Art in the service of power. Architectural sculpture and the political program of
Lucius Septimius Severus

The main purpose of my thesis were to describe and analyze the architectural scultpure created during the regime of Lucius Septimius Severus (193-211 AD), and to evaluate its content in the light of emperor's political program. In the process I discussed the issue of political "propaganda", that as many scholars believe, was the main aim in creating Roman official art. For this reason I decided to focus on analyzing „comunication triangle”: sender – content – recipient. A critical approach to these issues allowed me to verify old interpretations repeated for years in the literature. Also I was able to define more precisely the propaganda function of art at the turn of the second and third centuries. 


At the beginning, in the first chapter, I presented the most important events in the life and rule of Septimius Severus, who came to power as a result of the victory in the civil war. I decribed the main points of his imperial and dynastic policy. In the second chapter I discussed three major works of art located in Rome: Arch of Septimius Severus in Forum Romanum (203 AD), Gate of the Silversmiths in the Forum Boarium (204 AD), and panel relief from Palazzo Sacchetti. Analyzing the latter, I made a number of new identifications and interpretations. In my opinion the relief does not depict the presentation of the imperial sons to the Senate by Septimius Severus, as most scholars thinks, but most likely the so-called a small triumph, or the ovatio. Thus, the relief could be a private fundation, rather than the public one. 


The third chapter presented one of the latest discoveries in the field of the Severan bas-relief, i.e. decorative elements of the arch from Naples. They were discovered in the area of Piazza Giovanni Bovio in that city, during the archaeological excavations preceding the extension of the metro. The fragments show scenes of emperor's speech (adlocutio), his arrival into the city (adventus), and marine scene. In the fourth chapter I dealt with the decoration of the main portal (porta regia) of the stage building (scaenae frons) of the Roman theater in Hierapolis, dated 206-208 AD. There the emperor and his family were shown during a religious ceremony related to the Pythian Games. The creating of this reliefs can be probably associated with the person of Elius Antipater, the tutor of the imperial sons - Caracalla and Geta. 


In the next, fifth chapter, the subject of my research was frieze from the Severan propylon at the market-theatre complex in Cyrene, depicting battle between the Romans and the Parthians. The exact chronology of this object, financed by the citizens of Cyrene is not certain, although the related inscription allows us to set a terminus post quem for the year 195. Chapter six was devoted to the description and analysis of the panels decorating the Arch of Septimius Severus in Leptis Magna. To this day, there is an ongoing scientific debate concerning its chronology, which is set for the years 203-204 or 206-209. In the final part of this chapter, I attempted at identification of the funder of the Arch. I think it was a senior officer - probably a legionary legate, whose image appears twice in the friezes decorating the attic and seems to play a key role in both cases.


As part of the seventh chapter I dealt with the decoration of the stage front (murus pulpiti) of the theater in Sabratha, created during its reconstruction in an unspecified year of the reign of Septimius Severus. The theater was founded by private patrons during the rule of Marcus Aurelius. In the main group, in the central niche, there are frontal images of Tyche of Sabratha, shaking hands with Virtus (rather than Roma). Next to them to the right there is clearly exposed figure in a military outfit. Based on formal aspects, I believe that it may be an image of Marcus Aurelius. The subject of the eighth and last chapter of this work was the so-called "Altar of Vienne", which was found in the gardens of the Gaulas/Golat château in modern Agnin. Unfortunately, on the basis of the available data, it is not possible to precisely determine when it was created, however due to the inscription it is possible to determine the terminus post quem for 198 AD. In my opinion the object did not function as an altar, but was an element of the so-called Jupiter Column, and more precisely part of its base. The funder of the monument could be a legionary veteran, once fighting alongside the emperor, or a local decurion, or another member of the local elite.


Many of the architectural scultpures analyzed here, created in the period 193-211 AD, glorified the military successes of Septimius Severus, and emphasized his contribution to expanding the borders of Roman Empire. Another important theme taken up in public relief of the period in question was the continuity of the dynasty. The decorations of the public buildings discussed here applied not only to Concordia and Pax between the members of the imperial family, but also among the citizens of the Roman Empire. The emperor as the pontifex maximus was responsible for correct contacts with the gods, and thus providing pax deorum, which made him responsible for the proper functioning of the world. I also tried to show that, whether in Rome or Italy, or in the provinces, to a greater extent than expected, the local elite were responsilble for creating of the so called „propaganda art”. The traditional understanding of this term assumes that its main purpose was to present the false image of reality served from the center (Rome). Meanwhile it was often broadcast by the local patrons, usually members of local elite. There is no doubt that the creator, or in this case – person ordering the work, wanted to transmit a positively valued version of the historical events. The content was directed not only to the masses, but also toward other members of the elite, or even to the emperor himself. So the propaganda worked through feedback. Buildings, and their sculptural decorations, unlike coins, were meant to remain resistant to the change of governments and destructive work of time. As such they became an important elements of both local and universal memory. It allowed their funders to become involved with eternity. In this they succeed, as the echos of this visual dialogue can still be inspire interest today.
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