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LECTURE BY DR. JULIA C. FISCHER 
IMPERIAL ROMAN CAMEOS 
 

Roman emperors commissioned small private 
works of art that functioned in much the same 
way as large public sculptures—as political 
propaganda to advertise their accomplishments 
and power—but were seen by only those people in 
their household or invited to a dinner party. 
 
Typically, the cameos were made of a brown stone 
with bands or layers of white throughout, such as 
sardonyx, onyx, or agate, and carved so that the figures stand out in white relief on a 
background formed by the dark part of the stone.  
 

Imperial cameos could be much larger than pendant or finger ring examples. The most 
famous one, the Gemma Augustea (above), measures 7 ½ by 9 inches. The central figure of a 
god seated on a throne represents Emperor Caesar Augustus. The goddess Roma seated next 
to him closely resembles his wife Livia; Oikumene, the goddess of the inhabited world, is 
crowning him, and the eagle symbolizes Jupiter. The lower register depicts soldiers erecting a 
monument to a recent victory, in the presence of male and female captives.  

 

The Gemma Claudia (left) was probably created to celebrate the 
marriage of Emperor Claudius. He is on the left with his niece 
and fourth wife, Agrippina the Younger; her parents, shown on 
the right are Germanicus, brother of the emperor, and his wife, 
Agrippina the Elder. [Both cameos depicted are in the Collection of 
the Kunsthistorishces Museum, Vienna.] 
 
Dr. Julia C. Fischer, Associate Professor of 

Art History at Lamar University, teaches courses in ancient, Renaissance, 
and Asian art and art crime. She holds degrees from Loyola University 
Chicago, the University of Missouri-Columbia, and The Ohio State 
University. She is recognized as a specialist in Roman imperial cameos, 
relief sculpture, and iconography. 
 

Register in advance to receive the Zoom link for this lecture, using 
the link provided in email sent January 4, 2023. 
 

For more information and a membership form, 
please visit www.FineArtsSociety.net or contact president@fineartssociety.net. 
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