction. Dress and accessories played an important – and highly regulated – role as
markers of status.30 Diadems were introduced as a marker of royalty during
Constantine’s reign, as part of a wider process of differentiation between emperors
(with their statues) and their subjects.31 The only surviving Late Antique statues in
Rome wearing cuirasses were imperial, a choice that was based on the political realities
of the time as much as on a political choice: Late Antique senators wore togas.32 It is pos-
sible that other honorands were also celebrated in military gear, as we know of examples
from other parts of the Empire.33 This is more likely to have been the case for military
leaders such as Stilicho, Merobaudes, and Aetius, who were honored in Rome – but
none of their statues survive.34 Portraits of empresses show them in traditional dress, wear-
ing a himation and a chiton, for example. In this case, other elements, such as diadems
(introduced later than for emperors), inscriptions, and setting, were required to mark
their special standing.35

27 For the development of Rome’s honorific language and the place assigned to statues, see Eck
1984; Wallace-Hadrill 1990; Eck 1996a; and Chioffi 2001. Alföldy 2001 shows how even statues
dedicated to senators were part of an imperial system.

28 See LSA-487, with references. See Auinger and Sokolicek 2016, 166, for the sculptural context of
the monument.

29 Apart from L. Volusius Saturninus (56 CE) and Flavius Theodosius senior (father of the
emperor, 384 CE), no other equestrian dedication to a non-imperial subject that can be dated
to after Augustus is recorded in LTUR II (1995) 224–33, s.v. “equus”. The sole exceptions are
the foreign kings Pharasmanes and Tiridates. For examples of non-imperial equestrian statues
from outside Rome, see Parastaseis syntomoi chronikai 14 = LSA-353 (Constantinople); CIL XIV
4455 = LSA-1661 (Ostia); CIL II 1972 = LSA-2007 (Malaca); and IRT 591 = LSA-2195
(Lepcis Magna).

30 See, for example, Harlow 2004; Gehn 2012.
31 On the adoption of diadems, see Smith 1997, 177–78; also Delbrueck 1933, 56–63. For Roman

examples, see LSA-562 (bronze Constantine or Constantius II in the Capitoline museums),
LSA-563 (4th/5th-c. emperor in the Louvre), and LSA-755 (so-called Ariadne in the museum
of the Basilica of S. Giovanni in Laterano, Rome).

32 Cuirassed statues: LSA-555 (Constantine on the Campidoglio), LSA-556 (Constantine or son in
S. Giovanni in Laterano), and LSA-1006 (unfinished porphyry statue in the Musei Vaticani).
Chenault 2012, 120, notes the contrast with the 2nd-c. statues in the Forum of Trajan.

33 Such as LSA-201 (possibly the owner of the Atrium house in Aphrodisias) and LSA-1207 (pos-
sibly a centurion, found in Aichdorf ).

34 Stilicho: CILVI 1730 = LSA-1436; CILVI 1731 = LSA-1437; CILVI 41381 = LSA-1490; CILVI 41382 =
LSA-1587. Merobaudes: CILVI 1724 = LSA-319. Aetius: CILVI 41389 = LSA-1434.

35 A point noted by Schade 2016, 253.
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Finer gradations could also be expressed, even for togate statues. At the beginning of
the 4th c., C. Caelius Saturninus was honored by his son with a statue in the family
home (Fig. 2).36 Saturninus was celebrated for his successful career, as we know from
the dedicatory inscription, which took him from the rank of equestrian to that of vir
clarissimus.37 The statue’s head was a reused piece, recut and inserted into the body –
also reused.38 Saturninus was thus shown wearing a traditional toga with tunic and the
closed shoes associated with the equestrian order.39 The monument thus commemorated
a recently promoted senator as an eques, reflecting (whether intentionally or not) his social
origins and achievements.

Certain types of material remained closely connected with emperors, such as Egyptian
porphyry: although only five examples survive from Rome, the pattern is clear throughout
the Empire.40 A more complex case is the use of gold, or more specifically gilded bronze,

Fig. 2. Statue monument of C. Caelius Saturninus. (Musei Vaticani, Museo Gregoriano Profano, inv. nos.
10493, 10494. Photo © Vatican Museums, all rights reserved.)

36 The monument is datable to 324–37 CE; see discussion in LSA-1266.
37 CILVI 1704 = LSA-1266. For his career, see PLRE I, Saturninus 9; and, more recently, Davenport

2019, 561 and 576–78.
38 The body is datable to the 2nd c. CE: see LSA-903; Gehn 2012, 498–504 (W3).
39 Discussed in Goette 1988, 459–64.
40 For Rome, see LSA-840 and LSA-841 (columns), LSA-560 (a bust), LSA-1006 (an unfinished

statue), and LSA-1011 (a hand). For the rest of the empire, see Abbe 2015, 181–82; Faedo 2000.
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which, although not restricted to emperors, was strictly controlled by the court. While I
have identified dedicatory inscriptions that record a gilded likeness of a non-imperial hon-
orand, all of them are of very high-profile aristocrats; more importantly, all dedications are
related to an imperial initiative or required imperial permission.41 Gilded bronzes were
also controlled in terms of where they were displayed: almost all documented cases
come from very prestigious places such as the Forum of Trajan, the Forum of Caesar,
and the Roman Forum.42

Bronze seems to have been open to a wider range of users and occasions, as suggested
by the large number of surviving bases that have fittings for bronze statues on top.
Although many of these were re-employed, possibly with plinths supporting marble
monuments, they nevertheless show that the use of bronze was a very real possibility.43

The choice of material was important enough to deserve mention in dedicatory inscrip-
tions, probably reflecting the wording of the original decree awarding the distinction.
For example, the monument dedicated to Attius Insteius Tertullus by the guild of the
wholesale dealers (corpus magnariorum) in the early 4th c. CE is described as a “distin-
guished statue of bronze.”44 Bronze was a form of honor used by different categories of
awarders, of varying rank, among them emperors, members of guilds, lower-ranking
officers, and even private donors (including a husband to his wife).45

Location was another traditional element in this honorific system.46 The Forum of
Trajan, for example, was a prized setting for senatorial statues, whereas an area like the
Roman Forum was usually reserved for the celebration of emperors and only very few
associates.47 The evidence available for Late Antique Rome suggests that public spaces
were carefully controlled by the political authorities. Dedications by the Senate or emperors
usually took place in the most prestigious settings, such as the Roman Forum, the Forum of
Trajan, and even – in one case – the Capitoline hill.48 Prefects dedicated statues in streets,
fora, and monumental complexes such as baths and theaters, celebrating either emperors

41 Gilded statues awarded by emperors: CIL VI 1725 = LSA-1407; CIL VI 1764 = LSA-1408; CIL VI
1727 = LSA-1435; CIL VI 1721 = LSA-314; awarded by emperors and the Senate: CIL VI 1698 =
LSA-342; CILVI 41336 = LSA-404; CILVI 1683 = LSA-1395 (with the participation of the populus);
with imperial permission: CILVI 1736 = LSA-1439. CILVI 40804 = LSA-1251 was dedicated by the
Senate, but to an empress. See also, for another possible case, CILVI 41398 = LSA-1525.

42 Forum of Caesar: CILVI 40804 = LSA-1251; Roman Forum: CILVI 41398 = LSA-1525.
43 But note that there are no surviving examples of bronze statues (or fragments) of non-imperial

honorands in the LSA database, with the sole exception of a representation of Victory from the
bridge of Valentinian – also closely connected with the ruler (LSA-2586). For examples of bases
with bronze fittings, see CILVI 1748 = LSA-1457 (honorific); CILVI 40715 = LSA-1543 (imperial);
CILVI 31886 = LSA-1362 (unstated).

44 CILVI 1696 = LSA-1401: “statuam aere insignem.”
45 See, e.g., AE 2014 149 = LSA-2878 (emperors); CIL VI 1739 = LSA-1441 (guilds); CIL VI 1675 =

LSA-1392 (official subordinates); and CILVI 1737 = LSA-1470 (husband).
46 See Orlandi 1995; Eck 1996a.
47 For the Forum of Trajan, see Bauer 1996, 94–95; Chenault 2012, 118. For the Roman Forum, spe-

cifically, see Bauer 1996, 72–76; Chenault 2012, 127; Machado 2006.
48 There is no general study of the location of statues in Late Antique Rome. For the Forum of

Trajan and the Roman Forum, see Bauer 1996; Chenault 2012. CIL VI 1708 = 41318 = LSA-1416,
now lost, was recorded as being seen “in Capitolio” in the Einsiedeln Sylloge.
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or “unstated” subjects.49 It seems clear, furthermore, that public spaces became subject to
more intense control with the passing of time. This is indicated by the case of the Roman
Forum, an area where a wide variety of officials (urban and imperial) dedicated statues to
emperors in the early 4th c., but one that came under the control of urban prefects from
approximately 350 CE onwards.50

In contrast, domestic spaces were open to a wide range of users. The atria and porticoes
of senatorial houses were traditional settings for the display of honorific monuments, from
wax portraits of ancestors to patronage tablets and statues.51 Almost half of all statue bases
dedicated to aristocrats can be reasonably associated with domestic contexts: 48 out of 101
bases (47.5%). Besides those found during the excavation of a domestic structure, this num-
ber includes inscribed bases accompanied by other inscriptions related to the same individ-
ual, as well as monuments with a strong private character.52

Although not as prestigious as the imperial fora, domestic settings were just as import-
ant for the functioning of the statue habit, as the monuments on display were physically
associated with their intended audience: family, friends, and clients. Senators could thus
celebrate their prestigious (and sometimes distant) ancestors, as Crepereius Amantius
did for Munatius Plancus Paulinus, a 1st-c. CE senator.53 Houses could also be used for
the display of political allegiances. Although none of the surviving imperial statue bases
were set up in houses (if we exclude palaces), it is likely that at least some of the many
unprovenanced imperial busts were originally part of the decor of these structures. This
is suggested by a passage in the biography of Marcus Aurelius in the Historia Augusta,
in which the biographer remarks that up until his day people kept statues of the emperor
next to their penates.54

The politics of dedications

The political significance of statue monuments is well illustrated by the inscription record-
ing the award of such an honor to Lucius Aurelius Avianius Symmachus, in 377 CE:

[Statue of ] Phosphorius. To Lucius Aurelius Avianius Symmachus, of clarissimus
rank, urban prefect, consul, legate of the praetorian prefect in Rome and in the
neighbouring provinces, prefect of the annona of the city of Rome, higher pontiff,
member of the college of the quindecemviri sacris faciundis, responsible on many
occasions for embassies to deified emperors following the wishes of the senatorial
order, whose opinion in the Senate was usually the first to be asked, who enriched
with authority, prudence, and eloquence the seat of this great order. The gilded

49 See, from a long list, CIL VI 40798 = LSA-784 (to an emperor, in the Forum of Caesar); CIL VI
1156b = 1658c = LSA-1277 (unstated, in the Roman Forum); CIL VI 1171 = LSA-1286 (to an
emperor, in the Baths of Caracalla); and CIL VI 1193 = LSA-1310 (to an emperor, near the
Theatre of Pompey).

50 As argued in Machado 2006, 172.
51 See Eck 1997, 78–79; Fejfer 2008, 89–103; Corbier 2011. Flower 1996, 185–222, discusses the dis-

play of imagines in aristocratic houses during the Republican period. See Machado 2019 for the
importance of houses in Late Antique Rome. For earlier periods, see Eck 1997.

52 E.g., by clients to a patron (CILVI 1682 = LSA-1394 and CILVI 1700 = LSA-1403) or by a son to a
parent (CILVI 1704 = LSA-1266 and CILVI 1709 = LSA-879).

53 CILVI 1743 = LSA-1445.
54 SHA, Marc. 18.6: “Denique hodieque in multis domibus Marci Antonini statuae consistunt inter

deos penates.”
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statue that the great Senate obtained from our Lords Augusti through frequent
petitions, and that our triumphant emperors commanded to be set up in the
accompanying oration with a list of his successive merits; and to this honor
their [i.e., imperial] judgment also added that a further statue of equal splendour
be placed in Constantinople. Dedicated on the III of the Kalends of May, during
the fourth consulship of our lord Gratian and Merobaudes.55

The inscription follows Symmachus’s successful career, which culminated with the
urban prefecture in 364–65 CE, highlighting his political services and personal virtues; it
then mentions the honor being awarded, as well as the prestigious agents involved in
the process: the Senate and the court. Furthermore, the monument was accompanied by
an inscribed oration transcribing the imperial decision and a list of the honorand’s merits –
an element that, in itself, added to Symmachus’s honor.56 There was much here that was
traditional, following models that had their origins in the reign of Augustus and developed
over the course of centuries.57 However, the political context of the second half of the 4th
c. CE plays a major role in the dedication, not only in the fact that Symmachus was praised
for his role in senatorial embassies to emperors who never visited Rome, but also by the
reference to the unusual honor of having statues dedicated both in Rome and in the
new imperial center, Constantinople.

Inscribed dedications frequently stressed the unique character and standing of the indi-
vidual being honored. This is seen in the case of the elder Symmachus, praised for his
authority, prudence, and eloquence, but also in the dedication made to his son, Quintus
Aurelius Symmachus, celebrated as a most skillful orator (orator disertissimus). His contem-
porary, Sextus Petronius Probus, was the “summit of nobility” (nobilitatis culmen).58 As Olli
Salomies observed, during this period the language of honorific dedications became much
more personal, adjectival, and hyperbolic.59 Nevertheless, as Géza Alföldy noted, by
emphasizing a small group of qualities – culture, learning, justice, ancestry – and making
use of the same adjectives, these inscriptions also highlighted the fact that these men (and,
less frequently, women) were all members of the same social class.60 A similar play

55 CIL VI 1698 = LSA-342: “Phosphorii. / Lucio Aur(elio) Avianio Symmacho, v(iro) c(larissimo), /
praefecto urbi, consuli, pro praefectis / praetorio in urbe Roma finitimisque / provinciis, prae-
fecto annonae ur/bis Romae, pontifici maiori, quinde/cemviro s(acris) f(aciundis), multis legat
[io]nibus / pro amplissimi ordinis desideriis / apud divos principes functo, qui / primus in
senatu sententiam roga/ri solitus auctoritate prudentia atq(ue) / eloquentia pro dignitate tanti
ordi/nis magnitudinem loci eius inpleve/rit, auro inlustrem statuam quam / a dominis
Augustisq(ue) nostr(is) senatus / amplissimus decretis frequentib(us) in/petrabit, idem triumfa-
tores principes / nostri constitui adposita oratione ius/serunt, quae meritorum eius ordinem/ ac
seriem contineret, quorum perenne/ iudicium tanto muneri hoc quoque ad/didit ut alteram sta-
tuam pari splen/dore etiam apud Constatinopolim / conlocaret. // Dedicata III Kal(endas)
Maias, / d(omino) n(ostro) Gratiano IIII et Merobaude / co(n)s(ulibus).” Translation from LSA.

56 For Symmachus’s career, see PLRE I, Symmachus 3; see Weisweiler 2012b, 314–16, for this
inscription and the “accompanying oration.”

57 See Eck 1984, 149–52. For developments in the imperial period, see Salomies 1994 and, more
recently, Davenport 2015. For the Late Imperial developments specifically, see Alföldy 1982.

58 Respectively, CIL VI 1699 = LSA-270 and CIL VI 1751 = LSA-272. See Salomies 1994, 71, for this
tendency; see Neri 1981 for a survey of this type of praise.

59 See Salomies 1994.
60 Alföldy 1982, 40. See also Chenault 2012, 109–12.
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between uniqueness and identity is visible in imperial dedications, where successive rulers
are praised as most powerful, most pious, or (paradoxically) most invincible.61

Statues made an acknowledgment of honor – be it by an imperial decision, a vote in the
Senate, or an acclamation in the circus – permanent, something for all to see.62 As
Ammianus Marcellinus observed, members of the Roman elite competed for this type of
distinction: “Some of these men eagerly strive for statues, thinking that by them they
can be made immortal, as if they would gain a greater reward from senseless brazen
images than from the consciousness of honorable and virtuous conduct.”63 The historian’s
criticism was directed not against the association of statues with immortality, but against
senatorial lack of consideration for higher virtues – on which public honors should
be based.

It is Quintus Aurelius Symmachus, in a surprisingly ferocious letter, who provides us
with the best illustration of the complexities involved in the dedication of a statue. In
this case, he complains to a friend about a decision made by the citizens of a North
African town (Ep. 9.115). The decision, made public in a decree, was either to not dedicate
statues to him, or to remove those that had been previously dedicated.64 Having been pro-
consul of Africa in 373–74 CE, Symmachus considered these the “reproachful acts of the
envious” (aemulorum facta inproba) and the “dishonorable decisions of the ungrateful”
(ingratorum foeda decreta). What we see at work here is both the expectation of a Roman
noble and the political mechanisms that were put in motion for the dedication of a statue:
political circumstances, pressures, and commitments were important factors at play.

Aristocratic interest in statues was not new; and yet, the frequency with which this is
stated in Late Antique sources suggests that Symmachus and his peers were now keener
than ever for such honors. This was probably due to the changed nature of the Roman
elite, following the creation of an unprecedented number of new senators in the
Constantinian expansion of the senatorial order: permanent and conspicuous signs of
social distinction became more valuable at a time of social change.65 As will be shown
in the next section, the senatorial eagerness for statues became more visible in the epi-
graphic and archaeological records around the middle of the 4th c. CE, when a new hier-
archy of official titles and honors capable of expressing distinction (while reinforcing

61 E.g., CILVI 1180 = LSA-1291 ( fortissimus and invictissimus); and CILVI 1182 = LSA-1293 (piissimo
and felicissimo). See Chastagnol 1988 for an inventory of titles. The new language of imperial
dedications is discussed in Weisweiler 2012a, 328; and Weisweiler 2016, 196–99.

62 This is explored in more detail in Machado 2019, 139–45.
63 Amm. Marc. 14.6.8 (transl. Rolfe): “ex his quidam aeternitati se commendari posse per statuas

aestimantes, eas ardenter affectant, quasi plus praemii de figmentis aereis sensus carentibus
adepturi, quam ex conscientia honeste recteque factorum …”

64 Roda 1981, 256–59, dates the letter to 389 CE and suggests that Symmachus’s political misfor-
tunes after the defeat of Maximus could have been the context for the removal of his statues.
Callu, the editor of the Belles Lettres edition of the letters, dates it to 375–76 CE and suggests
that the statue had been denied owing to the influence of Symmachus’s immediate successors
in the proconsulship. For Symmachus’s career, see PLRE I, Symmachus 4.

65 See P. Heather, in CAH XIII, 184–210, for an analysis of this process. Forlin Patrucco and Roda
1986 discuss the values and political standing of the senatorial elite. For the Roman elite, see
Machado 2019, 10–14, with bibliography.
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cohesion) in the face of growing social diversity took shape.66 It was the great senatorial
appetite for statues that led the emperors Arcadius and Honorius to address a law in 398
to the praetorian prefect of Italy, Flavius Mallius Theodorus, trying to control this practice:

If any governor has accepted bronze, silver, or marble statues dedicated during
his term of office without imperial permission, he shall pay back to our treasury
four times the emoluments he received while in the office polluted with such
extortion and presumptuousness, suffering at the same time the punishment of
losing his standing. For we do not want those who, eager for flattery or through
fear of being considered idle, have attempted to do what is prohibited, to be
immune from the risk of shame.67

In demanding statues from those who were subject to their authority, Late Roman offi-
cials were subverting the very principle that established that such honors should be an
acknowledgment and reward for their virtues and deeds. In this context, the dedication
of statues had become an act of submission rather than gratitude. The court – always mind-
ful of the distribution of honors – tried to curb this development.

Not only honorands benefited from the honor of having a statue, however. Awarders,
too, could derive great prestige from setting up these monuments. Writing in the Early
Imperial period, Pliny the Younger explained how this was possible in a letter to his friend
Cornelius Titianus (Ep. 1.17.4). He wrote that Titinius Capito had obtained imperial per-
mission to dedicate a statue in the Forum to Lucius Silanus, who had been executed during
the reign of Nero. Such a good deed would have been enough to win Capito the highest
praises but, as Pliny observed, he also won immortality, for setting up a statue in the
Forum was as honorific as having a statue there.

So it is that, as a 5th-c. CE fragmentary inscription found in the Forum of Trajan records,
“the lofty council and Roman people asked, with decrees contending among themselves,
for another statue for him which was brought about with such great speed by the most
provident and clement princes that the petition was believed to have been anticipated
by the imperial distinction itself.”68 Senate, people, and emperor arrived together in the
race to celebrate this unnamed aristocrat. In the case of Cheionius Contucius, however,
the city of Forum Novum openly boasted of having beaten their neighbors in the province
of Flaminia et Picenum in dedicating a statue to their former governor.69 This logic is

66 As discussed by Schmidt-Hofner 2010; see also Jones 1964, 518–29. Dillon 2015 explores the pol-
itical repercussions of imperial legislation.

67 Cod. Iust. 1.24.1: “Si quis iudicum accepisse aeneas vel argenteas vel marmoreas statuas extra
imperiale beneficium in administratione positus detegetur, emolumenta, quae acceperit in ea
positus dignitate, quam polluit, cum extortis titulis vel praesumptis in quadruplum fisco nostro
inferat simulque noverit existimationis suae poenam se subiturum. nec eos sane a periculo
pudoris haberi volumus immunes, qui adulandi studio aut metu inconstanti ignavia transire
quae sunt interdicta temptaverint.” On Theodorus, see PLRE I, Theodorus 27. It is possible
that he was also honored with a statue by provincials (CILVI 41380), although the identification
is uncertain.

68 CIL VI 1789 = LSA-1410: “..ob quae ordo sublimis [populusq(ue)] / [R]omanus alteram ei sta-
tuam dec[retis inter se] / certantibus poposcerunt, tan[ta a provi]/dentissimis clementibusque
p[rincipibus] / celeritate delatam, ut petitito i[pso sacro] / [bene]ficio praeventa credatur.”
Translation from LSA.

69 CILVI 1706 = LSA-1413: “… Foronovani / desidideria totius / provinciae prae/cedentes statu/am
ad vivacem recor/dationem et sempiterna(m) / memoriam posuerunt.”
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particularly clear in the case of urban prefects, who were directly responsible for dedica-
tions to emperors and of restored works of art. In this instance, their institutional power
(as imperial representatives and as managers of Rome’s urban fabric) put them in a favor-
able position to gain distinction by setting up monuments in different spaces of the city.

Statues were thus able to express honor and power in the urban space, advertising to
Roman citizens, imperial officials, and visitors the social realities and cultural values of
their awarders. In spite of important continuities with the Early Empire, this system experi-
enced important changes in Late Antiquity, changes that included a greater control by
authorities like the court and the urban prefecture, and new iconographic elements. The
most important evolution was not a matter of form, however, but a revolution in the
very social mechanisms that animated the dedication of statues, a development directly
related to the senatorial appetite for these same monuments. It is to this process that we
must now turn.

The new demography of statues

The Roman statue habit experienced crucial changes in response to the social, cultural,
and political developments that marked Late Antiquity. The most visible evolution was the
significant decline in the overall number of statues dedicated every year – until these
monuments practically ceased to be set up in the 5th c. CE. Although it is impossible to
form a precise picture of this process, the epigraphic evidence is useful for highlighting
its main trends. The histogram in Figure 3 charts the 329 datable inscriptions identified.70

The periods considered vary in length because the dating of an inscription is sometimes
very uncertain, but also because some periods that might be seen as coherent (such as
the “Tetrarchic period,” or the “Theodosian dynasty”) would have to be divided otherwise.
The chart also shows changes in the average number of statues dedicated each year for all
periods, providing a clearer sense of the evolution of the habit.

We have no clear picture of how these numbers compare with the 3rd c. CE in Rome.
Silja Spranger showed that the traditional image of a dramatic Empire-wide decline after
the Severan dynasty is misleading, and we should be careful in assuming a strong contrast
between the two periods.71 Nevertheless, it seems clear that the beginning of the Tetrarchic
regime was marked by a significant spike in this practice in the urbs, and the average num-
ber of statues erected each year actually rose during the period between the death of
Constantine (337 CE) and the accession of Theodosius in 379 CE (from 2.09 to 2.66 per
year).72 The number of dedications declined sharply after that, eventually disappearing
in the later part of the 5th c. This is a process that took place in other parts of the

70 A further 43 cannot be dated. Note that a few of these dedications referred to more prestigious
monuments, such as triumphal arches and honorific columns, and the chart does not account for
these differences; but the vast majority of dedications refer to freestanding statues.

71 See Spranger 2016, based on her 2014 Oxford DPhil thesis, “Honorific statuary in the third
century A.D.” (not seen). Smith 2016b, 8–9, observes that the number of imperial statue bases
did not vary significantly between 235 and 337 CE, although the numbers are much smaller
than for the 2nd c. CE.

72 Spranger 2016, 237, identifies fewer than 20 surviving bases with dedications to emperors in
Rome for the entire period 222–85. This is in stark contrast with the 74 surviving imperial
bases dedicated in Rome between 284 and 337 CE (see Table 1).
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Roman world as well.73 What makes Rome stand out is both the duration and scale of the
habit into this later phase. We should also bear in mind that the areas of the city for which
we are better informed, such as the Roman Forum and the Forum of Trajan, are also areas
that retained some of their ceremonial use for longer (and whose statue collection contin-
ued to be updated until the end of our period). In other words, if anything, the evidence
available underplays the importance of the break between the 4th and 5th c. CE.

Any picture of the evolution of the statue habit should take into account the fact that,
rather than evenly distributed, the erection of dedications was concentrated in particular
moments in the history of the city. The imperial visit of 303 CE, military triumphs, and
the inauguration of major building works like the restoration of the Forum probably
accounted for a large number of the Tetrarchic dedications. Later imperial visits were simi-
larly the context for important campaigns of dedication, such as when Constantius II
sojourned in Rome in 357 CE.74 Prefects and other officials could also follow a systematic
policy of dedicating statues as a form of celebrating the city’s sculptural heritage and
spaces.75 The urban prefect Fabius Titianus (in office from 339 to 341 CE) dedicated
seven statues with unstated subjects in the area of the Forum.76 A few years later, the

Fig. 3. Distribution of dedications per period (with annual average).

73 See Smith 2016b, 3–4, for a clear and dramatic picture.
74 CIL VI 1161 = LSA-1278; CIL VI 1162 = LSA-1279; CIL VI 31395 = LSA-1360; CIL VI 1168 =

LSA-1099 (to Julian), all dedicated by the urban prefect Memmius Vitrasius Orfitus in the
Roman Forum.

75 See Machado 2006, 179–85; Kalas 2015, 105–24.
76 CILVI 1653a = LSA-1328: “Fabius Titianus, / v(ir) c(larissimus), consul, / praef(ectus) urbi, / cur-

avit”; see also CILVI 1653b = LSA-1329; CILVI 1653c = LSA-1330; CILVI 31880 = LSA-1331; CILVI
31881 = LSA-1332; CILVI 37107 = LSA-1333; CILVI 37108 = LSA-1334. Titianus dedicated another
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former prefect and consul Naeratius Cerealis celebrated the inauguration of his baths on
the Esquiline with another series of dedications, 10 of which survive.77 In 377 CE the pre-
fect Gabinius Vettius Probianus then dedicated nine statues (also to unstated subjects) in
the Forum.78 As a result, just three officials were responsible for 26 out of the 112 dedica-
tions made between 338 and 379 CE; roughly 23% of the dedications made during this per-
iod took place in three years. These relatively large-scale campaigns of dedications
continued into the 5th c. CE: the urban prefect Petronius Maximus set up three statues
to unstated subjects in 420–21 CE, and Fabius Felix Passifilus Paulinus, also a prefect,
was responsible for five dedications between 450 and 476 CE.79

The chronological distribution of statue dedications made in Rome reveals a fundamen-
tal departure from Early Imperial practice. As the number of dedications made per year
declined, the setting up of statues became an increasingly extraordinary occasion. This
development had two consequences. In the first place, the statue habit can be said to
have ended in the last quarter of the 4th c. CE, when the number of statues dedicated
per year became too small to be considered a recurring practice. At the same time, as
dedications became rarer, so did the honor of having a statue erected in Rome. Being
represented in marble or bronze, whether in the Forum of Trajan or in the atrium of an
aristocratic domus, was now a more exclusive distinction than it had been in previous
periods. Before offering a proper explanation for these changes, however, it is necessary
to consider how the identity of honorands and awarders evolved in Late Antique Rome,
as a way of understanding the social dynamics behind them.

Honorands

The choice of whom to honor with a statue became more significant in a context of fewer
dedications. In this sense, the evolution of Rome’s statue habit in terms of the identity of the
honorands is particularly revealing. As Table 1 shows, although imperial monuments
accounted for the largest number of dedications overall, the frequency with which the rul-
ing power was honored declined significantly after the death of Constantine. As mentioned
above, emperors had accounted for the largest share of honors in Rome since the time of
Augustus.80 The imperial house continued to be an important focus of loyalty until the
beginning of the 5th c. CE, a position that was confirmed in the overblown language of
these dedications. However, imperial dedications almost disappear from the record after
that – paradoxically, at a time when the court was more present in Rome than any time

two statues when prefect for the second time in 350–51 CE: CILVI 1654 = LSA-1335 and CILVI
41335a = LSA-1562. On Titianus’s career, see PLRE I, Titianus 6.

77 CIL VI 1744a = LSA-1447; CIL VI 1744a’ = LSA-1446; CIL VI 1744b = LSA-1448; CIL VI 1744c =
LSA-790; CIL VI 1744d = LSA-1451; CIL VI 1744e, f, l = LSA-1450; CIL VI 1744g = LSA-1454; CIL
VI 1744h = LSA-1452; CILVI 1744i = LSA-1453; CILVI 1744k = LSA-1449.

78 CIL VI 1156b = LSA-1271; CIL VI 1658a = LSA-1340; CIL VI 1658b = LSA-1341; CIL VI 1658d =
LSA-1342; CIL VI 31886 = LSA-1362; CIL VI 3864a = LSA-1358; CIL VI 3864b = LSA-1359; CIL VI
41337 = LSA-1433; CIL VI 41338 = LSA-1578. For the date of Probianus’s prefecture, see
Machado 2006, 170–71.

79 Petronius Maximus: CILVI 1660a = LSA-1344; CILVI 1660b = LSA-1345; CILVI 1660c = LSA-1346.
Paulinus: CILVI 1166c = LSA-1283; CILVI 1656a = LSA-1338; CILVI 41391b = LSA-1523; AE 2011
136 = LSA-1819; LSA-2664.

80 A process studied by Eck 1984; see also Wallace-Hadrill 1990 and Alföldy 2001.
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in the previous century.81 There are only two dedications datable to the period between 424
and 455 CE (9.4% of the total dedicated in this period) and none for the years between 456
and 493 CE. Although there were certainly more statues than this – as suggested by the
three surviving portraits of the so-called Ariadne (early 6th c. CE), for example – the declin-
ing trend is clear.82 It is likely that such an early reduction of imperial statues was related to
broader developments in the nature and presentation of the imperial office, a process that
involved the establishment of new sources of legitimacy and new forms of political celebra-
tion.83 The decline of imperial images is more striking because statues continued to be used
to express the political realities of the time: as the dedications to Stilicho, Aetius, and
Merobaudes show, this honorific language was flexible enough to incorporate new types
of leadership.84

If the impact of political changes seems straightforward, that of Christianity is more
complex. There is a decline in the number of statues dedicated to priests as priests – that
is, those that focus on the holding of a priesthood as the main reason for the honor. This
decline took place in the first decades of the 4th c. CE, however, before the spread of
Christianity could have had any influence in the making of these awards. Statues of
Classical deities, on the other hand, were still set up in the 5th c. CE, and it is likely that
at least some of the statues moved to new places or restored represented religious

Table 1.
Statue dedications per category of honorand by period

Honorand 284–337 338–79 380–423 424–55 456–93 494–536 537–608 Uncertain Total

Emperors 74
(65.5%)

29
(25.9%)

23
(36.5%)

2
(9.5%)

— 1
(100%)

1
(100%)

4
(9.3%)

134
(36.0%)

Aristocrats 15
(13.3%)

36
(32.1%)

24
(38.1%)

11
(52.4%)

4
(22.2%)

— — 11
(25.6%)

101
(27.2%)

Military — — 4
(6.3%)

2
(9.5%)

— — — — 6
(1.6%)

Priests 9
(8.0%)

1
(0.9%)

1
(1.6%)

— — — — 1
(2.3%)

12
(3.2%)

Athletes — 1
(0.9%)

1
(1.6%)

— — — — — 2
(0.5%)

Deities 5
(4.4%)

6
(5.4%)

1
(1.6%)

— 2
(11.1%)

— — 2
(4.7%)

16
(4.3%)

Unstated 5
(4.4%)

35
(31.3%)

8
(12.7%)

6
(28.6%)

10
(55.6%)

— — 10
(23.3%)

74
(19.9%)

Unknown 5
(4.4%)

4
(3.6%)

1
(1.6%)

— 2
(11.1%)

— — 15
(34.9%)

27
(7.3%)

Total 113 112 63 21 18 1 1 43 372

81 As shown by Gillett 2001.
82 See LSA-755, LSA-756, and LSA-757.
83 A process charted in McEvoy 2010 for Rome. For the decline of imperial statues in general,

see Smith 1985, 216–19, discussing the evidence gathered by Stichel 1982; also Bauer 1996,
who follows him closely. More recently, see Anderson 2016.

84 Stilicho: CILVI 1730 = LSA-1436; CILVI 1731 = LSA-1437; CILVI 41381 = LSA-1490; CILVI 41382 =
LSA-1587. Merobaudes: CILVI 1724 = LSA-319. Aetius: CILVI 41389 = LSA-1434.
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subjects.85 Although statues of gods acquired an increasingly ambiguous standing in
Christian circles, officials all over the Empire remained committed to preserving these
objects, whether for purely aesthetic or historical reasons.86

There is a very clear change, however, in the number of dedications to aristocrats (101 out
of 372, totaling 27.2%). Although I have included here courtiers like Claudian, the majority of
these statues celebrated members of the senatorial order who were permanently or tempor-
arily resident in Rome.87 The importance of these dedications grew in the years that followed
the reign of Constantine, reaching 32.1% of all dedications made between 338 and 379 CE
(more than imperial dedications), and continued to grow in the following periods, until
the end of the 5th c. CE. Many of these were placed in domestic contexts,88 leaving public
spaces dominated by imperial images, but it is significant that – at a time when the number
of dedications started to decline – the political decision to award these monuments was more
often directed at members of the powerful local senatorial elite than at the imperial court.

The rise in the number of aristocratic monuments should be treated with caution.
Emperors were involved in a number of these initiatives and especially in the most presti-
gious ones in the Forum of Trajan; although they did not act in isolation, the preeminence
of the court was very clear to all agents involved.89 Nevertheless, it is also clear that the
combination of statue monument with an inscribed base (detailing who dedicated it and
to whom) was increasingly seen as an honorific language appropriate to speak of and to
members of the aristocracy. Members of this social group were particularly fond of these
monuments, as we saw in the previous section, and their involvement in city life ensured
that local awarders concentrated their attention on them. The role played by members of
the senatorial aristocracy is clear, especially when we consider their increasing presence
in the dedications made in cities across Italy, where they came to replace emperors and
members of the local elite as the main honorands.90 This was in clear contrast to Early
Imperial practice, when a much larger number of statues was dedicated to emperors
than to senatorial aristocrats.91

We might ask how peculiar Rome was, in this sense, when compared to other cities and
parts of the Empire. Constantinople would be an interesting place to start this comparison,
as aristocratic monuments probably also played an important role in the city’s rich statuary
corpus.92 Unfortunately, our knowledge about dedications is almost entirely based on writ-
ten sources such as the Parastaseis and the Patria, and is therefore of an entirely different
nature, making comparisons of very limited use. The LSA database records only 20 dedi-
cations to imperial and senatorial office-holders in the eastern capital, but 132 for emperors

85 As suggested by De Rossi 1874 and, more recently, Curran 1994 and Lepelley 1994.
86 See, from a very long bibliography, Mango 1963 and Saradi-Mendelovici 1990.
87 For Claudian, see CILVI 1710 = LSA-1355.
88 Almost 50%, as seen above.
89 Chenault 2012, 114; Weisweiler 2016 provides an interesting reading of these inscriptions.
90 A development explored in Machado 2018, 61–63, with special emphasis on Campania.
91 I could not, however, find any reference to actual numbers of statues put up in Rome during the

Early Imperial period, apart from the reference of Eck 1996a, 302: of 300 aristocratic inscriptions,
120 are honorific – the majority from statue bases. But Eck does not give actual numbers for
these, nor for imperial statues.

92 See Bauer 2003.

Carlos Machado

648
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1047759421000325 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1047759421000325


and members of their family. Imperial dedications dominate the evidence in North Africa,
too, and are also widely spread through different types of settlements (from provincial
capitals to minor towns). The only exception seems to be Lepcis Magna, where the number
of dedications to governors, senior officials, and members of the local elite was also very
high, 39 out of a total of 76 dedicatory inscriptions – a pattern that was closer to
Rome’s.93 The evidence from Aphrodisias also provides us with elements for comparison:
as a provincial capital, the city was an important political center in Late Antiquity, and
urban life there shows important signs of vitality well into our period.94 More significantly,
it remained an important center for the production of new sculpture. Here, of 40 Late
Antique bases found, 8 are imperial dedications. Local notables were honored on 9 occa-
sions, and high imperial officials were celebrated in 15 monuments.95 In other words,
although the local elite remained an important element in city life, representatives of
imperial power attracted most of the attention.

This brief and unsystematic comparison highlights the peculiarities of the Roman case.
The enormous disparity in numbers is perhaps the most striking difference: many more
statue bases were dedicated in Rome than in any other city of the Empire. This does not
necessarily mean that Rome’s Late Antique sculptural collection was richer than that of
6th-c. CE Constantinople, for example, but it shows that Romans were particularly active
in recording their dedications in a very traditional way (as well as the scale of archaeo-
logical work in the city). Rome was similar to other cities, however, in the sense that a
large proportion of statues commemorated imperial power. This is easy to understand:
the city was an important political center, had immense symbolic value, and was visited
by different emperors during the period. What makes Rome especially interesting for us
is the number and nature of aristocratic dedications. In places like Aphrodisias and
Lepcis Magna, where many non-imperial dedications were made, these were primarily
honoring imperial officials, and not the local elite. In Rome, the senatorial aristocracy
was in the unique position of being both representative of the imperial government and
the local elite, receiving a large, and increasing, proportion of statues.

Awarders

The evolution of Rome’s statue habit can also be seen in terms of who was responsible for
setting up these monuments. As we can see in Table 2, a wide range of awarders is
recorded between the end of the 3rd c. and the last quarter of the 4th c. CE. These included
city and state officials of senatorial and equestrian rank, who honored emperors and mem-
bers of their families; guilds and provincial groups, primarily concerned with their aristo-
cratic patrons; and priests and private awarders, including relatives, clients, and even a
slave.96 One striking illustration of the openness of the statue habit in this earlier phase
is the large number of dedications made by state and city officials (33 in total), especially
in the Roman Forum – probably the most prestigious venue for such initiatives.97 Members
of the elite were also involved, such as high imperial officials, the Senate, and emperors.

93 See discussion of this material in Bigi and Tantillo 2016.
94 As eloquently illustrated by Roueché 2004.
95 See discussion in Smith 1999 and 2016a.
96 Slave: CILVI 1717 = LSA-1422.
97 See, for the Forum, CILVI 1119a = LSA-819; CILVI 1125 = LSA-820; CILVI 1132 = LSA-1259; CIL

VI 1133 = LSA-1260; CILVI 36946 = LSA-1539; CILVI 37129 = LSA-1379; CILVI 40722 = LSA-1381;
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This remarkably open degree of participation declined during the middle decades of the
4th c. CE: guilds and provincial groups remained active until approximately 380 CE, but
priests and officials (city and state) disappeared from the record earlier. Private awarders
remained important; in fact, their relative presence increased between the 4th and 5th
c. CE (from 8.8% to 19.0%). However, the actual social composition of this group changed,
becoming restricted to members of aristocratic families honoring their relatives. This is the
case for the statues set up by the former urban prefect and consul Anicius Acilius Glabrio
Faustus to his ancestors in the forum built by his father in the northern Campus Martius.98

Another striking example is the monument set up to Iunius Quartus Palladius by his
brother in their house (probably on the Aventine), sometime between 416 and 421 CE:
“Because of the strong affection of their kinship, and for the adornment of his house, his
brother considered it fair to place and set up a statue of him among himself and his family.”99

Themonumentwas primarily a familyaffair: dedicated byan unnamed brother, in the family
home, surrounded by likenesses of important ancestors, the statue celebrated the formidable
career of Palladius and the standing of his family (including the brother who dedicated it, by
association). It is an example of family promotion, rather than just an expression of gratitude
or loyalty.

Emperors and the Senate awarded monuments to generals and important aristocrats in
the most prestigious spaces of the city, such as the Roman Forum and the Forum of
Trajan.100 It is clear, however, that ultimately Rome’s Late Antique statue habit was domi-
nated by the figure of the urban prefect. Although responsible for a relatively small number
of dedications in the late 3rd to early 4th c. CE (with just over 6% of all dedications), the
role of prefect was dramatically changed as his remit was reformed and different offices
came under his authority. Prefects played a crucial part in shaping the city’s population
of statues after that.101 Even the office of curator statuarum, directly related to this practice,
only appears in a single dedication from this period.102 Benjamin Anderson recently
observed that the dedication of imperial statues in other parts of the Empire was monopo-
lized by the highest imperial officials by the 6th and 7th c. CE.103 The case of Rome con-
firms this trend, while showing that it started earlier – in the 4th c. CE – and that other
types of dedication were progressively controlled by the most prestigious awarders: the
court, the Senate, and (most conspicuously) the urban prefect. It is this process of increased

CIL VI 40760 = LSA-1519; CIL VI 1144 = LSA-1264; CIL VI 1156a = LSA-1276; CIL VI 1225 =
LSA-1320; CIL VI 31513 = LSA-1500; CIL VI 36951 = LSA-1366; CIL VI 37133 = LSA-1411. See
now Machado 2019, 100–1, for a discussion of the dedications carried out in the Forum during
this period.

98 CIL VI 1767 = LSA-1466; CIL VI 37119 = LSA-1577; CIL VI 1678 = LSA-1393. See Machado 2019,
73–74, on this space.

99 CILVI 41383 = LSA-1521: “Eius / statuam ob egregiam propinqui/tatis affectionem ad decorem /
domus germanus eius inter se / ac suos locari constituique / ius habuit.” Translation from LSA.
The base was found on via di S. Sabina, near the monastery of S. Anselmo.

100 As discussed by Chenault 2012.
101 The fundamental study of the urban prefecture and its organization in the early 4th c. remains

Chastagnol 1960.
102 A curator is only mentioned as directly involved in a dedication in CIL VI 1708 = 41318 =

LSA-1416, but note that the Senate was responsible for the initiative, which is dated to 336/
7 CE, the beginning of the period. On curatores statuarum, see Chastagnol 1960, 51–52.

103 Anderson 2016, 298–300.
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aristocratic eagerness for statues and official control over dedications that we must now
consider, if we want to understand the end of the statue habit in Rome.

The end of the statue habit

Although an Empire-wide phenomenon, the decline of the statue habit was marked by fun-
damental regional differences, each with its own history.104 In Rome, the practice of setting
up statues lost its “recurring, socially diffuse” character in the last quarter of the 4th c. CE,
when it declined quickly and abruptly. Already visible after 380 CE, this process became
evident from the death of Honorius (423 CE) onward, when less than one statue (0.65)
was dedicated per year on average. Decline was accompanied by a different set of priorities
on the part of awarders, with a renewed focus on the city’s heritage and elite. Most import-
antly, as the diversity of agents involved in the setting up of statues declined, the social
mechanism that had been responsible for the Classical statue habit disappeared.105 This
was a revolution in the social practice of acknowledging honors through statues, now lim-
ited to a very narrow social group. This is suggested by a law of Theodosius II and
Valentinian III, which, although referring to Constantinople, highlights developments
that were also taking place in the West:

It is both fitting that prizes for virtue should be granted to those deserving them,
and that the honors of some should not lead to damage to others. Therefore,

Table 2.
Statue dedications per category of awarder by period

Awarder
284–
337 338–79

380–
423 424–55 456–93

494–
536

537–
608 Uncertain Total

State/city
officials

33
(29.2%)

6
(5.4%)

— — — — — — 39
(10.5%)

Guilds/provinces 9
(8.0%)

17
(15.2%)

4
(6.3%)

— — — — 2
(4.7%)

32
(8.6%)

Populus
romanus

— — 1
(1.6%)

— — — — — 1
(0.3%)

Private awarders 10
(8.8%)

9
(8.0%)

12
(19.0%)

4
(19.0%)

— — — 3
(7.0%)

38
(10.2%)

Priests 3
(2.7%)

2
(1.8%)

— — — — — 1
(2.3%)

6
(1.6%)

High imperial
officer

8
(7.1%)

13
(11.6%)

— 1
(4.8%)

— — 1
(100%)

1
(2.3%)

24
(6.5%)

Urban prefects 7
(6.2%)

44
(39.3%)

22
(34.9%)

6
(28.6%)

14
(77.8%)

— — 4
(9.3%)

97
(26.1%)

Senate 4
(3.5%)

5
(4.5%)

9
(14.3%)

4
(19.0%)

— — — 1
(2.3%)

23
(6.2%)

Emperors 2
(1.8%)

6
(5.4%)

3
(4.8%)

5
(23.8%)

— — — — 16
(4.3%)

Unknown 37
(32.7%)

10
(8.9%)

12
(19.0%)

1
(4.8%)

4
(22.2%)

1
(100%)

— 31
(72.1%)

96
(25.8%)

Total 113 112 63 21 18 1 1 43 372

104 See Ward-Perkins 2016a, 296–97.
105 A process highlighted recently by Ward-Perkins 2016a, 303–4, and Anderson 2016, 298–99, for

imperial statues.
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whenever a statue is offered by any collegium or office in this most sacred city
[Constantinople] or in the provinces to one of our judges or to someone else,
we do not allow the expenses to be collected from apportionment, but from
him for whom the honor was requested, and with whose own funds we order
the statue to be dedicated.106

The idea that honorific statues, even when offered by a guild or a provincial city, should
necessarily be paid for by the aristocrat and/or official being honored represented a dramatic
shift in the Classical economy of honors. It was common for generous benefactors, in earlier
periods, to cover the cost of honors voted on their behalf.107 The law of Theodosius II and
Valentinian III, however, made this transaction an obligatory element in the dedication of a
statue, acknowledging the pressure represented by suchmonuments on thefinancial realities
of non-elite awarders. The Classical statue habit endedwhen statues ceased to function as an
element in the exchanges between subjects and rulers, or between clients and patrons.
Instead, they were now set up by members of the topmost elite to their associates
and peers. The end of the statue habit was therefore an aspect of broader changes in
Roman political life, as power and honor became more associated with the imperial court,
and senators asserted their dominance over Rome and its spaces.108 The statues set up
from the late 4th c. CE onwards reveal new priorities, expressed through different social
mechanisms, and fulfilled new functions in Roman society – and this is what we need
to explore next.

The Late Antique culture of statues

The end of the statue habit did not entail the end of statue dedications, and sculpted
monuments remained an important feature in the cityscape. In the Roman Forum, for
example, the restoration and rededication of older monuments contributed to the recre-
ation of Rome’s past, emphasizing civic identity and the city’s unique cultural and political
standing.109 As Robert Coates-Stephens has shown, statues were preserved, moved, and
rededicated in new settings, creating new sculptural ensembles and adding meaning to dif-
ferent parts of the city.110 Prestigious monuments were removed from view and stored, pre-
sumably during times of military or civil troubles that disturbed the city in the 5th c. CE.111

Describing Rome’s splendors, the chronicle of Pseudo-Zachariah Rhetor records 80 statues
of gods in gold, 64 in ivory, 31 large pedestals of marble, 3,785 statues of emperors and
commanders, 25 bronze statues of kings of the house of David and other figures in ancient

106 CJ 1.24.4: “Et virtutum praemia tribui merentibus convenit et aliorum honores aliis damnorum
occasionem fieri non oportet. Idcirco quotiens vel iudicibus nostris vel cuilibet alii statua fuerit a
quocumque collegio seu officio vel in hac sacratissima civitate vel in provinciis postulata, nequa-
quam ex discriptione sumptus colligi patimur, sed eius, cuius ad honorem petitur, expensis pro-
priis statuam collocari praecipimus.” The law was addressed to Nomus, magister officiorum of the
East (PLRE II, Nomus 1).

107 See evidence collected in Liebenam 1967, 128.
108 A process analyzed in Machado 2019; see also Ward-Perkins and Machado 2013. The decline of

traditional forms of civic politics had parallels in the provinces: Ward-Perkins 2016a, 304;
Machado 2010, 249 (for Italy).

109 As argued by Kalas 2015, 118–21.
110 Especially Coates-Stephens 2017a; Coates-Stephens 2017b.
111 The concealment of statues in Late Antique Rome was documented and analyzed by Ambrogi

2011; Ambrogi 2012.
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Jewish history brought from Jerusalem by Vespasian, and two colossal statues – a list that is
as impressive as it is (presumably) incomplete.112 The Ostrogothic court, in the 6th c. CE,
still appointed an official explicitly in charge of looking after Rome’s statues.113 Procopius
of Caesarea, who visited the city toward the middle of the 6th c. CE, thought it worthwhile
registering the statues by famous Greek sculptors that he had seen in the Temple of
Peace.114 More importantly, statues were still considered suitable monuments to honor
important senators, the Ostrogothic king Theoderic, and even (by the end of our period)
the Byzantine ruler Phocas. The continued significance of statues in spite of the end of
the statue habit raises the issue of how we should see these monuments and how can
we characterize Late Antique Rome’s culture of statues.

As mentioned in the introduction, scholars have traditionally focused either on honor-
ific monuments as evidence for political change or on restored statues as an indication of
civic pride and care for the city’s heritage.115 However, in order to understand the role and
meaning of statues in Late Antique Rome, it is necessary to consider these two types of
dedication as part of the same culture.116 Urban prefects played a key role in this area.
In the middle of the 5th c. CE, Rufius Valerius Messala dedicated a statue of Victoria as
an ornament in the Vicus Patricius.117 A few decades later, Anicius Acilius Aginatius
Faustus dedicated a simulacrum of Minerva “for the happiness of the times” as part of
the restoration of the Atrium Minervae, a structure founded by Augustus at the entrance
of the Senate House in the Forum.118 At a time when Christianity played a major role in
urban life, these prefects chose to emphasize the pagan identity of the statues, rather
than leaving the subject unstated. Victoria and Minerva were deities who played an
important role in Rome’s history and identity, and these prefects explicitly acknowledged
their importance.119 In the second half of the 5th c. CE, the urban prefect Fabius Felix
Passifilus Paulinus dedicated two statues with unstated subjects in the Athenaeum, a
space of learning and culture, “with his special care” (studiis suis).120

As these examples indicate, antiquity was one of the primary reasons why statues were
treasured in Late Antique Rome.121 Identifying the sculptor of a particular work as a

112 I am following the translation in the edition by Greatrex 2011, 421–22.
113 Cassiod. Var. 7.13.
114 Procop. Goth. 4.21.12–14.
115 For political monuments, see Alföldy 1982 and Weisweiler 2012a, for example; for the care for

ancient monuments, see Curran 1994 and Lavan 2011.
116 Smith 2007b considers all statues (and bases) discovered in the area of the Hadrianic Baths in

Aphrodisias, providing a uniquely complex picture of a statue culture. For Rome, see
Coates-Stephens 2017b.

117 CIL VI 1775 = 41422 = LSA-1471: “[Rufiu]s Val(erius) Messala, v(ir) c(larissimus), praefectus
urbi, / [ad omne]m(?) splendorem publicum, in vico patricio / [simulacrum?] Victoriae / [poni
iussit?] et fieri et ornari procurabit.”

118 CILVI 526 = 1664 = LSA-791: “Simulacrum Minerbae / abolendo incendio / tumultus civilis igni /
tecto cadente confractum / Anicius Acilius Aginatius / Faustus v(ir) c(larissimus) et inl(ustris)
praef(ectus) urbi / vic(e) sac(ra) iud(icans) in melius / integro proviso pro / beatitudine temporis
restituit.”

119 This is discussed in Machado 2009, 348–53. See Jacobs 2020, 797–99, for a comparison with the
East.

120 AE 2011136 = LSA-1819 and Orlandi 2013 = LSA-2664.
121 See, in this respect, Stewart 2007; Keesling 2018 discusses Early Imperial antecedents.
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prestigious artist from the past was a favored way of highlighting this aspect. In the early
4th c. CE, for example, the consul Gallus dedicated a statue of Bacchus by Euphranor, a
4th-c. BCE sculptor, who according to Pliny had statues on display in various prestigious
venues in Rome.122 It is in this context that we should see a group of inscribed bases (or,
more properly, plinths) that offer no other information than the name of the sculptor, such
as Opus Polyclit[i], Opus Praxitelis, [O]pus Tim[a]rchi, found in the Roman Forum near the
Basilica Iulia.123 Although the inscriptions record no precise indication about the date of
these dedications, scholars agree that the style of the letters belongs to the Late Antique
period, with suggestions varying from the end of the 3rd to the 5th c. CE.124

The most probable date for the Forum plinths is the late 4th–early 5th c. CE: that is,
either contemporary with or soon after Probianus’s campaign of dedications in that
same area. This is further suggested by the context of dedication of two such bases that
support colossal statues of the Dioscuri in Piazza del Quirinale, on the Quirinal hill
(Fig. 4). Although the statues are datable to the late 2nd–early 3rd c. CE (possibly commis-
sioned under Caracalla for the nearby temple of Serapis), the inscriptions identify them as
works of the Greek sculptors Praxiteles and Phidias.125 Before being moved to their current
spot in 1589, the statues and their bases were part of a monumental structure that sat in
that same area, as we know from two contemporary drawings.126 The Italian sculptor
Flaminio Vacca, who witnessed the destruction of the ensemble and the removal of the
statues, observed that the basement on top of which they were located was entirely built
of spoliated material, most likely from the Severan temple of Serapis (identified by him
as frontespizio di Nerone).127 Although we should be careful in accepting the identification
of a monument whose position still eludes scholars, the use of spolia is relevant. As
Coates-Stephens observed, the most likely date for the construction of a monument built
with reused material taken from any temple would be the middle of the 5th c. CE,
when the urban prefect Petronius Perpenna Magnus Quadratianus restored the adjacent
Baths of Constantine, probably when the inscribed bases were themselves produced.128

The Late Antique process of restoring and embellishing the spaces of the city involved the
creation of newassociationswith the past, emphasizing the splendorof Rome’s heritage – and
statueswere a key component in this. The process has also been observed forother cities in the

122 CILVI 48 = LSA-1502; see Pliny, HN 35.128 for his life and 34.77–78 for his works in Rome, with
discussion in Palagia 1980, 33–48.

123 Respectively, CIL VI 10040–42; CIL VI 10039 (Opus Bryaxidis) is of uncertain provenance. For a
discussion of these finds, see De Rossi 1874.

124 See observations in CILVI.1, p. 1306. Gregori 1994, 210–11, suggests a Severan date, but see the
following discussion for later dates.

125 Respectively, CILVI 10038a and 10038b. For the context of the discovery and what follows, see
Coates-Stephens 2017a, 318–27. For the temple and its location in the gardens of Palazzo
Colonna, see Coarelli 2014, 207–43. For a different identification, see R. Santangeli Valenzani,
in LTUR IV, 302–3 (suggesting the area of S. Silvestro al Quirinale).

126 One published by Antonio de Salamanca (Fig. 4) and the other by an anonymous artist. See
Coates-Stephens 2017a, 319; also Lanciani 1990, 219 (figs. 161 and 162).

127 Vacca’s account is reproduced in Lanciani 1990, 217; see Coates-Stephens 2017a, 320.
128 Coates-Stephens 2017a, 320; see CILVI 1750 = EDR111536 for the works. This date had already

been suggested by Michaelis 1898, 274; see also Gregori 1994, 212.
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Empire, such asAthens.129Whatwas specific to the urbs – andAthenswas one of the very few
comparable sites –was thewealth of associations offered by the city’s history andmonumen-
tal heritage. This is highlighted by the base of a statue discovered in the 19th c. near the church
of S. Angelo in Pescheria, in the area of the ancient Porticus Octaviae (now in the Capitoline
Museums).130 The statue on this base was originally dedicated in 146 BCE in honor of
Cornelia, mother of the Gracchi and daughter of Scipio Aemilianus. The surviving base is
of Early Imperial date, and it records a rededication of the statue in the Augustan porticus
at the time of its inauguration. It is very likely that the statue itself, described by Pliny the
Elder as in a sitting position (HN 34.31), was damaged by one of the fires that affected the
area, especially in 80 and 191 CE; another inscription was added to the base at a much
later date, identifying it as an Opus Tisicratis.131 The attribution of a Republican portrait (or
perhaps a much restored version of it) to a Hellenistic sculptor is a fascinating example of
LateRomanantiquarianismandhownew “ancient” identities couldbe ascribed to oldmonu-
ments. Educated aristocrats showedgreat interest in the antiquities andhistoryof the city, and
Rome’s magnificent collection of statues played an important part in this.

Fig. 4. The statues of the Dioscuri on the Quirinal, engraving by Antonio de Salamanca, before 1546. (Amsterdam,
Rijksmuseum. Source: http://hdl.handle.net/10934/RM0001.COLLECT.169702 Creative Commons CC0 1.0.)

129 Burckhardt 2016. For the reuse of statues in Late Antiquity, in general, see now the extensive
survey by Barker (2020).

130 CILVI 10043 = 31610; see Kajava 1989 and Rück 2004.
131 Kajava 1989, 125, believes it to be a Severan inscription, but Degrassi (Inscr. Ital. XIII.2.72) dated

it to the 4th c. CE – a more likely date, as it would fit well with the other inscriptions. See also
CILVI.8.3, p. 4722, for a discussion of the inscription, with bibliography. Keesling 2018, 91–92,
suggests that this was, in fact, a Greek original, but this is harder to prove.
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Whether real or imagined, antiquity was a defining element through which Late
Antique Romans conceived and approached statuary. It is in this perspective that the con-
tinued importance of honorific statues can be best understood. Sculpted portraits tradition-
ally played an important part in the creation and preservation of different types of
memories, according to their setting. Likenesses of old and recent emperors occupied
the Roman and imperial fora, side by side with images of deities and aristocrats that cele-
brated past events, becoming themselves prized for their old age, while images of ancestors
and living relatives decorated the houses of powerful families, as we saw above.132 The
trans-historical character of these dedications is acknowledged in the very language of epi-
graphic texts. In the early 4th c. CE, the people of Sicily honored their governor Betitius
Perpetuus Arzygius with “the eternal monument of a statue, to serve as a record for future
generations.”133 In the Forum of Trajan, a statue of Flavius Taurus was probably awarded
by Constantius II, removed during his exile under Julian, and rededicated during the reign
of Valentinian I and Valens, “for the perpetual memory of this man worthy of praise.”134

Combining a dedicatory inscription with a physical likeness, statues established a spe-
cific relationship with the past by virtue of their own presence in the different spaces of the
city. Imperial monuments might have looked more or less similar to those of their prede-
cessors nearby, while the actual inscriptions emphasized specific terms of comparison:
Maximian was praised as “superior to all previous emperors” in the Forum (a bold
claim for Diocletian’s colleague in the Tetrarchy), while Theodosius surpassed “the clem-
ency, blessedness, [and] munificence of earlier emperors,” according to a dedication by
the prefect Sextus Aurelius Victor in the Forum of Trajan.135 Non-imperial subjects could
also be praised in comparison with the past, as in the case of Coelia Claudiana, chief
Vestal Virgin, who was celebrated as “most blessed, most scrupulous, and most pious
above all previous” holders of the same office.136 Palladius, consul in 416 CE and praetor-
ian prefect between 416 and 421 CE, was said to have “surpassed the honors of his ances-
tors” in the dedication of the statue set up by his brother in the family home.137

More often than competing with the past, statues worked by associating their subjects
with them. The emperor Maxentius was praised in the vicinity of the Basilica Iulia as a man
“of old-fashioned morals” by an unknown awarder.138 In 400 CE, Cheionius Contucius was

132 See, from a vast bibliography, the chapters collected in Galinsky and Lapatin 2015.
133 CIL VI 1702 = 31904 = LSA-1406: “pro documento etiam poste/ris relinquendam, aeter/num

statuae monumentum.” Translation from LSA.
134 CIL VI 41336 = LSA-404: “ad perpetuam / laudabilis viri memoriam.” Translation from LSA. On

Taurus, see PLRE I, Taurus 3. On the “perpetual” character of these honors, see Machado 2017, 325.
135 Respectively, CIL VI 1125 = LSA-820: “super omnes retro / principes”; and CIL VI 1186 =

LSA-1304: “[ve]terum principum clementiam, / [sa]nctitudinem, munificentiam / supergresso.”
Translations from LSA.

136 CIL VI 3240 = LSA-1509: “sanctissimae, religi/osissimae, ac super om/nes piissimae,” from 286.
Translation from LSA. See also CIL VI 2137 = LSA-1482, to the same Vestal and from the same
year: “sanctissim(ae) ac super omnes / retro maximas religiosissimae.”

137 CILVI 41383 = LSA-1521: “avorum honores super/gresso”. Translation from LSA. On Palladius,
see PLRE II, Palladius 19.

138 CIL VI 1220 = LSA-1387: “Censurae veteris / pietatisque singularis / domino nostro …”
Maxentius’s name was erased and the name of the awarder did not survive. The base was
found near the Basilica Iulia toward the Clivus Capitolinus, but it was being prepared for
reuse and might have been moved there at a later date.
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honored in his house for being “an illustration of his ancestry both through his outstanding
deeds and rare example of old-fashioned sanctity.”139 He was not only a representative of
his ancestors but also embodied their values. Two decades later, the even more distin-
guished (and future emperor) Petronius Maximus was celebrated by the court at the
request of the Senate with a statue in the Forum of Trajan, because he was “embellished
by the equally distinguished titles of his grandparents and ancestors.”140

Statues articulated past and present, marking a man’s (or, less often, a woman’s) glory by
associating them in appearance, words, and setting with the heroes of old – the characters
who peopled the accounts of historians, the verses of poets, and the porticoes of public squares
and houses. This explainswhy the prefect QuintusAurelius Symmachus,when announcing to
the court that the Senatehaddecided todedicate equestrian statuestoTheodosius theElder (the
father of the ruling emperor) in 384 CE, described it as consecrating him “among the names of
ancient times.”141AsPeterStewartobserved, thededicatory inscriptionof the statueawarded to
FlaviusMerobaudes in the Forumof Trajan highlights this historical character, recording that it
was“a statuemadeofbronze, bywhich times of oldused tohonormen of rare example,whohadbeen
tested in military service, or were the best of poets.”142

It is in this context that we should read Ammianus’s criticism of senators and their
appetite for statues, when he observes:

Andthey takepains tohave [statues]overlaidwithgold, afashionfirst introducedby
Acilius Glabrio, after his skill and his arms had overcome King Antiochus. But how
noble it is, scorning these slight and trivial honors, to aim to tread the long and steep
ascent to true glory, as the bard of Ascra expresses it, is made clear by Cato the
Censor. For when he was asked why he alone among many did not have a statue,
he replied: “I would rather that good men should wonder why I did not deserve
one than (which is much worse) should mutter ‘Why was he given one?’”143

It is with the likes of Acilius Glabrio and Cato that Roman senators desiring a statue should be
compared, because thesewere the peoplewhowere honored in thisway (or, in the case ofCato,
who chosenot tobe). Stewartpointedout that, by the early 4th c.CE, thededicationofhonorific
statueshadbecomea less familiarpractice, being associatedwithancient times.144 In the case of
Rome, thisprocessonly tookplacedecades later, as the statuehabit declined;more importantly,
it shows how, in spite of being dedicated in fewer numbers, statues continued to play a mean-
ingful role in Late Antique cultural and political life.

139 CILVI 1706 = LSA-1413: “ob egregia facta et ra/rum veteris sanctitatis / exemplar inlustraturi [sic] /
prosapiae suae.”

140 CILVI 1749 = LSA-1458: “a proavis / atabisq(ue) nobilitas parib(us) titulorum insignib(us)/ orna-
tur.” The statue is datable to 421.

141 Symm., Relat. 9.4: “inter prisca nomina consecravit.”
142 Stewart 2007, 31, emphasis added; see CILVI 1724 = LSA-319 (transl. U. Gehn): ”imago aere for-

mata, quo rari exempli viros seu in castris probatos seu optimos vatum antiquitas honorabat.”
143 Amm. Marc. 14.6.8 (transl. Rolfe): ”… easque auro curant imbratteari, quod Acilio Glabrioni

delatum est primo, cum consiliis armisque regem superasset Antiochum. Quam autem sit pul-
chrum, exigua haec spernentem et minima, ad ascensus verae gloriae tendere longos et arduos,
ut memorat vates Ascraeus, Censorius Cato monstravit. Qui interrogatus quam ob rem inter
multos ipse statuam non haberet, ‘Malo’ inquit ‘ambigere bonos, quam ob rem id non mer-
uerim, quam (quod est gravius) cur impetraverim mussitare.’”

144 Stewart 2007, 33.
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It is not just that the practice of setting up statues was seen as an ancient and therefore
worthy practice: through their very material form, statues provided a veneer of ancient
respectability to honorands, removing them from the present and associating them with
the leaders that were on display in that same area. This is suggested by the sculptural
evidence for non-imperial statues that survives from Late Antique Rome. Whereas in places
like Aphrodisias new statues continued to be produced, the standard practice in Rome was
to combine a reworked portrait head with a 2nd- or 3rd-c. CE statue wearing the traditional
toga, with sinus (the descending lower edge) and umbo (see Fig. 2).145 Unlike the situation
in Eastern cities and the evidence provided by other media in the West, the Late Antique
toga seems not to have been common in Roman portraits, with only two surviving statues
attesting to its adoption in Rome (Fig. 5).146 For members of the Roman elite, it was more
important to be seen in a traditional costume than as embracing the new, probably
court-oriented fashion.

The combination of older statues and Late Antique heads was certainly not limited to
Rome.147 The new heads expressed personal virtues and values through changes to the eyes,
facial features, and hairstyle.148 The older bodies operated in a different way, activating old
notions of Roman-ness and senatorial identity through the use of the traditional toga.149

Statue monuments were thus able to express the political and social values of the age while at
the same time associating the individuals honored with the Early Imperial elite. Late Antique
Romanswho looked at the collection of statues on displayat the Forumof Trajanwere thus pre-
sentedwith the imageofanelite thatwasnotonlypoliticallyunified,but that–by“wearing” the
same bodies – inhabited a single temporality, a transhistorical dialogue that continued in the
inscriptions.

That the decision to reuse Early Imperial statues to honor late 4th- and early 5th-c. CE
aristocrats was a choice is suggested by the fact that members of the Roman elite were
well aware of the changes in fashion taking place in this period. Scholars have written of
the Late Antique style of toga, and its quick spread among members of the imperial and

145 Smith 2016b, 18. See, for examples: LSA-852 (male capite velato in villa Doria Pamphili); LSA-879
(bust of Cethegus with inscribed tabula in the Capitoline museums); LSA-898 (colossal portrait
head in Villa Torlonia); LSA-903 (statue of Saturninus, Vatican museums); LSA-907 (togate statue
in National Museum of Rome, Terme di Diocleziano). The same practice is seen in the case of
female portraits: LSA-409 (statue of mother-in-law with inscription, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek);
LSA-1296 (statue of Vestal, Galleria Colonna); LSA-1591 (female statue, but possibly not belong-
ing with the head, Villa Borghese); LSA-2122 (veiled portrait, Villa Doria Pamphili).

146 LSA-1068 and LSA-1069, the so-called old and young magistrate (probably father and son),
respectively, now in the Capitoline museums, Centrale Montemartini. See, on these statues,
Cima 1995 and Gehn 2012, 525–31. On the new-style toga, see Gehn 2012, 34–75.

147 See Smith 2016b, 4, for the general character of this practice; Lenaghan 2016, 276, discusses the
surviving datable cases. This may also have left a mark on the archaeological record: I am not
aware of any Late Antique body of a statue having ever been found in the Forum of Trajan, an
area for which we have a rich epigraphic record.

148 Smith 2016b, 11–13, is a model of clarity and concision; see also Smith 2002, 146–48, for a dis-
cussion of the political use of facial features in the case of a statue of governor from Aphrodisias.
Kovacs 2014 discusses the stylistic evolution of these objects.

149 The fundamental study of togate statues remains Goette 1989; for the cultural meaning of togas
and their conservative value as a symbol of Roman identity, see Vout 1996. For Late Antiquity,
see Harlow 2004, 47–49, and, more recently, Gehn 2017.
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senatorial elite in the East.150 These
developments were known in Rome
too, as demonstrated by other media
and by the statues of the older and
younger magistrates (Fig. 5).
Although the reuse of earlier statues
was not a new development, being
celebrated in the way “by which
times of old used to honor men of
rare example” (to quote Merobaudes’s
inscription) became a more poignant
statement as the dedication of statues
became rarer.

Conclusion

Sometime between 534 and 536 CE,
the Ostrogothic king Theodahad
addressed a letter to the urban prefect
Honorius, instructing him to restore
the bronze statues of elephants that
threatened to collapse in the Via
Sacra. The letter, written by
Cassiodorus, describes in great detail
the wonderful character of these ani-
mals, including their long lives, prodi-
gious memory, and invulnerability.151

Cristina La Rocca and Yuri Marano
recently suggested that these ele-
phants might have been moved from
the ancient Porta Triumphalis, located
in the modern area of S. Omobono, a
monumental archway or gate topped

by two bronze quadrigae pulled by elephants.152 This cannot be proved, but the association
between statues of elephants and the celebration of triumph in a Late Antique context is
highly plausible: the late 4th-c. CE Historia Augusta mentions the dedication of statuas
cum elephantis by the Senate to Maximus, Balbinus, and Gordian III, celebrating their vic-
tory over the tyrant Maximinus Thrax.153 Although this is probably a fabrication in a
notoriously unreliable work, it shows that this type of monument was associated with mili-
tary victories. In spite of these associations, however, Cassiodorus’s letter overlooks this

Fig. 5. Aristocrat wearing the “new-style toga” (s.c. “The
old magistrate”), c. 400 CE. (Rome, Musei Capitolini,
Centrale Montemartini, MC896. Photo © Roma –
Sovrintendenza Capitolina ai Beni Comunali.)

150 Smith 2016b, 15–19; Gehn 2012, 133–58.
151 Cassiod. Var. 10.30; on Honorius, see PLRE IIIA, Honorius 2.
152 C. La Rocca and Y. Marano, in Giardina 2016, 459. The elephants on the Porta Triumphalis are

mentioned in Martial’s Epigram 8.65, for example. For the location of the triumphal gate near
S. Omobono, see F. Coarelli, in LTUR III, 333–34; this has been questioned by, e.g., Liverani
2006, 300 (who suggests a location on the Via Flaminia).

153 SHA, Max. 26.5.
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tradition, concluding that the loss of these monuments should not be accepted, since “it is
proper of the dignity of Rome to store, through the ability of artists, what nature’s wealth
has created in the different parts of the world.”154

The decline in the number of honorific monuments dedicated in Rome during Late
Antiquity meant that most of the statues visible in the city, whether honorific or not,
referred to events and heroes from a distant past. These monuments therefore became
open to new interpretations, sometimes based on antiquarian knowledge (as in
Symmachus’s reference to the statue dedicated inter prisca nomina), but sometimes based
on pure speculation.155 Cassiodorus’s interpretation of the elephants on the Sacra Via
was probably related to these developments: the statues were still worthy of attention
and care, even when perceived in different cultural terms. Procopius provides a fascinating
example of this process, when he observes that a statue of Domitian on the Clivus
Capitolinus – where a temple had been dedicated to Vespasian, the emperor’s father –
was an accurate copy of a model made from the reassembled pieces of the emperor’s
flesh.156 It is worth asking, in this context, to what extent the awarders of a statue to the
Ostrogothic king Theoderic or (even later) the emperor Phocas in the Forum (in this case
by an Eastern official, but certainly with the support of locals) understood a system of
honors developed during the Late Republic in the same terms as their ancestors.

As the discussion in the preceding pages has shown, the evolution of the statue habit
can only be understood when considered in its broader social and cultural context.
Romans continued to dedicate statues in a systematic way well into the 4th c. CE.
Through their material, iconography, and setting, statue monuments offered a rich and
sophisticated language that allowed the expression of new social and political realities in
a traditional fashion. Roman senators, with their clients, offices, and political ambitions,
were the great movers of the Late Antique statue habit, whether as honorands or as awar-
ders. As the language of statues became more associated with the priorities and self-
perception of Roman aristocrats, groups that until the reign of Constantine had remained
active in using them as part of a wider social and political dialogue seem to have grown
increasingly silent. These interrelated processes are at the root of the abandonment of
the statue habit in the last quarter of the 4th c. CE.

As fewer social groups were involved in the award and dedication of these monuments,
their traditional function as “lubricators” of sociopolitical relations lost relevance, whereas
their role as “exemplars of noble behaviour and statements of historical identity” gained
increased prominence.157 In this process, new identifications were attributed to old
works of art that had been moved to new locations within the city; statues were still cata-
loged and counted by concerned authorities and continued to bedazzle visitors. These
developments were not exclusive to Rome: in late 4th-c. CE Verona, the governor
Valerius Palladius moved a statue that had lain neglected in the Capitol to the Forum, a

154 Cassiod. Var. 10.30.8: “quando Romanae dignitatis est artificum ingeniis in illa urbe recondere
quod per diversas mundi partes cognoscitur dives natura procreasse.”

155 Symm., Relat. 9.4, cited above. See Coates-Stephens 2017b, 147–48, for examples of the continued
understanding of older statues.

156 Procop. Anecd. 8.18–20.
157 I am here quoting Ward-Perkins 2016b, 35, although in a different context.
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“most frequented place.”158 In Catina (modern Catania), in Sicily, the statue of the mythical
“pious brothers” was moved in the 5th c. CE from its original location to the theater by the
provincial governor.159 In Constantinople, where statues were amassed from different parts
of the Empire, statue monuments were listed and praised by different authors, generating
an entire body of literature.160 It has been observed that 8th-c. CE Byzantine writers (such
as the author of the Parastaseis syntomoi chronikai) reveal a profound lack of knowledge of
the visual vocabulary of ancient statues, a “matter for study and (often erroneous) inter-
pretation.”161 Rather than mistakes, however, these cases are revealing of a creative process
of reinterpretation that began much earlier, and must have affected Rome as well as
Constantinople.

In the old capital of the Empire, the antiquarian dimension of statues and statue ded-
ications had important implications for the way in which the city’s hierarchy of honors
worked, for as long as honorific statues continued in use. In the political context of the
late 4th and early 5th c. CE, when an increasingly limited number of senators was cele-
brated in this way, this represented a very special distinction indeed. Although the lan-
guage of inscriptions and the iconography of these monuments reiterated the traditional
values of the senatorial class as a whole, statue monuments singled out the most extraor-
dinary individuals within this group, removing them from the political vicissitudes and
competition of their own time and making them comparable to the nobility of the past.
To be honored with a marble or bronze effigy at home or in the Forum showed that mem-
bers of the Roman aristocracy were not just distant heirs, but actual members of a timeless
elite that stretched back for hundreds of years. By the end of the 5th c. CE, when they vir-
tually ceased to be dedicated in Rome, statues had been turned into cultural icons. Before
this happened, however, as the statue habit died and this practice was finally abandoned,
they acquired a new importance in Roman culture and society.
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