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Constructing power in Augustus’ Rome 

Statues, coins & imagery

Imagine an age without newspapers, photographs, television, or the internet - how 
would you know what your ruler looked like and what you thought about him/her?

This statue of Augustus dressed as a military imperator, was found at the Villa of Livia 
(Augustus’ wife) at Prima Porta, near Rome. It is commonly known as the Primaporta 
Augustus. The reliefs on the cuirass tell a complex story of Augustus’ victories, and his 
links to the divine. It is thought that the figures on the breastplate may represent: 

1. the sun; 2. Caelus (the sky), 3. Aurora and Luna; 4. seated figure with sheathed sword, 
representing conquered Eastern peoples; 5. the goddess Diana;  6. the Parthian king 
(right) returns a Roman standard; 7. the god Tellus (the Earth); 8. sphinxes, symbolising 
the defeat of Cleopatra in Egypt. 

How do you think this statue tells the story of Augustus’ power? 

Does it change your interpretation that this statue was found in a private  
house of Augustus’ family, rather than displayed publicly?
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Prima Porta Augustus (Vatican Museums, Rome). Painted cast in Ashmolean Museum (Oxford). 



This statue depicts Augustus as Pontifex Maximus, the most important religious official in 
Rome. The statue has been dated to sometime after 12 BC, and found near the Via 
Labicana in Rome. It is commonly referred to as the Via Labicana Augustus.  

Based on this dating, Augustus might have been in his fifties, sixties or seventies when 
this statue was made. The statue however, depicts Augustus in his youth.
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Via Labicana Augustus (National Museum, Rome).

Why do you think he is depicted in his role as head of religion here,  
rather than as imperator or head of state? 

Would you have recognised the two statues as being the same person? 

For what reasons might statues present Augustus  
as always being the same age?



Further reading: 
• Khan Academy’s Augustus Primaporta (https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/

ancient-art-civilizations/roman/early-empire/a/augustus-of-primaporta) 
• Squire, M. (2013), Embodied Ambiguities on the Prima Porta Augustus. Art History, 36: 

242–279. 
• Zanker, P. (1990) The Power of Images in the Age of Augustus. Michigan.
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This coin from 28 BC shows Augustus wearing a laurel on one side. On the other side, 
surrounded by laurel leaves, the goddess Pax (Peace) is shown. 

Coins like this one could have travelled across the empire, although most well-preserved 
examples like this one would probably not have been used much as actual currency 
(they’d quickly fade!). For many common people, living possibly thousands of miles from 
Rome, coins were the only place where they might have seen a depiction of their 
emperor. 

What images are depicted on our coins and notes,  
and those from other countries? 

Why do you think these pictures, and this text, were chosen for this coin? 

What impression would you get from the coin above if this was the  
only image or information you had? 

Roman coin, 28 BC.

Text left: 
IMP・CAESAR DIVI・F ・COS VI ・ 
LIBERTATIS ・P ・R ・VINDEX ・ 
Text right:  
PAX

Text left: 
Commander Caesar [Augustus], son of 
a god [Julius Caesar], having served as 
consul 6 times, defender of the freedom 
of the Roman people.   
Text right: Peace [goddess].
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