
GENERAL

animals in roman life and art
Published: September 19, 2026  |  Index ID: #-

Animals in Roman Life and Art

From the bustling streets of Rome to the quiet corners of the countryside, animals have long held a place of

prominence in ancient Roman society. They were not only essential for agriculture, warfare, and daily sustenance,

but also served as powerful symbols in religion, mythology, and artistic expression. This article explores the

multifaceted roles of animals in Roman life, tracing their significance in everyday practices, religious beliefs, and the

visual culture that has survived through mosaics, frescoes, and sculpture.

Animals in Roman Daily Life

For the Romans, animals were indispensable companions and tools. Whether they were kept as livestock,

employed in industry, or used for entertainment, animals shaped the rhythms of Roman society.

Domesticated Livestock and Agriculture

•  Cattle – The backbone of Roman agriculture, cattle provided meat, milk, leather, and draft power. The 

Romans practiced rotational grazing and developed selective breeding techniques to improve quality.

•  Sheep and Goats – These animals supplied wool for clothing and cheese for the market. The famed Roman 

cheese, caseus, was a staple across the empire.

•  Pigs – Pigs were a popular source of protein. The Romans also used them for their skins, which were turned 

into leather.

•  Chickens – Eggs and meat from chickens were common in Roman households, especially in urban areas 

where space was limited.

Work Animals and Transportation

Animals were the engines of Roman industry. Horses and mules pulled chariots, carts, and wagons; oxen pulled

plows and carts; and donkeys carried goods across rough terrain. The efficiency of Roman roads and trade

networks depended heavily on these reliable beasts of burden.

Animals in Urban Settings

Even in the heart of Rome, animals were visible and essential. Street vendors hawked fresh fish, while dogs

guarded homes and kept pests at bay. The presence of pigeons and sparrows in the Forum and the Colosseum

added to the vibrant urban tapestry.

Symbolic Roles in Religion and Mythology

Animals in Roman culture were more than utilitarian; they were imbued with symbolic meanings that reflected the

values, fears, and aspirations of the people.

Deities and Their Animal Companions

•  Jupiter – Often depicted with a lightning bolt, Jupiter was also associated with the eagle, a symbol of power 

and sovereignty.

•  Venus – The goddess of love was sometimes shown with doves, representing affection and peace.

•  Mercury – The messenger god was accompanied by a rooster, symbolizing vigilance and the herald of dawn.



•  Minerva – The goddess of wisdom was associated with the owl, a creature of insight and nocturnal perception.

Mythological Creatures and Legends

Roman mythology is replete with hybrid creatures that blend human and animal traits, reflecting the complexities of

the human psyche and the natural world.

•  Minotaur – The half-man, half-bull creature of Crete, symbolizing the unknown and the monstrous.

•  Griffin – With the body of a lion and the head of an eagle, the griffin embodied strength and vigilance.

•  Chimera – A fiery beast combining lion, goat, and serpent, representing chaos and the unpredictability of 

nature.

Animal Totems in Rituals and Festivals

Animals were central to many Roman festivals. The Venatio, or hunting festivals, featured wild beasts brought to the 

arena for public entertainment. Meanwhile, the Lupercaliainvolved the sacrifice of goats and the symbolic use of

their skins for purification rites.

Animals in Roman Art and Architecture

Roman art is celebrated for its realism, attention to detail, and symbolic depth. Animals appear in a variety of

media, from marble statues to intricate mosaics, reflecting both everyday life and grand mythological narratives.

Mosaics and Frescoes

Mosaics found in villas and public buildings often depicted pastoral scenes, hunting parties, and exotic wildlife. The 

Villa of the Mysteriesin Pompeii, for instance, boasts a stunning fresco of a horse racing against a backdrop of lush

foliage, showcasing the Romans’ fascination with movement and natural beauty.

Statues and Sculptures

Statues of animals, such as the famous Colossus of Nero's Elephant, served as both decorative and symbolic 

elements in temples and public spaces. The sculptural depiction of the Capitoline Wolf, guarding the twins Romulus

and Remus, remains an iconic representation of Rome’s mythical founding.

Architectural Motifs

Animal motifs were frequently incorporated into architectural details. Reliefs of lions, griffins, and serpents adorned

the capitals of columns, the friezes of arches, and the thresholds of temples. These motifs not only enhanced

aesthetic appeal but also served protective functions, warding off evil spirits.

Animals in Literature and Poetry

Roman writers and poets celebrated animals for their beauty, strength, and symbolic resonance. Their works

provide insight into how animals were perceived by contemporary thinkers.

Virgil and the Natural World

Virgil’s Aeneidis replete with animal imagery. The hero’s journey is punctuated by encounters with wolves, lions,

and birds, each symbolizing different aspects of fate and destiny. Virgil’s language elevates animals to almost divine

status, reflecting the interconnectedness of humans and nature.

Horace’s Elegies

Horace’s poems frequently reference domestic animals, such as dogs and horses, as metaphors for loyalty,

companionship, and the fleeting nature of youth. His use of animal imagery underscores the emotional depth of his



lyrical compositions.

Ovid’s Metamorphoses

Ovid’s Metamorphosescontains countless tales where animals transform into humans or other creatures,

illustrating the fluid boundaries between species. These stories highlight the Romans’ fascination with

metamorphosis and the symbolic power of transformation.

Animal Domestication and Trade

Beyond their symbolic significance, animals were central to the Roman economy. The empire’s vast network of

roads and ports facilitated the trade of exotic animals, which were prized for both practical uses and status symbols.

Exotic Animals in the Empire

Romans imported lions, elephants, and even giraffes from Africa and Asia. These animals were showcased in

triumphal processions, public spectacles, and as prized possessions of the elite. The presence of such exotic

creatures underscored Rome’s reach and dominance.

Trade and Commerce

Livestock markets were hubs of economic activity. The sale of cattle, sheep, and poultry provided a stable source of

income for farmers and merchants alike. The Roman legal system regulated these markets, ensuring fair trade and

preventing fraud.

Animal Husbandry and Breeding Practices

Romans employed sophisticated breeding techniques to enhance the qualities of their livestock. Selective breeding

for size, strength, and temperament led to the development of specialized breeds, such as the robust Roman

horse, known for its endurance and speed.

Animals and Roman Warfare

Animals played a pivotal role on the battlefield. From warhorses to war elephants, these creatures were strategic

assets that could turn the tide of conflict.

War Horses

Roman legionaries relied on sturdy, fast horses for cavalry units. These horses were trained to carry soldiers and

weapons, enabling rapid maneuvers and flanking attacks.

War Elephants

Although not native to Rome, war elephants were employed by the Romans during campaigns in North Africa and

the East. Their sheer size and unpredictability made them formidable opponents in siege warfare.

Animal Tactics and Battlefield Morale

Animals were used to intimidate enemies and boost the morale of Roman troops. The sight of a charging horse or

a charging elephant could unsettle enemy formations and create psychological advantages.

Animals in Roman Medicine and Science

Roman physicians and scholars studied animals to understand anatomy, physiology, and medicinal properties.

Veterinary Practices



Veterinary medicine in ancient Rome involved the examination, treatment, and care of animals. Physicians like 

Galenstudied animal anatomy to better understand human physiology, reflecting the interconnectedness of life

sciences.

Pharmacology and Herbal Remedies

Various animal products were used in Roman medicine. For instance, bee honey was prized for its antibacterial

properties, while ox blood was employed in treatments for anemia and as a blood transfusion technique in

experimental settings.

Animals and Roman Social Hierarchy

Animals were also markers of social status and wealth. Owning exotic or high-quality animals signaled prosperity

and prestige.

Elite Ownership

Members of the senatorial and equestrian classes owned prized animals, such as white horses or rare breeds of

dogs. These animals were displayed during public events, reinforcing the owners’ social standing.

Public Display and Spectacle

Animal hunts, known as venationes, were popular entertainment in the Colosseum. These spectacles involved the

capture, training, and eventual slaughter of wild animals, offering the populace a glimpse of Rome’s power and

control over nature.

Animals and Roman Architecture

Architectural design in ancient Rome often incorporated animal motifs to convey symbolic meaning or to provide

protective functions.

Reliefs and Friezes

Columns, arches, and temples featured intricate reliefs of animals such as lions, serpents, and eagles. These

motifs served both decorative and symbolic purposes, reflecting the virtues or divine guardianship associated with

the depicted animal.

Gardens and Landscape Design

Roman villas featured meticulously designed gardens that included animal statues and fountains. The presence of

animals in these settings emphasized harmony between human-made structures and the natural world.

Animals in Roman Education and Cultural Transmission

Animals were used as teaching tools in Roman schools and were central to the transmission of cultural values and

knowledge.

Educational Illustrations

Illustrations of animals in textbooks and scrolls were used to teach children about biology, geography, and

mythology. These images served as mnemonic devices that reinforced lessons and cultural narratives.

Symbolic Lessons

Through stories and fables featuring animals, Romans imparted moral lessons about bravery, loyalty, cunning, and

humility. These tales were passed down through generations, cementing the animals’ place in Roman



consciousness.

Conclusion

Animals were integral to every facet of Roman life, from the practicalities of agriculture and warfare to the symbolic

depths of religion, art, and literature. Their presence in public spectacles, domestic settings, and imperial

iconography underscores how deeply the Romans were connected to the natural world. By studying the roles

animals played in ancient Rome, we gain insight into the values, beliefs, and everyday realities that shaped one of

history’s greatest civilizations.
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