ROMAN  SCULPTURE
Roman portrait sculpture is of two kinds – free-standing and relief. Free-standing sculpture consists of individual heads, busts and full-length statues carved in three dimensions. Relief sculpture remains attached to its background and is carved in high 9deeply chiselled) or low (shallowly chiselled) relief. 

As early as the 6th century BC, the Etruscans had carved terracotta (baked clay) representations of their dead on funeral urns and tombs. In addition, the ancient Romans preserved wax facial images of their ancestors which were kept in the atrium and paraded in funeral processions. The early growth of facial portraiture at Rome may have been helped by their custom of worshipping a man’s genius. This guardian spirit was naturally depicted in the likeness of the man himself. So, the imagines (likenesses) displayed in a Roman atrium were not simply portraits of dead ancestors – they were visible representations of invisible presences. By 150 BC. these ancestral imagines, or funerary masks, had in fact become extremely individualised and realistic. But although this use of masks was rooted in ancient Roman social and religious practice, there is no evidence to suggest that the Romans and Etruscans produced death-masks proper, cast directly from the features of the dead.
Another source of inspiration for Roman sculpture was Greece. The Romans first came into contact with the Greeks in the 3rd century BC. in southern Italy and Sicily where Greek colonies had been established five hundred years earlier. In the 2nd century BC. they became involved in Greece itself, winning many victories – at Magnesia, Pydna and Corinth. After these victories vast amounts of plundered art were brought back to Rome. Craftsmen soon began making copies of Greek masterpieces for sale to wealthy Romans. These copies preserved many examples of Greek sculpture which have long since been destroyed or lost. More importantly, artists at Rome soon began to produce original works of art which blended Etruscan-Roman realism with Greek idealism. But while the Roman sculptors made their subjects more handsome than they really were, they did not sacrifice their uniquely personal characteristics.
It was undoubtedly their funerary customs which predisposed the Romans to a taste for portraits. But it was not until c. 100 BC. that realistic portraiture, as an art form in its own right, suddenly flourished at Rome and produced extremely realistic heads, busts and full-length statues in stone, marble and bronze. The earliest of these portrait sculptures can be attributed to the period of the dictator Sulla (2-79 BC). The realistic style reached its climax c. 75-65 BC. and expressed to perfection current notions of Roman virtues such as dignitas (rank, prestige), gravitas (discipline, strength (of character), loyalty, depth of personality),pietas (duty or devotion to the gods and family) and virtus (manliness, excellence, worth). After this, realism was toned down under Greek influence and there was a tendency towards idealism in all Augustan portraits (31 BC.-14AD.). 
Although the art of realistic portraiture is claimed to be the Romans’ greatest contribution to sculpture, there is no proof that any of the work was done by native artists. In fact, all the evidence is in fact of Greek authorship. However, the Romans can claim the credit for demanding, or inspiring, realism from the Greek sculptors whom they employed.

The portrait-bust (a sculpture that includes the head, neck and shoulders, and usually part of the chest and upper arms as well) had replaced the wax mask in funerary custom by 50 BC. The bust is much more striking than the full-length statue as it eliminates the body (the weakest part of Roman sculpture) and concentrates all the force and expressiveness on the face. Yet at the same time the head is not deprived of its natural setting in the body.
WHEELER, P.170
This almost brutally realistic of an old woman is dated 75 BC. The harsh features are accentuated by the thin hair (etched on rather than a separate wig) which is pulled into a tight bun at the back of the head. The piece is 32 cm. in height and the wedge-shaped termination of the neck (seen in side-view) suggests the head was originally set into a statue, probably part of a monument in a tomb.

Wheeler speaks of the aged woman being portrayed ‘in callously realistic style’.

‘The uncompromising features are emphasised by the thin hair, which is pulled carefully if stringily to a tight ‘bun’ at the back of the head’.

WHEELER, P.171
This head of an aged woman, from Tripoli in Libya, dates from around 200-300 AD. and still shows the Roman fondness for realism. Here we see an extremely realistic rendering of the eyes by the use of a solid V-shaped segment. Note also the wrinkles, the ears and the intricate pattern I in the skull-cap.

Wheeler: ‘The head….is characteristic of the cruder portraiture of the third century AD’.
WHEELER, P. 170                 BUST OF THE EMPEROR COMMODUS

This is a contemporary marble bust, 1.18m. in height, of the emperor, Commodus (182-192 AD). He is portrayed as the Greek mythological hero, Hercules, dressed in the skin of the Nemean lion. In his right hand , the emperor carries a club, while in his left he holds the golden apples from the garden of the Hesperides. This depiction of the first of Hercules’ labours (the killing of the Nemean lion – represented by the lion pelt) and the last (fetching the Golden Apples of the Hesperides – represented by the apple in Commodus’ left hand) is known as the ‘principle of abbreviation’ ie. the other labours are implied. The smooth surfaces of the face were polished until they gleamed and the drilled curls were left rough. The hair was originally painted golden and this produced a striking contrast with the subject’s snow-white face. While preserving the original dignity of the emperor’s image, the sculptor still manages to suggest the perverted, sadistic character of his subject (Commodus acted out a dreadful parody of the Hercules’ role, mercilessly clubbing to death legless street-beggars who had been dressed up as serpents).  The sculptor shows extraordinary skill in his rendering of wooden club, animal skin, hair, muscles, veins, fingers and eyes. 

Below the bust are iconographic images:
· The shield in the centre has the figure of a Gorgon (mythological female creature with the snakes instead of hair who could turn people to stone) in the centre – this is the Gorgon shield of Athena and the shield or aegis is the symbol of divine power.
· At either side of the shield the prosperity ushered in by the reign of Commodus is defined by the cornucopiae  (lit. horns of plenty) which are animal horns filled with the fruits of the earth.

· The orb below represents the heavenly sphere; around it is a band of figures representing the signs of the zodiac: everything points to the heavenly sphere and so Commodus is being portrayed as the saviour of mankind.

· On the left of the orb is part of the figure of an Amazon (the Amazons were a nation of all-female warriors); (presumably there were originally two flanking the orb). These may allude to the ninth labour of Hercules: the capture of the girdle of Hippolyte, the Amazon queen or perhaps to the conquests of the Amazons reflecting the wide-ranging power of Commodus.
This economy of iconography enables the sculptor to represent many aspects of Commodus’ rule 
in a very concise form.

Wheeler: ‘The smooth and effeminate emperor with his weak arms, his flaccid feeble face in its aureole of drilled and over-barbered hair, reeking of pomade, the property lion-scalp and club and the tiny ‘apples of the Hesperides’ in that tenuous manicures hand, is delicate but brutally expressive charade.’

‘No doubt it delighted, as it revealed, the sadistic pervert whom it has so faithfully immortalised.’

‘The sculptor must have felt very sure of his ground, armed by the blind vanity of his subject.’
WHEELER, P.171                                PHILIP THE ARABIAN
A marble bust, 71cm. in height, of the Roman emperor, Philip (244-249 AD.), mercilessly reveals the anxious, shifty, irate, opportunist character of this insignificant ruler (he was allegedly the son of a notorious Arab brigand). But if the artist is no flatterer, it may be because the subject demanded realism and wished to be shown ‘warts and all’.
This portrait is harshly realistic and yet reveals a remarkable sensitivity in the artist. Philip’s worried eyes peer expressively from under the protruding brows. The turn of the head seen here had been introducesd as a formal device in portraits of earlier emperors, but now the eyes look upwards as if for divine inspiration, rather than downwards and aside as had been the practice in earlier portraits. Philip’s strength of character is also expressed through the long, bony, Semitic nose, the thick-lipped mouth and by the deeply lined face. Perhaps most remarkable of all is the way the artist was able to capture here a moment in time, as if Philip’s face were moving, and the particular, fleeting expression had been caught in stone. His hair is also severe, almost like a cap from which short flecks of stone had been removed.
WHEELER, P.161                     PORTRAIT BUST OF PERICLES
This is a Roman copy of a portrait of Pericles, the great Athenian statesman of the fifth century BC., done by a contemporary sculptor named Cresilas. This idealised bust (perfectly shaped nose, lips, unwrinkled skin, the helmet skilfully concealing the subject’s elongated skull) is very different from the realism of Roman portrait sculpture.

Wheeler describes this bust of Pericles as ‘brain-washed’and ‘intellectually a barber’s dummy’.
WHEELER, P.163                     STATUE OF A PATRICIAN WITH BUSTS OF HIS ANCESTORS
This full-length statue of a Roman patrician, wearing a toga and carrying two ancestral portrait-busts, is 1.65m. in height and dated from c. 1st century BC./AD. These busts of the family ancestors were displayed in the atrium of a Roman house and were carried (as here?) in funeral processions so that the entire clan was perceived as being present. Note the realism, dignitas, gravitas, family likeness, baldness, folds of the toga (it hangs well) and the shape of the body seen through it. Also the fingers are realistically carved.
Busts and full-length statues were used by the Romans as architectural decoration, external and internal. They were placed in niches and apses, on the flights of steps leading up to temples, as acroteria (ornaments placed above three angles of a pediment), in aediculae (recess in wall framed with a column and a pediment) on external walls, in arcaded facades such as the Colosseum, on top of commemorative pillars and monumental arches, in front of and inside tombs.

