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Under the empire, the freestanding arch became one of the most recognizable of Roman 
monuments, equally ubiquitous in the capital and on the Bay of Naples. These arches came to 
represent both an efficient tool of Roman urbanism and a coherent emblem of imperial order 
and rule. While arches have been the subject of many comprehensive studies, relatively little 
attention has been given to harbor arches in Roman port cities. The primary aim of my 
dissertation is to examine harbor arches from a new perspective, emphasizing connections 
among iconography, social and political context, and viewer reception. I move beyond the 
historical concerns of the elite that erected freestanding arches to see how these harbor 
monuments became part of the community fabric for the inhabitants of port cities.  
  
My study will examine harbor arches located on the Bay of Naples and on the Central Italic 
peninsula, dating from the reign of Augustus to Caracalla. I will draw on disparate sources of 
evidence, including extant arches in situ, architectural and sculptural fragments, archaeological 
material and field reports, relevant literary sources (both from ancient authors and scholiasts), 
as well as representational evidence (sculptural, epigraphical, and numismatic). I will examine 
harbor arch morphology and relation to site with a view to understanding the social, political, 
and economic atmosphere of harbor cities.  
 
The variety and fragmentary nature of the evidence for the harbor lends itself well to a survey 
deploying diverse methods. Drawing upon post-structuralist theories that explore the 
production and the reception of art and architecture, I seek to understand how arches 
communicated with their immediate environment and what visual and topographical impact 
they had on the harborscape. The prevalence of arches along the harbor suggests the 
importance of ports in defining Roman authority and imperial personality. Using reception 
theory, I attempt to address how certain viewers might have understood these monuments 
according to their individual concerns. As commodifiable images, harbor arches take on a life 
of their own, reproduced through such tourist trinkets as the glass flasks of Puteoli and 
terracotta lamps of Alexandria. Surveying the visual representations of harborscapes, I will 
investigate how arches communicate meaning long after their initial creation and beyond the 
borders of the Italian peninsula. My goal is to bring attention to particular aspects of harbor 
arches that thus far have been superficially understood. 
 

 
 


