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 The production of Roman imperial portraiture was essential in controlling the perception 

of the emperor. These portraits highlight specific attributes of their subjects, whether actual or 

desired, to present to audiences a vision of a strong and capable ruler. Augustus, one of the most 

prominent emperors of the Roman Empire, was subject to a wide array of portraiture. By using 

an array of actions, costumes, and symbolism, these various portraits strived to convey to the 

public an idealized representation of their ruler. Three marble sculptures depicting Augustus, 

Bust of Augustus Wearing the Corona Civica, Augustus as Imperator, and Augustus as Pontifex 

Maximus, aimed to portray the Julio-Claudian emperor as an honorable citizen, a powerful foe, 

and a pious man, thus creating a wider understanding of Augustus as not only a suitable ruler but 

a rightful one as well. 

 The Bust of Augustus Wearing the Corona Civica (fig. 1) is an example of the emperor 

portrayed as a dutiful soldier. His youthful, idealized features signify the portraitist’s intent to 

represent him as an immortalized divine figure, a representation that all but cemented his 

imperial stability. The corona civica that rests upon his head denotes a military achievement: the 

so-called “civic crown,” constructed of oak leaves, would have been awarded to a worthy 

individual who saved Roman citizens’ lives.1 Augustus is portrayed wearing this crown because 

of his hand in ending the civil warfare in the empire. By putting an end to the bloodshed, the 

emperor saved countless Roman lives. Furthermore, the representation of Augustus with the 

civic crown creates not only a correlation between the emperor and an outstanding military 

triumph but also a perception of Augustus as concerned with the welfare of his populace. This 

crown and its connotation would have also had an appropriate association with Augustus’ status 

                                                             
1 Stout 1994, 82. 
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as princeps, or “first citizen.” In his Res Gestae Divi Augusti (“Achievements of Divi 

Augustus”), written just before his death, Augustus recounts some of his actions as emperor. For 

example, he writes about his generosity: “From that year when Gnaeus and Publius Lentulus 

were consuls (18 Bc), when the taxes fell short, I gave out contributions of grain and money 

from my granary and patrimony, sometimes to 100,000 men, sometimes to many more.”2 This 

excerpt highlights an incident of Augustan generosity towards his people. Augustus’ civic crown 

emphasizes how he saved the lives of Roman citizens from further warfare, and together with his 

written account of imperial achievements, suggest an overall concern with the political, 

economic, and overall well-being of his people. 

 Augustus as Imperator (fig. 2), better known as the Prima Porta Augustus, presents 

another, albeit more famous, militaristic rendition of the emperor, this time in an intimidatingly 

powerful way. This grand marble statue depicts Augustus in Roman military garb: a cuirass 

(breastplate), low-slung cloak, and a skirt made of cut strips of leather. Traditional military 

sandals have been forgone in favor of bare feet, a denotation of divinity. This suggests that the 

sculpture was created posthumously, after the death and subsequent deification of Augustus. 

Furthermore, his outstretched hand is indicative speech. In this context, this pose is read as a 

general’s addressing of his troops, emphasizing even further the militaristic nature of the portrait. 

This version of Augustus is again youthful and ageless, again a portrayal of the emperor as an 

eternal ruler. In short, Augustus is presented in an absolute position of power. The allegorical 

decoration on his breastplate illustrates the dawn of an age of peace and prosperity, perhaps a 

                                                             
2 Augustus 14 C.E., no. 18. 
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sort of celebratory eulogy of Augustus and his reign.3 Even the figure of Cupid riding a dolphin, 

which physically supports the heavy marble sculpture, is a reference to Augustus’ familial claim 

to have descended from Venus. This divine heritage further reinforces his claim to the imperial 

throne. Audiences of this piece, which was most likely created for its placement in Augustus’ 

wife Livia’s palace, would perhaps have been both comforted and intimidated by the power 

portrayed by the emperor. Here was a ruler who could confidently protect and provide for his 

people, and also one who possessed absolute supremacy and a right to the throne. 

As discussed earlier, representing the bare foot in sculpture is often an indication of 

divinity. Similarly, other connotations of bare feet are those of religious sanctity or piety,4 

connotations that are less likely those of the bare feet of Augustus as Imperator and more likely 

those of Augustus as Pontifex Maximus (fig. 3). In this sculpture, another full-length portrait, 

Augustus wears a toga, with the top edge of it pulled over his head. He would have likely held an 

offering plate, or patera, in his right hand, suggesting that he is at the moment giving a sacrifice 

at an altar. Augustus pursued the position of Pontifex Maximus for nearly twenty years, finally 

elected in 12 BCE.5 From this point onward, the office of Pontifex Maximus would be imperially 

held, a tradition that continued even into the early Christian emperors.6 This portrayal of 

Augustus is not only an obvious reference to piety, but also another one to imperial power. 

Augustus reclaimed the title of Pontifex Maximus, one formerly held by the great Julius Caesar.7 

Thus, this representation of Augustus as the high priest of the Roman Empire is a continuation of 

                                                             
3 Ingholt 1969, 179. 
4 Goldman 1994, 105. 
5 Cameron 2007, 341. 
6 Ibid., 342.  
7 Cameron 2007, 341. 
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the imperial power conveyed in the Augustus as Imperator. The piety of this portrait is yet 

another way to emphasize the righteousness of the emperor, to justify his position on the throne.  

Augustus’ costume in this portrait can tell us even more about the sculpture’s historical 

importance. During this time, the proper toga for high priests was the toga praetexta, a variation 

of the Roman garment that boasted a two or three purple inch stripe along its edges.8 A more 

obvious example of this type of toga can be seen in the Etruscan statue known as Aulus Metellus 

(fig. 4). In this bronze statue, a line can be seen along the hem of the figure’s garment, indicating 

the purple band of the toga praetexta. The denotation of this type of toga is necessary to 

understand Augustus as Pontifex Maximus because of its limitation to high priests, thus helping 

us to understand why Augustus wears a toga in this portrait. As Caroline Vaut argues in her 

article “The Myth of the Toga: Understanding the History of Roman Dress,” 

The often forgotten fact is that these ancient images are not mannequins from a leading Roman 

fashion house but are portrait statues, funerary reliefs, components of large official monuments, 

works of art. In order to interpret them properly, we need to think about the aesthetic and 

technical considerations of the artists, about the wishes of the patron, about the responses of the 

viewer.9 

Thus, it is particularly important to discuss Augustus’ toga in this portrait. What is it saying 

about him, or his current position? The purpose of the toga praetexta as a priestly garment is to 

identify the wearer as powerfully pious. By inferring that Augustus is most likely wearing this 

type of toga, and that he has pulled part of it over his head, we can further label this sculpture as 

an artistic attempt to emphasize his piety and religious importance as well as his subsequent 

                                                             
8 Stone 1994, 13. 
9 Vout 1996, 207-208. 
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spiritual power. Thus, Augustus expands his imperial control by means of his position as 

Pontifex Maximus and the toga he is depicted as wearing. 

 When analyzing these portraits of Augustus and others like them it is necessary to 

understand that imperial portraiture was, above all else, a form of propaganda. In these three 

cases alone, Augustus is depicted in ways that secure his position as emperor. These portraits 

would have emphasized favorable traits such as attention to civil duty, militaristic and divine 

power, and religious sanctity. Above all, the emperor was depicted as a model citizen who 

possessed all positive traits necessary to be a rightful and effective ruler. Whether or not these 

portraits of Augustus are accurate representations of the emperor’s true character is left to 

debate—Mason Hammond, for example, argues in his essay “The Sincerity of Augustus” that 

“the high literary and artistic achievement of the period, centered as it is upon Augustus, 

expresses a strong conviction not only of his greatness but of his sincerity.”10 Hammond 

continues on, “Even those who most severely criticize Augustus for political hypocrisy usually 

accept as sincere his attempt to restore traditional social and moral values. They note with 

pleasure that much that is reported of his personal behavior is in conflict with his official 

attitude.”11 Hammond’s assertion is an interesting reading of Augustus, both as a man and as an 

extremely public political figure. Perhaps it is even the most appropriate one, as Augustus would 

have likely wanted to separate his military image from his private, gentler one. Meaning, it is 

possible that the intent of the representations of this emperor were part of an imperial attempt at 

positive propaganda, in this case portraiture that replicated Augustus’ temperate yet solidified 

power, or as Hammond calls it, “sincerity.”  

                                                             
10 Hammond 1965, 144. 
11 Hammond 1965, 145. 
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 Regardless of Augustus’ personal intents for his portraiture, the statues of the emperor 

were intended as forms of propaganda. Depicting Augustus as the ideal Roman citizen as well as 

the model Roman emperor was possible through the representation of him in several ways: as 

dutiful to his populace, a natural militaristic leader, and a pious high priest. These 

representations of Augustus both subtly and overtly asserted his supreme power. Augustus is 

widely and easily recognized as princeps, imperator, and as pontifex maximus, making him one 

of the most unquestionably powerful and dominant leaders of the Roman Empire. 
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FIGURE 1 

 
Bust of Augustus Wearing the Corona Civica, 

early 1st century. 

 
FIGURE 2 

 

Augustus as Imperator, from the Villa of Livia at 
Primaporta, early 1st century marble copy of 

bronze original from ca. 20 BCE 
 

 
  FIGURE 3 
 

Augustus as Pontifex Maximus, from Via 
Labicana, Rome, after 12 BCE. 

 
FIGURE 4 

 
Aulus Metellus, from Cortona, ca. 90-70 BCE. 
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