
The legacy of Rome: the language and imagery of power 
 

Rome’s legacies, which are far too numerous to list or name in a single document, can 

be observed across a number of disciplines – from legal, monetary, political and 

economic structures to scholarship in literature, linguistics, science, art and 

architecture. This case study will focus on a few concepts and individuals who have 

been inspired by Rome’s model of leadership.  

 

What’s in a name? Formulating the language of power 
 

Rome’s emperors, in particular, established a written and visual language of power 

throughout a vast empire. Although only a minority of individuals were able to read 

all of the imagery and language on monuments, then, as today, the size and majesty of 

Roman monuments, plus the skill that was used to create them, conveyed a message 

of power that was understood by a broader audience. For subsequent generations, this 

image of power came to represent a ‘golden age’ of rule as well as a model for 

aspiring leaders. 

 

The crucial role that the Romans played in defining concepts of leadership and power 

can be observed in a single monumental dedication on the Arch of Trajan at 

Benevento (Slide 2). The honorary titles accumulated by the Roman emperor were 

repeated on buildings, monuments, statues and coins throughout the empire and have 

served to define many modern terms (Slide 3). For example, on line one, the letters 

‘IMP’ stand for Imperator, a term that originally denoted a person who could exercise 

a specific power (imperium) in the republic but eventually came to mean an imperial 

ruler. It is also the root of the modern word ‘emperor’. The word ‘Caesar’ (also on 

line one) was originally a personal name before becoming a title denoting 

membership of the imperial family, often applied to a designated (future) emperor 

(from about the mid-first century AD). This term for an imperial ruler survives in over 

twenty different languages, from German (Kaiser) to Russian (Czar), Persian, Urdu, 

Turkish and Arabic. Meanwhile, the office of high priest in Rome (pontifex maximus), 

mentioned on line three, continued to be a title for religious figures. It was used by 

early Christian bishops and then revived on papal buildings, monuments and coins in 

the Renaissance.  

 

Trajan’s dedication also includes the military agnomen ‘Germanicus’ and ‘Dacicus’ 

(both in the dative case) on line one. Ascribing such names to an emperor was a way 

of personifying the geographical space of the empire. Conquered nations were also 

depicted as female figures bearing attributes of a country, often in sculpture and on 

coinage. This imagery, taken from the Greeks, was a clever way of representing rule 

in a non-violent manner that would have reminded the viewer of a country’s valuable 

attributes. A sesterce minted in Britain under Antoninus Pius (AD 138–160) (Slide 4), 

perhaps commemorating the construction of the Antonine Wall in Scotland (c. AD 

142–155), portrays a seated Britannia reclining next to a shield and a trident, her chin 

resting on her hand. This image clearly inspired later depictions of Britannia, 

including the portrait of her on a bronze farthing issued by Charles II in 1672. On that 

coin, Britannia assumes a similar pose, albeit with a few differences: she carries a 

branch in one hand, a spear in the other and a shield bearing the Union Flag symbol. 

The 1997 fifty-pence piece presents a more classical image of Britannia, wearing a 



helmet (like Athena and Roma) and a longer toga (to cover her legs) with a lion at her 

feet. Roman coinage, therefore, provided a model not only for imagery but for the 

ideology of rulers who liked to link themselves with a country’s attributes and its 

successful economy.  

 

Pater patriae: patriotism and the concept of the ‘founding 

fathers’ 
 

The fourth line of Trajan’s dedication ends in the letters ‘P P’, which stand for pater 

patriae (‘father of the fatherland’). This title, which was first granted to Furius 

Camillus in 386 BC after the Gallic sack of Rome, was also conferred upon Cicero 

after the Catiline Conspiracy (63 BC) and then upon Julius Caesar. During the 

imperial period, the Senate would award it to an emperor after a period of successful 

rule (so some of the short-lived emperors never received it). The concept of a 

founding father has, like the title ‘Caesar’, travelled across the world. It has been 

given to a prince of Poland, to the founding fathers of the United States and to key 

political figures of the twentieth century, such as Gandhi and Atatürk (Slide 5).  

 

During the imperial period, Roman patriotism was not defined solely by a single 

leader but also by its people, in particular the senatus populusque Romani (‘the Senate 

and people of Rome’), often abbreviated to SPQR. Although it is alleged that the 

citizens of Rome had forgotten what these letters stood for by the Middle Ages (even 

modern tour guides have been known to translate the phrase as sono pazzi questi 

Romani – ‘They’re crazy, these Romans!’), the republican ideal of a senate and a 

people working together survives throughout Italy – from galleries in Milan to a 

modern manhole cover on the streets of the capital (Slide 6). The imagery, the 

language and the mythology of Rome all survive today and continue to be invoked on 

buildings, monuments, coins and statues. 

 

Rome is inspirational not only in language, political concepts and imagery, but for 

individuals. For an aspiring ruler or founding father, it was a model (on many levels) 

for successful rule. Hundreds of years after the collapse of the western Roman empire, 

Charlemagne (AD 742–814) reinvoked the majesty of the Roman world (Slide 7) by 

geographically uniting an empire in both his titles (Imperator Augustus, Imperator 

Romanorum and Pater Europae) and his use of imagery. He is depicted on a livre 

(pound) coin like a Roman emperor – clean shaven, wearing the corona civica (a 

crown of oak lives awarded for saving a citizen’s life) and a military breastplate (a 

cuirass) (Note that the aforementioned farthing depicts Charles II with the same 

attributes.) 

 

In Rome, Pope Sixtus IV mimicked Augustus (Slide 8). Saying he ‘found a city of 

mud and left it a city of brick’, he constructed a number of roads, a bridge (the Ponte 

Sisto) and an aqueduct (the Aqua Vergina) which he dedicated with the name 

‘pontifex maximus’. He also began the Capitoline art collection (including the dubious 

Capitoline Wolf), refounded the Vatican library and reorganized the Julian calendar.  

 

More recently, Napoleon Bonaparte (1769–1821) drew a great deal of inspiration for 

his empire from the Roman tradition (Slide 9). His laws, his foreign policy, his title 

(Empereur des Français) and his use of art and imagery (his triumphal arches, his 



tomb and even a painting of him on his funeral bed which depicted him with the 

corona civica) (Slide 10) were all based on Roman models.  

 

Conclusions 
 

Fifteen hundred years after the fall of the Roman empire, we are still surrounded by 

Rome’s imagery, language and political ideologies. The Roman empire remains the 

benchmark against which all civilizations are compared. It is for this reason that 

classical studies remain a keystone in education, for without understanding the 

Roman models used by artists and leaders (from Charlemagne to Napoleon), how can 

we understand the individuals who employed them? 

 


