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The Ara Pacis Augustae, an iconic monument of Augustan Rome, stands as a testament to the
grandeur and ideological messaging of the early Roman Empire. One of its most striking features is
the elaborate relief sculpture that adorns either side of the altar, depicting a procession of figures that
has captivated historians and art enthusiasts alike. In many ways, the relief sculpture of the
procession on the Ara Pacis recalls the frieze styles of classical Greek art, particularly the frieze on the
Parthenon, emphasizing themes of civic pride, religious piety, and imperial authority. This connection
is not merely superficial; it reflects a conscious engagement with classical artistic traditions while also
serving specific propagandistic purposes in Augustan Rome.

Understanding the Relief Sculpture of the Ara Pacis

The Composition and Layout of the Procession

The procession relief runs along the long sides of the altar, depicting a continuous, detailed scene of
Roman citizens, priests, and imperial family members participating in a religious ceremony. The
figures are arranged in a dynamic yet organized manner, creating a sense of movement that guides
the viewer’s eye along the procession. This visual narrative emphasizes unity and civic participation,
reinforcing the legitimacy and divine favor of Augustus’ rule.

Materials and Techniques Used

Crafted from marble, the relief sculptures exhibit high craftsmanship, with intricate carvings that
reveal detailed clothing, hairstyles, and facial expressions. Artists employed high-relief carving
techniques to produce a sense of depth and realism, akin to the classical Greek friezes. The skillful
execution enhances the narrative’s clarity, allowing viewers to engage with the scene both
intellectually and emotionally.

Comparison with Greek Friezes

The Classical Greek Frieze as a Model

The relief sculpture of the Ara Pacis is often compared to the frieze of the Parthenon, as both serve to
depict civic and religious themes through a continuous narrative. The Greek frieze, particularly the



Parthenon’s east metopes and the lonic frieze, features a procession scene as well—most famously,
the Panathenaic procession. These scenes celebrate civic identity, religious festivals, and mythic
events, serving as visual expressions of collective identity.

Shared Artistic Elements

While the cultural contexts differ, the stylistic elements show notable similarities:

e Naturalism: Both reliefs display realistic proportions, detailed anatomy, and expressive faces,
emphasizing individual personalities within the collective procession.

» Hieratic Scale and Composition: Figures are arranged to balance the scene, with important
figures often given prominence, mirroring Greek conventions.

« Movement and Rhythm: The flowing arrangement of figures creates a sense of movement,
rhythm, and continuity akin to Greek friezes.

The Political and Cultural Significance of the Recurring
Themes

Religious and Civic Unity

The procession scenes on the Ara Pacis and Greek friezes both serve to reinforce a shared sense of
religious and civic identity. In Rome, the procession signifies the unity of the state under Augustus’
leadership, with the gods and ancestors honored through the ritual. Similarly, Greek friezes often
depict mythic or civic festivals that unify the community through shared religious practices.

Imperial Propaganda and Ideology

The relief on the Ara Pacis was designed to promote Augustan ideology, emphasizing peace (Pax
Augusta), prosperity, and divine favor. The procession’s detailed figures highlight the emperor’s
family and the Roman people, symbolizing the harmony between the divine, the ruler, and the
citizens. Greek friezes, by contrast, often celebrated divine myths or heroic deeds, serving to
legitimize political power through divine association.

Artistic Innovation and Cultural Continuity

Adapting Classical Models

The artists of the Ara Pacis adapted Greek artistic conventions to express Roman ideals. Instead of
mythological scenes, the procession relief depicts contemporary figures, blending classical style with



Roman content. This demonstrates the cultural continuity and innovation that characterized Augustan
art.

The Role of Symbolism in the Reliefs

The figures and their placement are imbued with symbolism:
e Emperor and Family: Central figures symbolize the divine right and familial piety.
» Priests and Religious Officials: Reinforce the religious legitimacy of Augustus’ reign.

¢ Citizens: The diverse array of figures reflects the social fabric of Rome, emphasizing civic
unity.

This symbolism echoes the themes found in Greek friezes, where gods, heroes, and citizens are
depicted to communicate shared values.

Impact on Later Artistic and Architectural Traditions

Influence on Roman Imperial Monuments

The procession relief set a precedent for the depiction of imperial processions in later Roman art and
architecture, such as triumphal arches and relief panels. Its blend of realism and idealism became a
standard for conveying imperial authority.

Legacy in Western Art

The visual language established in the Ara Pacis procession relief influenced Renaissance artists who
revived classical motifs. The emphasis on naturalism, narrative continuity, and civic symbolism
persisted through centuries, shaping Western artistic conventions.

Conclusion: The Enduring Connection Between the Ara
Pacis and Greek Friezes

The relief sculpture of the procession on either side of the Ara Pacis not only reflects the
craftsmanship and artistic ideals of its time but also consciously recalls the classical Greek frieze
tradition. Through its composition, stylistic features, and thematic content, it creates a visual dialogue
between Rome and Greece—two civilizations that celebrated civic identity, religious devotion, and
political legitimacy through monumental art. This connection underscores the cultural importance of
the Ara Pacis as a symbol of Augustan Rome’s reverence for classical heritage, adapted to serve the
imperial agenda. The procession reliefs continue to be a testament to the enduring power of narrative
sculpture in articulating societal values and shaping artistic traditions across centuries.



Frequently Asked Questions

How does the relief sculpture of the procession on the Ara
Pacis compare to classical friezes?

The relief sculpture on the Ara Pacis is reminiscent of classical friezes through its detailed, continuous
narrative, depicting a ceremonial procession that emphasizes order, hierarchy, and movement,
similar to classical Greek and Roman friezes.

What themes are depicted in the procession reliefs on the Ara
Pacis?

The procession reliefs depict themes of civic pride, religious rituals, and imperial propaganda,
showcasing members of the imperial family and citizens participating in a unifying ceremonial event.

In what ways does the relief sculpture on the Ara Pacis reflect
Augustan ideals?

The relief emphasizes themes of harmony, peace, and prosperity, aligning with Augustan propaganda
that promoted stability and the glorification of Rome’s golden age.

How does the spatial arrangement of figures in the relief
sculpture contribute to its narrative?

The figures are arranged in a flowing, organized procession, creating a sense of movement and
continuity that guides the viewer through the narrative, emphasizing order and civic unity.

What artistic techniques are used in the relief sculptures on
the Ara Pacis to enhance realism?

Artists employed detailed carving, varied textures, and naturalistic proportions to create lifelike
figures, adding depth and realism to the procession scenes.

Why is the comparison between the relief sculpture and the
frieze significant in understanding Roman art?

It highlights how Roman artists drew inspiration from classical Greek traditions, adapting and
expanding these motifs to serve imperial propaganda and civic identity.

How do the relief sculptures on the Ara Pacis reflect social
hierarchy?

Figures of higher status, such as members of the imperial family, are depicted larger and more
centrally, emphasizing their importance within the procession.



What role does the procession relief play in conveying the
message of Augustan peace and stability?

By portraying a harmonious and orderly procession, the relief underscores the themes of unity,
prosperity, and the peace brought by Augustus’s reign.

How has the interpretation of the procession reliefs on the
Ara Pacis evolved in modern scholarship?

Modern scholars view these reliefs as complex symbols blending political propaganda with artistic
innovation, emphasizing their role in promoting Augustan ideology and civic identity.

Additional Resources
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The Ara Pacis Augustae, a masterpiece of Augustan art and propaganda, stands as a testament to the
political and cultural ambitions of Rome at the turn of the first century BCE. Among its most striking
features are the two expansive processional reliefs that flank the altar, depicting a richly detailed
procession scene. These reliefs, intricate and dynamic, have long fascinated scholars, artists, and
historians alike, not least because of their remarkable visual and thematic parallels with the friezes of
classical Greek architecture, particularly the frieze of the Parthenon. This article explores the ways in
which the relief sculpture on the Ara Pacis echoes the stylistic, compositional, and thematic elements
of Greek friezes, and what this reveals about Roman artistic identity and the cultural dialogue
between Greece and Rome.

Historical Context and Artistic Significance of the Ara
Pacis Reliefs

The Ara Pacis (Altar of Peace), constructed between 13 and 9 BCE under Emperor Augustus, was
intended to symbolize the peace and prosperity brought by his rule. The relief sculptures on its sides,
especially the Procession of the Imperial family and civic figures, serve both as decorative
embellishments and as visual narratives reinforcing Augustan ideology.

These reliefs are notable for their high degree of realism, naturalism, and attention to detail, qualities
that distinguish them from earlier Roman decorative works. They depict a variety of figures—men,
women, children, priests, and animals—in a seemingly spontaneous, yet carefully structured
procession.

The reliefs’ composition, the rendering of figures, and the thematic content have invited comparisons
with Greek sculptural decoration, particularly the friezes of classical temples such as the Parthenon.
These comparisons are not merely superficial; they reveal a conscious engagement with Greek artistic
traditions and serve as a means of positioning Roman art within a broader classical canon.



Stylistic Parallels Between the Ara Pacis Reliefs and
Greek Friezes

Naturalism and Realism

One of the defining features of Greek friezes—most notably those of the Parthenon—is their emphasis
on naturalistic representation. The figures are depicted with a keen sense of anatomy, movement,
and emotional expression. The relief sculptures of the Ara Pacis reflect this same naturalism, with
figures rendered in a lifelike manner, capturing subtle gestures, folds of clothing, and facial
expressions.

The procession on the Ara Pacis, much like the Greek friezes, presents a dynamic scene with figures
in various poses—some walking, others gesturing or interacting—creating a sense of movement and
vitality. This naturalism aligns with the Greek aesthetic ideal and demonstrates Roman artists’
aspiration to emulate and adapt Greek stylistic principles.

Composition and Hierarchical Arrangement

Greek friezes often employ a balanced, rhythmic composition, with figures arranged in registers or
bands that guide the viewer’s eye along the narrative. Similarly, the reliefs of the Ara Pacis are
carefully composed with a sense of order and hierarchy. The procession is depicted in a continuous,
flowing manner, with figures arranged in a manner that suggests depth and spatial relationships,
despite the flatness of the relief.

The placement of figures—larger, more prominent individuals at the front, and smaller, subordinate
figures in the background—mirrors the compositional techniques used in Greek friezes to suggest
depth and perspective within a two-dimensional medium.

Clothing and Drapery

Greek friezes are renowned for their detailed rendering of clothing—drapery that clings to the body,
revealing underlying anatomy, and flowing naturally in response to movement. The Ara Pacis reliefs
showcase similarly intricate drapery, with folds that depict motion and texture, contributing to the
overall realism.

These stylistic choices not only demonstrate technical mastery but also serve to animate the figures,
making the procession scene more vivid and engaging—an approach rooted in Greek sculptural
traditions.



Thematic and Iconographic Resonances

Public Procession and Civic Identity

Greek friezes often depict civic or religious festivals, emphasizing communal identity and shared
values. The Parthenon’s frieze, for instance, illustrates the Panathenaic procession, a civic religious
event celebrated in Athens.

The Ara Pacis procession similarly emphasizes civic unity and religious devotion. The depicted figures
include members of the imperial family, priests, and other civic officials, all participating in a shared
religious act. The depiction of such a procession underscores themes of order, piety, and
stability—values central to Greek civic ideology and appropriated by Roman propaganda.

Mythological and Religious Symbolism

Greek friezes frequently incorporate mythological motifs and divine iconography to reinforce religious
narratives. While the Ara Pacis reliefs focus on contemporary figures, they also serve a religious
purpose—celebrating the Pax Romana—by elevating the emperor and his family as quasi-divine
figures participating in sacred rites.

The procession’s emphasis on ritual and divine favor echoes Greek religious iconography, where gods
and mortals intertwine within public art to legitimize political authority and divine approval.

Representation of Diversity

Both Greek friezes and the Ara Pacis reliefs depict a variety of figures in terms of age, gender, and
social status. The inclusion of children, women, and attendants reflects a societal ideal of
inclusiveness and continuity. This diversity mirrors Greek friezes’ tendency to portray a cross-section
of civic life, emphasizing social cohesion.

Technical and Material Considerations

Carving Techniques and Artistic Innovation

Greek friezes are characterized by their high-relief carving, with figures emerging prominently from
the background. The Ara Pacis reliefs employ similar techniques, with carefully chiseled figures that
exhibit depth and dimensionality, especially in the rendering of clothing and anatomy.



Roman sculptors, drawing inspiration from Greek models, innovated in their use of marble and relief
techniques to achieve greater realism and narrative complexity. The detailed modeling of individual
features and the dynamic arrangement of figures demonstrate a mastery of carving methods that
bridge Greek and Roman artistic practices.

Materiality and Preservation

The choice of marble for both Greek friezes and the Ara Pacis reliefs speaks to a shared preference for
durable, high-quality materials that convey grandeur and permanence. The preservation of the Ara
Pacis reliefs allows scholars to analyze stylistic details that echo Greek conventions, affirming the
continuity and adaptation of sculptural techniques.

Implications for Roman Artistic Identity and Cultural
Dialogue

The similarities between the relief sculpture of the procession on the Ara Pacis and Greek friezes are
not coincidental. They reflect a conscious effort by Roman artists and patrons to align themselves
with the prestige of Greek artistic tradition while also asserting their own cultural identity.

Roman Adaptation and Innovation

While borrowing heavily from Greek models, the Ara Pacis reliefs also incorporate Roman
values—emphasis on lineage, civic virtue, and imperial authority. The inclusion of the imperial family
in the procession elevates the scene from a mere religious ritual to a political statement.

This adaptation signifies a broader cultural dialogue: Rome, while adopting Greek artistic styles,
infused them with new meanings aligned with Roman ideals of order, discipline, and divine favor.

Art as Propaganda and Political Messaging

The reliefs serve as visual propaganda, showcasing the emperor’s role as protector of peace and
mediator of divine favor. The stylistic echoes of Greek friezes lend an aura of timeless authority and
legitimacy, connecting Augustus’s reign to the revered classical past.

Conclusion: A Cultural Synthesis in Stone



The relief sculpture of the procession on either side of the Ara Pacis exemplifies a sophisticated
dialogue between Greek and Roman artistic traditions. Through their naturalism, compositional
clarity, and thematic richness, the reliefs recall Greek friezes not merely as stylistic inspiration but as
a deliberate cultural and political statement.

In many ways, the Ara Pacis reliefs encapsulate the Roman aspiration to forge a new civic identity
rooted in the grandeur of Greece’s artistic legacy, yet uniquely Roman in purpose and message. They
stand as enduring testimony to the complex cultural synthesis that characterizes Roman imperial
art—an art that, while drawing from the past, boldly carves out its own narrative.

As scholars continue to examine these reliefs, the connections to Greek friezes serve as a reminder of
the enduring influence of classical Greece, and of how Roman art, in its reverence and adaptation,
both honors and transforms its ancient antecedents. The Ara Pacis, with its evocative procession
reliefs, remains a vital link in this ongoing dialogue—a stone-carved testament to cultural continuity,
innovation, and power.
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