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The lectures starts from a Roman bust dragged out of the river Rhone at Arles, in Southern France in 2007 – 

and instantly identified as a portrait of Julius Caesar, taken from life. Now the most famous portrait of the 

dictator, and already the subject of several TV documentaries and star of his own special exhibition, he raises the 

question of how we ‘spot a Roman emperor’.  He is not named, and there are no other firm marks of 

identification, so how do we know it is him? 

 

The truth is, we don’t. There are only two ways to identify a bust as Julius Caesar: by comparing it to the 

description of Caesar given by Suetonius in his biography written almost 200 years after Caesar’s assassination 

(so how did he know?) and by matching it up to the tiny images on coins produced in his lifetime. Neither gives 

a certain answer, and over the last two centuries there has been a series of favoured candidates for the ‘best’ 

portrait of Caesar. For a long time, a head in the British Museum had pride of place (and was greeted by 

extraordinary eulogies by those who looked at it); this is now deemed to be an eighteenth or early nineteenth 

century fake. The BM head was replaced in popular and academic esteem by a head found in Italy by Lucien 

Bonaparte, brother of Napoleon, but this too has been downgraded – in favour of the head from the River 

Rhone. 

 

The story of Caesar bust shows just how hard it is to put a name to a Roman face. And many of the same 

problems continue challenge the identification of Caesar’s successors: 

 

Augustus 31 BC – AD 14 

Tiberius 14 – 37 

Caligula 37-41 

Claudius 41-54 

Nero 54-68 

 



 
But there are also some different traps, which make knowing exactly who is who – whether in a marble bust or 

precious cameo – next to impossible. In the art of what was now a complicated dynasty, the whole point was 

that key members of the imperial family (whatever they ‘really’ looked like) were made to look like each other – 

and to look the part of an emperor. When we complain that line-ups of imperial busts in museums tend to look 

indistinguishably the same, we are absolutely right. Some of them, at least, were meant to. 

 

The final part of the lecture takes ‘spotting an emperor’ in a different sense. Using the example of a famous bust 

wrongly identified in the sixteenth century as the (now) little known, short-term ruler Vitellius (on the throne for 

a few months in AD 69), it shows how his face was pointedly borrowed to appear in all kinds of different 

paintings between the sixteenth and the nineteenth centuries… you can spot him everywhere from paintings of 

Roman orgies to paintings of the Last Supper.  Why was this emperor so enthusiastically re-used?  
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