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Introduction

Barbara E. Borg

A Companion to Roman Art: this sounds like a pretty straightforward title—but is it? We all 
know what Roman “art” is—after all, the Augustus statue from Prima Porta (Figure 10.7) and 
the Column of Trajan (Figure 2.1) are widely known far beyond the academic realm. Or do 
we? We all have immediate associations with the notion of “Roman” art (as opposed, for in-
stance, to “Greek” art). But are we sure what exactly is Roman about it? And while “companions” 
are springing up like mushrooms around us; and there will be few people who have never read 
or consulted one; and we surely have certain expectations when we read the word in a book 
title—is there an agreement on what they are, or should be like? At a second glance, none of 
these terms is as obvious as it may initially appear.

Roman?

The difficulty in determining what “Roman” may mean, arguably a definition that shifts with 
time, has long been discussed. That the city of Rome plays a key part is obvious, but almost every-
thing beyond this point is disputed. Conventionally the term is used for phenomena pertaining 
to the imperial period, and within the borders of the Roman Empire – that is, primarily in chro-
nological terms, even if a spatial notion comes into play, as the chronological usage would not 
make sense when speaking about second‐century CE China, for instance. However, clearly not 
everything that pertains to this period and the regions of Roman influence is shaped by the 
cultural tradition of Rome, and even when it is, it is likely to merge metropolitan inspiration with 
the local. On the other hand, from its very beginnings Rome itself had been shaped by the 
various cultures with which it came into contact, and from the late republic onwards it was a 
multicultural melting pot with people from all parts of the empire and beyond settling in the city.

This raises the question of what it really is that makes certain features Roman, and whether 
it is the same for us as it was for the ancients. We may identify certain hairstyles or building 
types as Roman, but how do we know that they did not merely express a habitus or lifestyle 
that had been adopted across the Empire without necessarily being an emphatic marker of 
Romanness? Do Europeans always think of the United States when they drink Coca‐Cola? 
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Evidence suggests that at least the local elites and aspiring parts of the citizenry of the Roman 
Empire adhered to a remarkable extent to a common system of shared values, aspirations, and 
lifestyles; and that these also shaped the material and visual culture across the Empire. Yet dis-
regarding whether the individuals concerned considered these as specifically Roman—as 
opposed to local—the degree and level of detail to which they shared in such habits and their 
material expressions varied widely. For example, the Roman timocratic system demanded a 
considerable degree of self‐promotion, and the use of honorific statue monuments, either in 
public or in more private contexts such as houses, villas, and tombs, was one means of achiev-
ing that aim. Nevertheless, the extent to which this habit was adopted, and the precise details 
of what locals regarded as worth depicting in these monuments, as well as the degree to which 
the monuments conveyed an explicitly Roman image, varied greatly across the Empire.

There is a chronological dimension linked to the geographical one as well. For the archaic 
period, the era of the kings, “Roman” would probably largely refer to the art and culture of the 
emerging city of Rome—although one might question how “Roman” Roman art was at a time 
when Greek and Etruscan art loomed large in the city. Most would extend the term step by 
step to include also the art of those regions that came under Roman dominion and finally 
formed the Roman Empire. But at what point, then, should we start calling Roman the art 
from, say, Campania? At the other end of the chronological spectrum, it is quite strange, and 
somewhat arbitrary, that the periods from Constantine onwards are very rarely included in 
what is generally called Roman culture. To be sure, Rome and its Empire experienced major 
changes at the time, but there was no cultural caesura, and even Christianity not only drew on 
Roman tradition in all sorts of ways, but also took quite some time fully to dominate and shape 
the culture of the Roman Empire and its successors.

I am not claiming to have resolved any of these issues with the present volume, and any 
attempt at trying to do so would probably be doomed to fail. I have therefore adopted an 
approach whereby the core of the volume focuses, in a rather traditional way and probably 
along the lines of most readers’ expectations, on the imperial period before Constantine, and 
to some degree on the city of Rome and Italy, but in doing so a conscious attempt was made 
to blur any boundaries that this traditional focus might create. I have thus included dedicated 
chapters on the Republican period (Chapter 5, by Massimiliano Papini, but see also Rachel 
Kousser in Chapter 6 and Peter J. Holliday in Chapter 10); on the assimilation of Greek art 
within the Roman empire (Chapter 6, by Rachel Kousser, but see also Christopher H. Hallett 
in Chapter 1); and on late antiquity (Chapter 7, by Alessandra Bravi; Chapter 21, by Susanne 
Muth; and Chapter 23, by Norbert Zimmermann), as well as on Roman art in the provinces 
(Chapter 24 on the Greek East, by Roland R.R. Smith; and Chapter 25 on the Latin West, by 
Roger J.A. Wilson), with many other authors including the provinces in their discussions.

Art?

The term “art” is at least as contested and elusive. Conventionally, and at least when we disre-
gard modern art, it is applied to everything that is nice to look at and required some advanced 
skills to be produced. Yet what exactly does it take to deny an object the title of “art”? How 
much skill is needed to make an object acceptable as “art”? How beautiful does it need to be? 
And according to whose judgment? The term also carries the baggage of the modern concept 
of “art as such,” of art as the product of the genius artist who creates a piece of art out of his 
(rarely her) own mind and spirit, merely for contemplation, and without regard for the object’s 
purpose or function. If we subscribe to this definition, hardly anything from the classical world 
can be regarded as art, since the idea of art as a category of its own that is detached from 
aspects of usefulness and function is a modern one (Abrams 1981 and 1985). In Greco‐Roman 


