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Coloured marble

The splendour and power of imperial Rome

s far as the Elder Pliny was con-
Acerned, all Numidia had to offer

were two luxury items: exotic
beasts and marmor Numidicum, an imper-
ial polychrome marble of an unrivalled
yellow.! A little later the Latin poet Mar-
tial compared the mane of a Numidian
lion shown in the newly-opened Colos-
seum with the delicate colours of the
yellow marble of the beast’s homeland:

He was but one, but one before whose rule the
very lions would tremble,

To whom marble-painted Numidia would give
a diadem.

When his curving mane stood erect, what
beauty, what dignity

Did its golden shadow shed over his neck!”

This powerful rhetoric was complement-
ed by an equally powerful image: a
splendid sculpture of a lion dating from
the first century AD and carved out of
marmor Numidicum (Fig. 1).?

Marble is one of the most fascinating,
significant and lasting materials of classi-
cal Rome, and the repository of a rich but
still largely unwritten history of the city’s
culture, ideology and power.! Even the
different meanings of the Latin word
marmor point to the cultural complexities
associated with marble: stones capable of
being polished, including polychromes,
granites and porphyries; anything made
of marble such as slabs, pavements,
buildings, statues, mile-stones and dust;
a quality of hardness; the bright surface of
the sea; and colour.’ The specific proper-
ties of marble made it a particularly
suitable material for architecture and
sculpture. Marble was widely found
throughout the Mediterranean (Fig. 2).
Marble provided blocks of (nearly) all
dimensions, supplied manifold qualities
and colours, offered subtle varieties of
translucent surface, allowed extreme pre-
cision in detail and polish, and had a
reasonable load-bearing capacity. Marble
is also very heavy. A cubic metre of ‘ordi-
nary’ white marble weighs about 2.75
tonnes, polychromes, granite and por-

ROLF MICHAEL SCHNEIDER

1 Lion, 1st century AD. Marmor Numidicum, length 120 cm.
Sala degli Animali, Musei Vaticani, Rome.
Photo: Musei Vaticani, Rome

phyry often more. Polychromes are the
most informative marbles since most of
them can be easily identified, and were
quarried from sources known to and dis-
cussed by ancient writers.’ Furthermore,
polychromes colour in the imagery of
ancient Rome, a coloured imagery which
even in current publications is still pre-
dominantly approached in black and
white.? Finally, polychromes contribute to
a broader understanding of specialisation
of workmanship and engineering, mea-
sures of infrastructure, patterns of
distribution and trade, social and eco-
nomic status, the shaping of architectural
landscapes and the symbolism of marble
in terms of colour and power.

The use of coloured marble goes back
to the old cultures of ancient Egypt and
the Near East, and was later adopted by
Hellenistic kings.” The first use of poly-
chromes in Rome started late, not before
the early first century BC (especially mar-
mor Numidicum, marmor Luculleum and
marmor Carystium). In Republican Rome
the first polychromes were used in the
domestic domain of rich Roman villas
(pavements, thresholds, columns) and
the public centre of the city (ephemeral

theatre buildings, political monuments)."
One function of these polychromes, dis-
played as one of the most exotic and
prestigious materials available, was to
distinguish the personal power of ambi-
tious Romans competing for the highest
offices of state. In Rome (coloured) mar-
ble was from its beginnings related to
discourses of ideology, policy and power.
The occasional and exclusive use of a few
polychromes only, however, shows that
Republican Rome had not started to
exploit these distant quarries on a sys-
tematic scale.

This situation changed radically under
the first Roman emperor, Augustus. Mar-
ble was now regularly imported to Rome
in quantities and qualities unheard of
before. This was particularly true of the
abundant use of polychromes." The
Augustan marble revolution far out-
stripped anything seen in the classical
world before. In contrast to the rare dis-
play of a few polychromes in Late
Republican Rome, coloured marble was
now widely used for grand public build-
ings, such as the new temples of Apollo
Palatinus, Apollo in Circo, Mars Ultor
and Concordia, the Basilica Paul(l)i (Fig.
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Major quarries of white and coloured marble in the Roman world
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2 Map of marble quarries in the Roman world.
Photo: Der Neue Pauly wvol. vi, Stuttgart and
Weimar, 1999, pp. 929-30.

10), the House of Augustus, the new
imperial Forum of Augustus, and for new
public sculptures like the portrayals of
Orientals (Figs. 11-14) — all placed in the
very heart of the city.” In conjunction
with other radical urban measures, the
exotic polychromes transformed the old
Republican city into the new imperial
Rome, both aurea and aeterna.”® These
changes are addressed in a famous state-
ment handed down by Suetonius:

Rome was originally not decorated pro maies-
tate imperii, but was improved by Augustus so
fundamentally that he could rightly praise
himself: he found her brick but left her
marble."

The Augustan marble revolution, based
on the extensive use of both white and
coloured marble, soon spread throughout
the Roman empire. The new display and
systematic employment of polychromes
imported from the edges of the Roman
world became perhaps the most explicit
symbol of imperial power marking para-
mount  availability and  cultural
supremacy as crucial elements of Roman
identity.

From the reign of Augustus onwards
the most important quarries producing
large quantities of white and coloured
marble came into imperial ownership
(patrimonium Caesaris).” Starting, consol-
idating and continuing the exploitation of
these quarries, often situated in rough
and isolated environments, required
enormous effort. Two quarry sites can
highlight the complex problems involved:
the quarries of marmor Numidicum at
Simitthus in Africa proconsularis and the
quarries of mons Claudianus, a granodior-
ite found in the eastern desert of imperial
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3 Site of the marmor Numidicum quarries, Simit-
thus, Tunisia. Photo: F. Rakob

4 Section vii of the marmor Numidicum quarries
(ht of the exploited walls over 20 m), Simitthus,
Tunisia. Photo: F. Rakob

5 Site of the mons Claudianus quarries, Eastern
Desert, Egypt. Photo: V.A. Maxfield

6 Obelisk, Egyptian, Piazza di Montecitorio,
Rome. Pink-rose granite from Aswan, re-used in
9 BC for the sundial of Augustus in Rome. Photo:
R.M. Schneider

7 Reconstruction of the sundial of Augustus, 9
BC, Campus Martius, Rome. Photo: E. Biichner,
Die Sonnenuhr des Augustus, Mainz am Rhein,
1982, fig. 13

Egypt.

Around 27 BC the Roman town Colonia
Iulia Augusta Numidica Simitthus was
founded near a range of mountains pro-
viding marmor Numidicum (Figs. 3-4)."
Major routes linked Simitthus to the sea:
a road to the port of Thabraca about forty
miles away, and the River Medjerda to
the port of Utica about ninety miles away.
Imperial quarrying on a significant scale
is attested from the time of Augustus up
to the third century Ap.” From the early
second century AD the exploitation was
controlled by a procurator marmorum
Numidicorum, an imperial freedman, who
inscribed on every block the name of the
emperor, the consul for the year, the sec-
tion and subdivision where the block was
quarried, and the current number of the
yearly production. Around 140 AD an
enclosed camp was constructed with
prison-like barracks to house and guard
the slave-powered workforce of the quar-
ries.”® This camp, including rooms for
administration and storage, two baths, a
sophisticated water supply and a military
detachment, was set up on a scale that no
other imperial quarry in the ancient
world seems to have equalled. In the ear-
lier third century AD, after the end of the
imperial administration of Simitthus, the
abandoned slave barracks were converted
into a probably privately owned work-
shop, a fabrica, which manufactured, over
the period of two generations and for
regional use, small artefacts made of the
prestigious Numidian stone — mainly del-
icate bowls and plates often only two to
three millimetres thick. The quarries pro-
duced a marble highly admired for its
unique variety of different yellows, usual-
ly enriched by veins ranging from brown
to violet in colour, and used for both
architecture and sculpture. The total
exploitation of marmor Numidicum in
Roman times is calculated at about
250,000 cubic meters, which is equivalent
to roughly 700,000 tonnes by weight. This
was complemented by at least the same
amount of rubble.

The Roman quarries of granodiorite
from mons Claudianus are situated in the
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8 Fragment of a spiral-fluted column, 2nd or 3rd
century AD. Marmor Scyreticum, ht 30 cm. Depot
of the British School, Knossos. Photo: S. Paton

heart of the Red Sea mountains as part of
the eastern desert of Egypt, some three
hundred miles south of Cairo as the crow
flies (Fig. 5).” Both supply and transport,
however, took much longer, firstly over-
land from mons Claudianus to the Nile for
about seventy-five miles, and then on the
river all the way down to the port of
Alexandria for a further five hundred-odd
miles. Roman exploitation started in the
first century AD and continued into Late
Antiquity. In time the desert base com-
prised a fort with a complex of streets and
buildings, and storage facilities, water cis- |
terns, baths, a temple of Serapis, and _;me\}ljj3
stables for the beasts of burden outside _5_

the fort. Inscriptions mention highly spe-
cialised professions, including stonemasons,
smiths, bellowsmakers, steel hardeners,
guards, foremen, hammer men, adze-men,
water carriers, wedge-men and sawyers.
The outcrops produced a fine but
extremely hard granodiorite of white
quartz, grey feldspar, and black mica.
This stone was quarried for huge baths, y { 3

basins and especially monolithic columns : ik ! L0
up to sixty feet high, designed — as it now - - =i HE
seems — for imperial use only: in Rome T , ! ! ;
for Trajan’s Basilica Ulpia, the Pantheon ‘ ‘ R
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9 Reconstruction of the interior order decorated
with various imperial polychromes, c. 117-125
AD, Pantheon, Rome. Photo: Coloured drawing = = =
M. Heilmeyer

10 Reconstruction of the longitudinal section ] ‘ : = = ;: - ||
(the gesture and attribute of the oriental statues | ' b= | iRl B '
are wrong, their position is questionable), proba-
bly after 14 Bc, Basilica Paul(l)i Aemilia, Rome.
Photo: E.M. Steinby (ed.), Lexicon Topographicum
Urbis Romae 1, Rome, 1993, p. 414, fig. 107




and the Baths of Caracalla, in Tivoli for
Hadrian’s Villa and in Split for Dioclet-
ian’s Mausoleum.

A great challenge for imperial engi-
neering was the development of a
suitable infrastructure,” in order to link
the quarries on the provincial periphery
with the imperial centre in Rome. Roads
had to be laid out and maintained,
bridges constructed, vehicles and draught
animals for transport provided, ports
equipped and ships built or found.”
Many of these measures were achieved
by special engineering units of the
Roman army, whereas trade and shipping
were more likely to have been carried out
by private contractors. The standard
capacity of Roman freighters (100-450
tonnes), the heavy dead weight of marble
and the seasonal restrictions of Mediter-
ranean sailing required the service of
many ships to satisfy the increasing
demand for polychromes throughout the
empire.

Strabo’s account of the marble trade
published in the Augustan age makes it
clear that it was Roman power which
mastered the immense difficulties of
transporting polychromes to Rome. Stra-
bo comments on marmor Phrygium (Figs.
11, 13 and 15),” one of the most costly
and widely used imperial polychromes
quarried from the mountainside east of
the source of the River Meander, which
was three hundred and sixty-three miles
long:

Originally the quarry yielded only small
lumps, but on account of the present splen-
dour of the Romans, great columns are
extracted in one piece, very similar to alabaster
in their variegated colouring. As a result, even
though the transport of such a heavy burden
to the sea is a problem, nevertheless, both
columns and slabs of astonishing size and
beauty are conveyed to Rome.”

In the first half of the second century
AD the quarries of marmor Phrygium alone
supplied around 500,000 cubic metres of
polychromes weighing about 1.4 million
tonnes.

The greatest marble challenge to
Roman power, however, was the imperial
demand for Egyptian obelisks made of
rose-pink granite from Aswan.* Such an
enterprise involved not only the actual
handling of the obelisk (weighing up to
four hundred and fifty tonnes), but also
special freighters and infrastructure.
Augustus was the first Roman to order
two obelisks for Rome: one was about

11 Torso of an oriental statue, probably after 14 BC.
Marmor Phrygium. From the Basilica Paul(l)i
(Aemilia). Antiquario Forense, Rome. Photo: LE.
Grady

12 Reconstruction of the stance and gesture of
the oriental torso (Fig. 11) and the oriental statue
(Fig. 14). Photo: E. Curtius, ‘Die Telamonen an
der Erztafel von Anisa’, Archdologische Zeitung 39,
1881, p. 22

twenty-four metres high and was to be
erected in the Circus Maximus, while the
other, which was about twenty-two
metres high, was to serve as a hand (gno-
mon) for his gigantic sundial (Fig. 6).” The
Solarium Augusti, twice as large as the

Piazza di S Pietro in Rome, was a unique
construction set up to measure the (gold-
en) time of the new Golden Age heralded
in by Augustus (Fig. 7).* This spectacular
instrument of imperial power was also
related to discourses of military might as
it was built after the people of Rome had
subdued Egypt (30 AD) — a reading given
by the Augustan inscriptions on the bases
of the two obelisks.” Ever since, real and
imitation Egyptian obelisks have been
erected by a whole variety of patrons as
symbols of supreme power. However, no
other city can begin to rival Rome’s total
of thirteen obelisks, all taken by her when
Egypt was an imperial province.

One of the most drastic and critical
accounts of the Roman enterprise of
quarrying, trading and using marble is
given by the Elder Pliny, prominently
placed in the prologue to the book devot-
ed to stones and marbles in his Natural
History:

For everything that we have invested up to the
present volume may be deemed to have been
created for the benefit of mankind. Mountains,
however, were made by nature for herself to
serve as a kind of framework for holding firmly
together the inner parts of the earth, and at
the same time to enable her to subdue the vio-
lence of rivers, to break the force of heavy seas
and so to curb with her most restless elements
the hardest material of which she is made. We
smash these mountains and haul them away
for no other reason than that our pleasure dic-
tates it; and yet there was a time when it
seemed remarkable even to have succeeded in
crossing them...Headlands are laid open to
the sea, and nature is flattened. We remove
the barriers created to serve as the boundaries
of nations, and ships are built specially for
marble. And so, over the waves of the sea,
nature’s wildest element, mountain ranges are
transported to and fro...Oh that men should
do such things, or rather endure them for no
other purpose or pleasure than to recline amid
coloured marbles...*

Not only the extreme narrative but also
the aggressive idioms used by Pliny are
revealing: to subdue (domare) the vio-
lence of rivers, to break (frangere) the
force of the sea, to smash (caedere) the
mountains. Other imperial writers use
similar martial terms to describe the bru-
tal occupation of the landscape by Roman
engineers and architects: these texts read
like accounts of military victories
achieved by the supreme power of
Rome.” The exploitation of numerous
marble quarries throughout the Mediter-



ranean and the empire-wide trade of
many millions of tonnes of coloured mar-
ble was one of Rome’s greatest
technological and cultural achievements,
in a sense an achievement that has
remained unequalled.

Stockpiling coloured marble in abun-
dant quantities, qualities and varieties is
another specifically Roman achievement.
The first, largest and most important
marble depots were established at the
centre of the empire. It was probably
under Augustus that Ostia, the sea port
of Rome, and the capital itself started to
house the entire range of imported white
and coloured marbles.” These depots
constituted both a unique treasure-chest
at the disposal of the Roman emperor
and a unique material ‘map’ of the
Roman empire symbolising the infinite
power of Rome over virtually everything,
even over the most inaccessible resources
of the world. Marble surveys of Roman
Britain and Roman Crete now indicate
that imperial polychromes were not an
imperial privilege redistributed by the
centre but were quickly available to the
provincial élite throughout the Roman
world, a process starting in the first cen-
tury AD.”

Mechanisms of power are also reflected
in the specialisation of working tech-
niques.”? The carving of polychromes
required the presence of professional
stonemasons, to finish the detail on capi-
tals, friezes, sarcophagi and sculptures,
and to carve the numerous columns
which were fluted, spiral-fluted (Fig. 8) or
half-fluted and half-reeded (Fig. 9). Since
the complex process of fluting was done
in situ, specialist marble workers must
have been available to do this work
wherever it was ordered. The same
applies for veneer. Marble blocks were
sawn on site into slabs which were then
polished, with the thicker ones — which
were about three centimetres thick —
being used as tiles or as opus sectile for
flooring, and the thinner ones — which
were about a centimetre thick — being
used for panelling on walls. The exact
levelling of veneer to a perfectly flat sur-
face demanded particular skills. One of
the most labour-intensive works was the
final polishing, especially of polychromes.
Trained politores developed sophisticated
methods to achieve subtle finishes of all
shades and for all varieties of coloured
marble.

The costs of the polychromes are only
known from an Edict published under the
Roman emperor Diocletian (284-305 AD)

13 Supporting statue of a kneeling Oriental, after 20 BC.
Marmor Phrygium (the dark marble head and hands
are post-classical restorations), ht 162 cm. From a
lost triumphal monument in Rome, Museo Archeo-
logico Nazionale, Naples. Photo: H.N. Loose

14 Supporting statue of a standing Oriental, c. 30-
50 AD. Marmor Numidicum (the dark marble head
and hands are post-classical restorations, and
the arms are also wrongly restored — for the orig-
inal gesture, see Fig. 12), ht 230 cm. Museo
Nazionale Romano, Rome. Photo: H.N. Loose

to fix maximum prices.” They provide a
scale of comparison which shows that
coloured marble was far from cheap. The
costliness of imperial polychromes is also
underlined by the context in which they
are mentioned in the Edict, namely next
to the Libyan animals, which are among
the most exotic and expensive luxury
items. The highest maximum price in the

Edict (150,000 denarii) is that for a first-
class lion, which comes in the chapter
after the marbles. This price is equalled in
the Edict only once, for a pound of dou-
ble-dyed purple silk from China.

From Augustan times onwards poly-
chromes were used both for architecture
and sculpture, and in public and domestic
contexts. This colourful evidence, howev-
er, has been reduced to monochrome by
two powerful enemies: black and white
photography and the notion of white
marble classicism. Although the interiors
of many Roman public buildings were
furnished, often lavishly, with coloured
marble, reconstructions showing such
coloured interiors are rare. One of the
few exceptions is the Pantheon, a temple
for all the gods in Rome perhaps built by
Apollodorus of Damascus between 117
and 125 AD.* The interior of this spectac-
ular building was decorated by the most
costly and most colourful polychromes
(Fig. 9): from Asia Minor both purple-
veined marmor Phrygium and
multi-coloured marmor Luculleum, from
the eastern desert of Egypt both red lapis
porphyrites and green-speckled breccia
verde di Wadi Hammamat, from mainland
Greece blue-green marmor Thessalicum,
and from Tunisia yellow-shaded marmor
Numidicum. The unlimited use of highly
polished polychromes demonstrated the
immeasurable power of a civilisation
which was able to produce architecture of
such cosmic scale and such dreamlike
splendour.

Another exceptional but much earlier
interior richly ornamented in coloured
marble is that of the Basilica Paul(l)i situ-
ated in the centre of Rome, and entirely
rebuilt with money given by Caesar and
Augustus (Fig. 10).* Here, coloured mar-
ble was not only used for the pavements,
monolithic columns and the veneer of the
walls, but also for a unique gallery of
statues; under Augustus more than twen-
ty over-lifesize figures were displayed in
the hall. Fragments of at least seventeen
statues have survived, some of the earli-
est known Roman sculptures carved in
polychromes: all are dressed in rich ori-
ental garb, all made of coloured marble,
all are worked to an exceptional finish,
and all are still unpublished (Fig. 11). The
fragmentary Orientals can be reconstruct-
ed as architectural figures raising one arm
in a gesture of mannered support (Fig.
12).

It has hitherto not been grasped why
the Elder Pliny regarded the Basilica
Paul(l)i as one of the most beautiful



buildings of the world: it was because of
its speckled columns made of marmor
Luculleum and its colourful statues of Ori-
entals made of marmor Phrygium (Fig. 11)
and marmor Numidicum, two of the most
expensive and exclusive marbles.” Both
marbles are direct counterparts, both are
criss-crossed by veins ranging in colour
from crimson to violet. They reflected the
exotic colouring of rich oriental costumes
and gave the distant dream world of the
Orient a new material presence, embody-
ing Western perceptions of the luxury,
fascination and ‘otherness’ of the East.”
Quarried on the edges of the Roman
world, the marbles were also a spectacu-
lar symbol of power, of the utter
supremacy of Roman culture. The orien-
tal statues made of coloured marble
represented exotic spoils of exceptional
splendour, the likes of which had never
before been witnessed in Rome.

Supporting figures not only of standing
but also of kneeling Orientals made of
coloured marble — of marmor Phrygium
(Figs. 11 and 13) and marmor Numidicum
(Fig. 14) — were introduced into Rome
after the triumph over Parthia in 20 BC,
the most celebrated success of Augustan
foreign policy.” The visual power of these
coloured sculptures stimulated new his-
tories and ideologies, also in
post-classical Rome. In the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, in the context of a
new exoticism focusing on black people,
some of the orientals statues were
restored with heads and hands made of
dark marble (Figs. 13-14).” Originally,
however, these parts of the oriental stat-
ues were made of white marble in
accordance with their white ethnicity.
Furthermore, the original heads were
characterised by youthful faces of desir-
able beauty complemented by long hair
(Fig. 12).%

The statues of Orientals made of exotic
polychromes were of central importance
in the use of coloured marble in Roman
sculpture, but they also constituted one of
the most striking symbols of Roman
power. A new peak was reached under
Trajan (98-117 Ap), when a new image
and a wider variety of polychromes was
introduced into the portrayals of non-
Romans. Now statues of the recently
subdued Dacians were set up, depicted
with barbaric faces and in actual submis-
sion but not, like the Orientals, with
beautiful faces and in attitudes of virtual
support.” The coloured statues of Dacians
were often sculpted on a colossal scale —
up to over three metres in height, mostly
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15 Torso of a colossal statue of a Dacian, probably
from Trajan’s Forum in Rome, c. 106-113 AD.
Marmor Phrygium (head and arms of white mar-
ble), ht 150 cm. Orti Farnesiani, Rome. Photo: R.
M. Schneider

16 Lower part of torso of a colossal statue of a
Dacian, probably from Trajan’s Forum in Rome,
¢. 106-113 AD. Lapis porphyrites, ht 130 cm.
Museo dell’Opificio delle Pietre Dure, Florence.
Photo: R.M. Schneider

displayed in the imperial Forum of Trajan
(106-13 AD) and made of either purple-
veined marmor Phrygium (Fig. 15), dark
bigio morato, red lapis porphyrites (Fig. 16)
or green marmor Lacedaemonium (Fig.

17).” The latter in particular added a fur-
ther dimension to the Roman ideology of
coloured marble and imperial power: it
was the most costly marble on the mar-
ket, only available in small quantities, and
entirely unsuitable for colossal sculpture
on that scale, since the largest extractable
blocks did not exceed 1.0 x 0.5 x 0.5 m in
sizef

The use of polychromes in Roman
sculpture was widespread, included the
whole range of its thematic spectrum and
opened up more discourses concerning
marble, colour and power. In many cases,
a specific semantic relation between the
colour or colours of the marble selected
and the theme of the figures portrayed
can be established.* The dark scisto verde
di Wadi Hammamat from Egypt, for
example, was often favoured for imitating
classical Greek sculptures, probably to
allude to — and surpass — old weathered
bronze. A fine specimen is the head of
the so-called Idolino (Fig. 18) sculpted in
the classicist age of Augustus; the head
was later probably owned by J.J. Winckel-
mann.” The specific colours of the
polychromes used for a colossal statue of
Minerva (Fig. 19), again made in the time
of Augustus or a little later, were chosen
to relate this figure to the most highly
regarded classical cult statues solely dec-
orated  with ivory and  gold
(chryselephantine).*

For buildings with any pretensions to
imperial grandeur and public attention
most cities in the Roman empire were
obliged to import decorative marble, both
white and coloured, from overseas. The
coloured marble style of decoration, used
throughout the empire in temples, fora,
theatres, baths, nymphaea and adminis-
trative buildings, and (although less
often) also for sculpture, altered the set-
ting of public life, giving it a specifically
Roman appearance and character. Alto-
gether it was a most powerful and
ubiquitous expression of what Roman
culture and ideology was able to achieve.
In the late first century AD the Latin poet
Statius praises the innumerable columns
of Domitian’s palace as distinctive sym-
bols of imperial power:

Awesome and vast is the edifice, distinguished
not by a hundred columns but by as many as
could shoulder the gods and the sky if Atlas
were let off."”

According to the poet’s rhetoric poly-
chromes from imperial quarries in
Greece, Asia Minor, Egypt and Africa



17 Right shoulder of a colossal statue of a Dacian,
probably from Trajan’s Forum in Rome, c. 106-
113 AD. Marmor Lacedaemonium, ht 56 cm.
Museo Archeologico Frederico Zeri, Mentana.
Photo: Deutsches Archdologisches Institut Rom,
no. £.86.202

were abundantly used, whereas ‘ordi-
nary’ white marble from the Italic
quarries near Luna was only supplied to
form the base for the columns of more
precious varieties.*

Great monolithic shafts of polished
polychromes, transported from the ends
of the earth regardless of difficulty, cost
and distance and finished to a state of
uniform perfection, stood in almost every
Roman city, proclaiming not only the
economic wealth, political loyalty and
cultural identity of the (re-)urbanised
provinces but also Rome’s paramount
power over all conditions of life, includ-
ing commerce, industry and expertise.
This ideological aspect of the marble rev-
olution was explicitly emphasised from
the reign of Hadrian onwards, when
monolithic columns of coloured marble
began to play a crucial part in an imperial
gift economy which interrelated the local
élites in the provinces more directly to
the emperor in Rome.* In following the
fashion set by the capital the cities of the
provinces were not just displaying their
prosperity; they were transforming their
own urban surroundings more and more
into a Roman landscape. Perfect shape,
functional use and public display made
coloured marble a most distinctive sym-
bol to determine Roman architecture as a
space of Roman demands, values and
power, and as a specific construction of
Roman splendour, culture and atmos-
phere.
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18 Head of the ‘Idolino’, late 1st century BC/early 1st century AD.
Egyptian scisto verde di Wadi Hammamat, ht 18 cm. Museo Gregoriano Profano, Musei Vaticani, Rome.
Probably in the possession of Johann Joachim Winckelmann (1717-68).
Photo: R.M. Schneider
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